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Abstract 
Human trafficking is one of the global scourges that have reached an 
epidemic proportion in the recent times. More than ever, the problem 
threatens the survival human race and the dignity of mankind. This paper 
examines human trafficking and smuggling in Africa. The paper, which 
relies on secondary source data, identifies the sources, victims and 
perpetrators of the phenomenon as well as the causes, implications and 
efforts made at addressing it. It reveals that the efforts at tackling the 
scourge have essentially manifested in the criminalization of the act. Thus, 
within the rational choice theory, the paper recommends the need to direct 
efforts at tackling the accidents of critical socio-economic and psychological 
factors contributory to human trafficking and smuggling such as extreme 
poverty, massive unemployment, corruption and a high rate of illiteracy, 
declining value re-orientation that make people vulnerable are genuinely 
addressed.  

 
 

Human trafficking is one of the global scourges that have reached an epidemic proportion in 
the recent times. More than ever the problem threatens the survival of human race and the dignity of 
mankind. Tragic diseases and deaths have been associated with this scourge. Though this scourge is 
not peculiar to any part of the world, the practice has been quite pervasive in the African continent 
where there are largely limited economic opportunities. Thus, it has generated a lot of concerns and 
several measures have been taken by governments, international organizations, civil society and 
charitable individuals aimed at tackling the problem. However, these measures have not yielded the 
much desired result as the trade has continued boom.  

The task of this paper is to examine these measures and suggest further measures required to 
tackle the scourge in the African continent. Before proceeding to analyze the main issue, it is 
necessary to clarify the central concepts, examine the nature, scope, causes and consequences of the 
scourge. 
 
Conceptual and Theoretical Expositions 

Human trafficking has been defined as the recruitment, transportation, transfer or receipt of 
persons for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation involves forms of slavery and ritual practices, 
trafficking in early marriage, recruitment as child soldiers and beggars. Trafficking involves the 
employment of various means of deception, fraud, abuse of power or position of advantage; feign 
love, debt bondage, false promises, isolation or outright coercion, force, raiding and abduction. 
According to the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women 
and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime 
(the UN Trafficking Protocol), which was opened for signature in December, 2000, trafficking is: 
 

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 abuse of power, or of position of vulnerability or of 
giving, or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a 
person having control over another person for the purpose of exploitation 
(Article 3 (a)) 

 
Quite often, human trafficking is used interchangeably with the concept of people smuggling. 

But both concepts differ. The distinction is that for people smuggling there may necessarily be no 
deception. The persons voluntarily request the smuggler’s services for a bargained fee and they are 
free on arrival at their destinations (UNDOC, 2006). On the other hand, the victims of human 
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trafficking are enslaved, or tied down through certain agreements that are highly skewed in favour of 
the trafficker. The two concepts shall however, be used interchangeably for the purpose of this 
discourse. 

 
Human trafficking or people smuggling is an illegal enterprise, requiring only a small capital 

outlay to start up and with potentially high profits. Its operations are shrouded in secrecy with little 
chance of detection and punishment.  It involves network of persons, criminal groups and syndicates. 
Each group specializes in certain areas such as recruitment, transportation, harbouring, and 
advertising among others (Gimba, 2007). Instructively, human trafficking is not essentially under the 
control of criminal network, some groups including churches fairly small and only loose network with 
each other are also involved when it is mutually beneficial. 

 
The victims of human trafficking could be people of diverse background, class or race. 

However, the trafficked persons are essentially the most vulnerable and powerless from the areas of 
limited opportunities. In particular, women and children are most at risk of being trafficked because 
they suffer more of deprivation and are more malleable. These are conditions easily exploited by the 
traffickers. Due to asphyxiating and suffocating conditions such as extreme poverty, women could be 
compelled or sent into prostitution and early marriage while children are given as cheap labour for 
service delivery and recruited as child soldiers. Also, men are at the risk of being trafficked for 
unskilled work through force or slave raiding. 

 
Human trafficking and smuggling could be conducted at both the internal and international 

levels. At the internal level or domestic level human beings are trafficked from the rural areas to the 
urban centres. At the international level, human trafficking is conducted across international borders. 

Human trafficking is not peculiar to any nation of the world. Both the developed and 
developing nations are involved in the trade either as source, transit or destinations. The source region 
is an area wherein the victims of human trafficking are recruited and transported to final destination 
for exploitation. The source regions are essentially areas characterized by the ravages of war, massive 
corruption, extreme poverty or natural calamities. At the internal level, the rural area is a source 
region to the urban area. In Nigeria, rural communities in Oyo, Osun and Ogun States in the South-
West; Akwa-Ibom, Cross River, Rivers, Bayelsa Delta and states in the South-South; Ebonyi and Imo 
in the South-East, Benue, Niger and Kwara States in the Middle Belt are sources of trafficked persons 
to cities. 

 
At the international level many African countries such as Nigeria have been source nations to 

Belgium, Italy, Netherland, Spain, the United Kingdom and Germany in Europe, Venezuela in South 
America, Saudi Arabia in the Middle East, and Gabon, Mali, Libya, Ghana, Morocco, South Africa, 
the Republic of Benin, Togo, Cote d’Ivoire, Equatorial Guinea, Cameroon, and Guinea in Africa. The 
trafficked persons are used for exploitative domestic work, farm work and prostitution. About 92% of 
Nigerians trafficked to Europe for prostitution come from Edo State of Nigeria. At the initial stage, 
most of them came from Benin City, the Edo State capital and from cities in Delta State. Also, it is 
instructive to note that Kano, Kwara, Kaduna, Niger, Borno, Taraba, Yobe, Nassarawa, Plateau, 
Kebbi, Sokoto, Kastina, Adamawa, Zamfara, Jigawa, Gombe and Bauchi states have been the source 
of trafficked persons to Saudi Arabia for prostitution (Ofuoku, 2010).  
 

The transit region is an area where the trafficked persons are stopped temporarily in the 
journey to the final destinations. At the international level Mexico and Isreal are notable examples of 
tansit points. Nigeria serves as a transit point from other West African countries to Europe and the 
Middle East. Various transit camps are located in places such as Ondo, Akwa-Ibom and Cross River 
states (Ofuoku, 2010). 

The destination is the terminal point of the journey and an area the trafficked persons are 
required for exploitation. At the local level, the urban centres are the final destinations. For example, 
major cities in Nigeria such as Lagos, Port Harcourt, Uyo, Owerri, Abeokuta, Ibadan, Kano, Kaduna, 
Calabar, Warri, Benin and Sapele have been destinations to trafficked persons. At the international 
level many nations especially in Europe and North America have been destinations. Nigeria is a 
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destination to women and children trafficked from Togo, Cameroon, Chad, Niger and Central African 
Republic (Ofuoku, 2010; Gimba 2007). Discernibly, certain nations like Nigeria are source, transit 
and destination points.  

 
Human trafficking and smuggling in Africa not historically new. Before the abolition of slave 

trade in the aearly 19th century, the phenomenon was a widespread practice. Quite apart from the 
European slave commerce, traces of human trafficking and smuggling were established in indigenous 
Africa. For instance, the traditional Nupe recruited and transported persons from Afemai land for 
exploitation. However, trafficking in the context of globalization, has assumed complex, multi-faceted 
dimension involving multiple stakeholders at the institutional and commercial levels. It is a demand-
driven global business with a huge market for cheap labour and commercial sex (UNESCO, 2006).  

 
Theoretically, the analysis of human trafficking and smuggling in Africa can well be captured 

within context of the rational choice theory. The theory derives from the neoclassical economics, 
utilitarianism and game theories (Simpton, 2007; Ritzer, 2008.). Its assumptions are premised on the 
notion that people make decision for the purpose of obtaining the greatest benefit for themselves. This 
presupposes that the decision of a man is not essentially a personal choice rather it is conditioned by 
the economic, social and psychological forces that he has been subjected. Thus, his decision is 
premised on the economic principle of maximizing utility. Furthermore, the theory believes that all 
human action or engagement is based on set of information available about the cost and benefits of the 
set options from which to make choice. Instructively, the theory acknowledges that the action of every 
individual is undertaken to pursue and realize set goals that are in consonance with his or her 
preferences or choices. Thus, in sum, the theory holds that people are purposive and goal driven, their 
preferences are ordered and they make rational calculation regarding costs and benefits of set of 
available options with the aim to maximize utility (Ritzer 2008: 413). Meanwhile, the theory 
acknowledges that the differentials in individual in possession and access to resources are constraints 
on his actions or engagements. For those who possess and have easy access to resources they require 
relative little efforts to achieve the end they seek. But, on another pedestal those who neither possess 
nor have easy access to resource the runway to achievement of their desired ends is difficult or 
remotely impossible. The individual in this context has very slim chance of pursuing highly valued 
objective and may not choose to pursue the highly prized ends since they have lean resources to 
commit to achieve it. This presupposes that the individuals are perceived as rational beings who seek 
to maximize their benefit in the  context of available resources. Also that goal may involve assessing 
the relationship between chances of achieving a primary end and what that achievement does for the 
chances of attaining the second-most valuable object (Ritzer, 2008). 
 

Essentially, flowing from the assumptions of the rational choice theory, the booming business 
of human trafficking and smuggling in Africa is premised on the accidents of economic, social and 
psychological factors. Logically, to tackle the phenomenon these accident factors should be 
addressed. In a way, based on the assumptions of this theory, every individual in Africa would choose 
to pursue and realize highly prized values of self-dignity all things being equal. The insight drawn 
from the theory is quite apt and relevant and thus, will serve as a useful guide for this analysis on how 
to tackle the widespread practice of the phenomenon in Africa. 
 
Extent of Human Trafficking and Smuggling in Africa 

Trafficking of persons is the third largest crime after economic fraud and the drug trade 
(UNESCO, 2006). Although human trafficking and smuggling are a recurring global phenomenon, a 
number of African countries such as Nigeria have been the leading nations in human trafficking with 
cross-border and internal trafficking. Families in remote villages send their daughters to work in cities 
for extra money and the opportunity to escape a dead-end life. Some girls work for free on the 
understanding that they will at least be better fed in the home of their employer. This custom has led 
to the spread of trafficking, as well-to-do Africans accustomed to employing children migration to the 
U.S. 
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In Nigeria, it has been reported that 40% of Nigerian children found in the streets of Lagos, 
Uyo, Calabar, Owerri and Port Harcourt are trafficked (International Labour Organization, 2000; 
UNICEF, 2005). Also, it has been reported that about 10,000 Nigerians are trafficked annually 
(Akpomera, 2009). In 2001, 18 traffickers and 33 trafficked Nigerian ladies were repatriated home 
from Guinea (Gimba, 2007). Between 1999 and July 2000, anti-traffickers deported about 454 
trafficked Nigerians, mostly women and children, from Saudi Arabia (Ofuoku, 2010).  
 

Majority of the traficked persons are women involved in sex trade. There seems to be new 
dimension to trafficking within Nigeria with reported cases of the sales of babies in some parts of the 
country. The persons involved in this business argued that the practice was intended to give the babies 
involved the opportunities to grow up well in the custody of those who can afford to provide such an 
atmosphere. These babies are sold to persons who need children but are unable to have them through 
the normal biological process. Such parents pay N400, 000 and N350, 000 for each male and female 
child respectively (Ochai, 2009). 
In a related issue, there exists slavery of ritual servitude in parts of African countries such as Ghana, 
Togo, and Benin. In this system of slavery of ritual servitude, sometimes called trokosi (in Ghana) or 
voodoosi in Togo and Benin, young virgin girls are given as slaves in traditional shrines and are used 
sexually by the priests in addition to providing free labour for the shrine (Hawksley, 2001).  
 
Causes and Implications of Human Trafficking 

Several causal factors have been identified as responsible for the increasing rate of human 
trafficking and smuggling in Africa. These factors include high rate of unemployment, economic 
disparities, demand for cheap labours and services in the prosperous entertainment and hospitality 
industries, low level of literacy/ high school dropouts, utter ignorance, social discrimination, rapid 
urbanization/ onslaught of globalization, massive corruption, rapacity/ rabid greed, political 
instability/ armed conflicts, porous international borders, ineffective law enforcement agencies, and 
decaying family influence/ societal value system (Daniyan, 2008; Akpomera, 2009; Gimba, 2007; 
Ofuoku, 2010; Trafficking in Persons, June 2006). These factors are coterminous, interwoven and 
flow into each other. They cannot be analyzed in a watertight compartment. However, for the purpose 
of clarity and analytical convenience we will examine each of the factors in turn.   
 

First is the high incidence of poverty and joblessness. Poverty ravages many countries in 
Africa. Most of their citizens are chronically poor, idle, jobless and have limited means to eking out a 
living. Under such drudgery, desperation, and harrowing conditions, it is difficult to resist the 
temptation of accepting the offer of exciting, risky and possibly beneficial engagements such as 
prostitution and menial trade to earn a living. This excruciating condition is perhaps one the cheapest 
of all options to cash in on for the mobilization of the economically disadvantaged persons because it 
does not have a high threshold of social transaction costs in terms of preparation (Ifeadi, 2008). As the 
saying goes “he that is down needs fear no fall.” “Asawo no bi work na management”, presupposes 
that prostitution, sex slave or cheap labour is  not a decent job but only accepted in the absence of no 
other better alternative means of survival. 

 
Another factor that could be ascribed as a motivation for engagement or acceptance of human 

trafficking and smuggling in Africa is the increasing decline in moral and social values due to the 
weakness of the family system or reckless abdication of its socialization functions owing to hard 
economic conditions. In the face of the vicissitudes of life or in the desperate search for material 
wealth some parents send or encourage their children and wards to prostitute or accept menial and 
undignifying jobs. 

Also, strongly related to the engagement in human trafficking and smuggling in Africa is 
illiteracy and ignorance. Most victims of the syndicates of human trafficking are illiterates, school 
drop-outs and semi-illiterates who are ignorant of the actual benefits and cost of acceptance and 
engagement in the menial, odd, exciting and risky activities to earn money. 

Another strong factor that contributes to increasing acceptance and engagement in human 
smuggling and trafficking is the weakness or collapsing nature of African states. Most African states 
are generally characterized as decaying, decomposing, collapsing, fragile, weak, irrelevant, wicked, 
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insensitive, irresponsive and failing. This has been established in several literatures (Wunch and 
Olowu, 1990; Ihonvbere, 1994; Zartman, 1995; Herbst, 1996/97; World Bank, 2006; Osaghae, 2005, 
2007; Awenlimobor, 2009). These characteristics of the African states manifest in the absence of non-
functional standard modern social amenities, seeming irrelevant, insensitive and non-responsiveness 
or outright failure in meeting the genuine needs and aspirations of the teeming populace. This 
persisting unsalutary state of affairs compels many citizens of African countries to migrate to other 
countries of the world especially the developed countries seeking economic refugee, asylum and 
engaging in all kinds of odd jobs for survival. 
 

The crucial deficit of most African states seen in their fragility and weaknesses of their vital 
institutions to effectively perform their statutory functions is yet another cause (Awenlomobor, 2009). 
This is indicated in the noncompliance with legislations and undermining of constituted authorities. 
That the syndicates of human smuggling and trafficking are able to ply their trade through the porous 
borders in spite of extant legislations against the act indicates the fragility and weaknesses of the 
security agencies in most African states. 
 

There is also a strong link between political instability or armed conflicts in many African 
states and the booming trade in human smuggling and trafficking. In the closing decade of the 20th 
century, many African states experienced turbulent times in terms of political instability and armed 
conflict which generated huge humanitarian tragedy or crisis. This heavy tragedy left many of the 
displaced persons with no other option than to accept sex trade and cheap labour as means of survival.  

 
Another potential or actual contributory factor to widespread engagement in human 

trafficking and smuggling is the hurricane of globalization and its collateral consequences. As the 
world is increasingly at a fast pace shrinking into a global hamlet through the penetration of 
globalizing forces, many people in the African continent have become economically worse off. In 
addition, with the expanding socio-information and communication technology the globalization 
onslaught now more than ever provides an easy link for all sorts of negative external social influences 
such as pornography and prostitution. Through the interments many people in the African continent 
are easily in the know of the availability of opportunities and demand for cheap labours and 
commercial sex services in the prosperous entertainment and hospitality industries in the countries in 
Europe and other continents (2003; UNRISD, 1995).  

 
Human trafficking and smuggling spawn several implications. For analytical convenience, the 

consequences can be compartmentalized into social, economic and political perspectives. Socially, the 
results threaten the survival of human race through unnecessary deaths, and the erosion of human 
dignity through gross violation of fundamental human rights of the trafficked persons. It makes the 
victims vulnerable to stigmatization, social alienation, psycho-moral dislocation and acts of 
criminality such as drug trafficking and petty thievery and armed banditry.   

Economically, it also results in low productivity. Due to the associated widespread of deadly 
diseases such as AIDS, human trafficking engenders huge economic cost for the individual and the 
nation. There is an estimated 1,800,000 AIDS orphans living in Nigeria, particularly vulnerable to 
being trafficked (UNAIDS, UNICEF, USAID, 2004). Also, the geometric rate of trafficking in 
women and children from the rural areas (home base of agricultural practice) could undermine food 
production and security. 

 
Politically, it spawns an image crisis for the nation. For example, Ms. Judith Attah as a Nigerian 

Ambassador to Italy in 1994 reported the menace constituted by Nigerian ladies in Italy and the 
dehumanizing lives they led, which have become huge embarrassment to the government and people 
of Nigeria. Owing to this image crisis the phenomenon has generated for the nation, in September 
2001, Nigeria was prompted to enter into an agreement with Italy to facilitate the mass deportation of 
illegal Nigerian immigrants in Italy (Gimba, 2007). Human trafficking also spawns grave danger for 
national security through its collateral damage. 
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Stemming Human Trafficking and Its Challenges 
The problem of human trafficking and smuggling has generated a lot of concern from national 

government, international organizations, and the civil society groups, many of   which have been 
engaged in various ways to stem the growing trend.  International organizations such as the Amnesty 
International, Anti-slavery International, Human Rights Watch, and International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), United Nations International Children and Education Funds (UNICEF), 
International Labour Organization (ILO), United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), National Intelligence Agency (NIA) amongst others, have been involved in the campaign 
against human trafficking (Gimba, 2007). Individual countries have also adopted various legislations 
to regulate human trafficking. In Nigeria, the Edo State Government passed the Anti-Trafficking Law 
in 2000; later in 2003 the Federal Government passed the Anti-Trafficking Act. These legislations 
essentially criminalize the business of human smuggling and trafficking. They empowered the 
security agencies to arrest, investigate and prosecute individuals and corporate offenders. For instance 
National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Person and Other Related Matters (NAPTIP) an 
agency established following the enactment of the Ant-Trafficking Act 2003 has largely operated in 
the spheres of investigation and prosecution. As at June 2006, it arrested 6 traffickers, investigated 85 
cases with 21 on-going prosecutions (Akpomera, 2009).  

 
Apart from legislations, there have been several pet projects established at various levels to 

campaign against human trafficking in Nigeria through advocacy, rehabilitation and re-integration of 
victims. The notable ones are India Renaissance, a pet project of the wife of former Edo State 
Governor Mrs Eki Igbinedion, Women Trafficking and Child Labour Eradication Foundation 
(WOTCLEF), a pet project of the wife of former Vice-President, Mrs Atiti Atiku. Also, the civil 
society organizations have been active in the fight against human trafficking. The Benin Traditional 
Council has been involved in the fight against human trafficking through support for legislation to 
regulate the activities of traffickers (Akpomera, 2009). The Ibinnang Women Association comprising 
women from Akwa Ibom state has also been involved in the fight against women and child trafficking 
through awareness creation (Okosun, 2009). In parts of Ghana, a family may be punished for an 
offense by having to turn over a virgin female to serve as a sex slave within the offended family. In 
this instance, the woman does not gain the title of "wife" (Hawksley, 2001). Also, the mass media, 
both the print and electronic, have been in the vanguard of stemming the illicit business through 
awareness campaigns and enlightenment of unsuspecting members of the public. 

 
In spite of these efforts, the problem of human trafficking and smuggling persists in Africa. 

Several explanations can be constructed to justify the recurrence or persistence of the social problem. 
First is the political interference in the application of the extant legislations against offenders. This is 
reflected in the undue influence of the political elites and members of the privileged class in the 
prosecution of offenders. Second is the underestimation of the task of rehabilitating and re-integration 
of victims by the government. This is reflected in the poor financial commitment to agencies charged 
with the prosecution of offenders, rehabilitation and re-integration of victims. Due to poor financial 
commitment some agencies such as NAPTIP have been prompted to look up to international 
organizations such as the UNICEF and UNESCO for financial support. The paucity of fund plausibly 
prompted the $50,000 financial support by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crimes (UNDOC) 
to support the NAPTIP for rural sensitization campaign in Cross River and Kwara states ( Nadaguba, 
2006:10). Furthermore, the ineffectiveness of the various measures aimed at tackling human 
trafficking can be adduced to the uncooperative attitudes of the victims to testify against traffickers 
for fear of reprisal attacks as well as the low public confidence in the implementation of the extant 
legislations. Some interested groups that have benefited from the trade would want to truncate 
measures aimed at stemming trafficking. An instance may suffice to buttress this point. In Edo State, 
some interested groups perceived to be the immediate beneficiaries of financial gains in trafficking 
strongly opposed the proposal of the Anti-trafficking Law (Akpomera, 2009). 
 

Other factors that account for the ineffectiveness of the various measures include paucity of data, 
overconcentration of efforts on women trafficking for sex trade, deepening global economic crisis, 
and the prosperous market for trafficked persons internationally and internally. 
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Conclusion 
Human trafficking and smuggling is a global scourge. Though the phenomenon is not peculiar 

to any part of the world the practice in African continent has been common and has attracted sustained 
interest among international organizations, government and non-governmental agencies. Africa has 
been a source, transit and destination region of human trafficking. The scope and flow of the trade 
within and across the international borders have prompted the adoption of several efforts aimed at 
tackling the phenomenon. Such measures which include enactment and implementation of legislations 
as well as intensed advocacy and active creation of awareness about the sourge have yielded only 
limited results. This is reflected in the persistence of the scourge. Thus, it becomes imperative to 
recommend measures to be taken to tackle the scourge. 

 
Within the context of the rational choice theory adopted as the basic analytical tool for this 

paper, it is evident that the widespread practice of the phenomenon in Africa is not essentially a 
choice of the individual rather it is due to accidents of economics, social and psychological factors. 
Thus, efforts to tackle the phenomenon should be directed at these factors which underpin it. In the 
light of that, we therefore recommend the need to address the welfare needs of the people and not just 
the criminalization of the trade. A review the extant laws with a view to strengthen their areas of 
weaknesses and the establishment of agencies to implement the laws with all the financial 
commitments can only work if the accidents of critical socio-economic and psychological factors 
contributory to human trafficking and smuggling such as extreme poverty, massive unemployment, 
corruption and high rate of illiteracy, declining value re-orientation that make people vulnerable are 
genuinely addressed.  

 
These recommendations are however not end in themselves neither can they resolve the 

scourge at a stroke. The authors are nevertheless optimistic that if the recommendations are 
religiously applied there would be a significant difference between what obtains now and what is most 
cherished. 
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