
1 
 

 
STRATEGIES FOR CONTROLLING HUMAN TRAFFICKING IN 

NIGERIA 
 
 

By 
 

Monday Uijiakhien Okojie 
Department of Social Studies, 

FCT College of Education,  Zuba 
P.M.B. 61, Garki-Abuja. 

 
Abstract 
Human trafficking involves carrying human beings, particularly young women and children 
from one place to another, at times across national and international borders by the traffickers 
in the purpose of subjecting the trafficked persons to prostitution and peddling or child labour. 
Human trafficking is a form of modern day slavery. This paper examines the reasons for human 
trafficking especially as it concerns women and children trafficking. It also discusses the effects 
of women and children trafficking on the victims of human trafficking and the society at large. It 
finally recommends measures for controlling the increasing incidence of women and children 
trafficking in Nigeria. 
 

Two hundred years after the UK abolished the Transatlantic Slave Trade, 
slavery continues in myriad. People would not believe that it is possible under modern 
conditions. But in 2007, slaves are cheap and plentiful. Perhaps 12 million men, women 
and children trapped in this nightmare trade – nearly two and a half million trafficked 
between countries under the illusion that they are heading for opportunities they are 
denied at home. Many are girls and women sold into the sex trade (DFID, 2007). 
 

They are rarely called “slaves” but their destiny is the same. Perhaps they are 
victims of “debt bondage” where poor people have to take out loans from an employer 
to meet their basic needs, soon finding themselves trapped in an unending cycle of 
repayments. Maybe they have been lured or deceived into making a journey, which 
ends in exploitation. They might be hidden from public view in private homes, 
trammeled in a daily grind of domestic service from which there seems no escape. Or 
else they have had the misfortune to be born into a social class which is treated as 
properly by their “superiors” their rights trampled on because of a culturally accepted 
“descent slavery.” Possibly, they are a child, sold off by a debt-ridden parent, forcibly 
recruited as a child soldier, or trapped by a sex gang in an extreme form of child labour. 
  

The root causes of slavery in the 21st century are not so different from those in 
the 19th century. Then, as now, greed and disregard for the rights and dignity of fellow 
human beings drove this inhuman trade (Benn, 2007). Then as now, the only way to 
defeat this is for good people to come together and fight for change. 
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And while international and national laws prohibit slavery, the part to ending it 
lies through tackling the reasons why people can be exploited. Poverty is central. 
Whatever slavery is called, it is always a sign of poverty. As long as one in five people 
live in extreme poverty, as long as 77 million children are not enrolled in primary 
school, and as long as too many countries have ineffective government there will be a 
ready supply of victims for the greedy and unscrupulous (Benn, 2007). Fighting slavery 
today needs security, better health, education and employment. 
 

Therefore, this paper creates the awareness of human trafficking in Nigeria, 
looks at the effects and made some suggestions for the way out. 
 
The Concept of Human Trafficking 

This is the secret trade involving buying and selling. The trade is an unlawful 
one or of an improper kind in particular goods or commodities which are not proper or 
lawful to sell. This trade because it is illegal, is done out of public view and attention. 
Human trafficking can be defined as the illegal or unlawful buying and selling of 
human beings especially young children and women for the sole purpose of exploiting 
their labour and bodies (Ololobou, 2004).  

 
The United Nations General Assembly cited in Mbakogu (2004) defined 

Human trafficking as the: 
 
…illicit and clandes time movement of persons across national and international borders, 
largely from developing countries and some countries with economies in transition with the end 
goal of forcing women and girl children into sexually or economically oppressive and 
exploitative situations for the profit of recruiters, traffickers, crime syndicates, as well as other 
illegal activities related to  trafficking, such as forced domestic labour, false marriages, clandes 
time employment and false adoption (p.25). 
 
The UN Protocol of 2000 in Ibrahim (2002), presented Human Trafficking as:   
 
the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons by means of the threat 
or use of  force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of 
power or of a  person of vulnerability or the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to 
achieve the consent of a person having control over another person for the purpose of  
exploitation (p.206). 
 

From these definitions, it is obvious that human trafficking simply is the 
recruitment, transport, habouring, transfer or receipt of persons through coercion, force, 
fraud or deception in order to get people in situations such as forced prostitution, 
domestic servitude, cheap labour or other kinds of work to pay off debts; or make easy 
monetary gains (Ololobou, 2004).   
 

UNICEF in Mbakogu (2004) reported that child trafficking is to fulfil certain 
purposes: sexual exploitation; adoption; child labour (such as: domestic work, begging, 
crime work like selling drugs); participation in armed conflicts; and early marriage. 
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There have been reported cases of trafficking in women and children for 
illegitimate purposes. While the nature and magnitude of the trade has remained vastly 
unknown, immigration officials throughout Europe have reported an influx of Nigerian 
females ensnared and sold into prostitution in such European countries as – the 
Netherlands, Italy, and the Czech Republic. For instance, in 2001, Italian officials 
deported hundreds of commercial sex workers to Nigeria; Spanish officials deported 16 
such workers while other European countries have deported similar numbers. Also 
based on the narratives of some young deporters, there are assertions that some 
Nigerian crime syndicates have employed indebtedness, threats of beatings and/or rape, 
physical injury to the victim's family, arrest and deportation to persuade those forced 
into sex work from attempting to escape.  
 
Major Human Trafficking Routes  

The major human trafficking routes according to Mbakogun (2004:25) are as 
follows: 
  
 From Latin America to North America, Europe and the Middle East;    
 From the countries of the former Soviet bloc to the Baltic States and Western 

Europe; 
 From Romania to Italy, and through Turkey and Cyprus to Israel and the Middle 

East; 
 From West Africa to the Middle East; from Thailand and the Philippines to 

Australia, New Zealand and Taiwan; 
 From Cambodia, Myanmar, and Viet Nan to Thailand; 
 From Nepal and Bangladesh to India; and from India and Pakistan to the Middle 

East. 
 
 
Historical Development of Human Trafficking 

The late 15th century African, Nigeria inclusive, experienced the coming of 
large vessels financed and crewed by Europeans into their shores recruiting and 
exploiting able-bodied men and women oversees to be involved in farm labour on 
plantations and estates. These sons and daughters of Africa were carried across the 
Atlantic Ocean in what was referred to as the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. The 
recruitment and transportation of the natives as slaves was done in a very crude and 
humiliating manner. Being bought and sold as slaves, the victims had no rights and 
were ill-treated such that some of the slaves died before they reached their destinations. 
Those who made it to Europe provided cheap labour and some of the women satisfied 
the sexual urges of their masters. This trade which was later abolished was barbaric and 
a clear case of man’s inhumanity to man.  
 

Women have over the centuries even in very primitive societies especially those 
who had very low opinion of the worth of the woman suffered great denial of their 
rights and abuse of their bodies. In some societies, some father rented their daughters 
and even husband gave their wives to visitors as a show of hospitality. In some other 
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societies, especially in Asia Minor several centuries before Christianity, certain 
traditional religious practices required women to be given to priest for sexual 
relationships to make such religious leader experience a closer relationship with the 
gods they represented. In ancient Greece, the practice of women exchanging sexual 
favours for material benefits thrived. However, with the introduction of Christianity and 
its moral code, most societies condemned the act with several laws made to suppress 
and eliminate the practice. 
 

Quite recently, a new dimension of recruiting human beings and selling them 
into a modern kind of slavery and prostitution for pure economic benefits has emerged. 
This recent scourge which is done in a very sophisticated manner is global. The 
mechanism involves syndicates operating in a network caught up in an intricate web of 
international sex trade. Innocent victims are lured through fake promises, forced and 
coerced and are subjected to several forms of physical and psychological abuse and 
exploitation. They are carried to various parts of the world: Africa, Europe and the 
Americans. 
 
Aspects of Human Trafficking 

Human trafficking takes various dimensions. Victims are recruited into the 
following areas: 
 
i. Prostitution: This is the practice of exchanging sexual favours usually sexual 
intercourse for material benefits especially, money. The young women are usually lured 
into this trade with promises of better jobs and opportunities that would improve the 
poor circumstances from which thy are taken. The victims are not usually told the 
intentions of their captors till they reach their destinations far away from their home 
countries. Their plight is so pitiable in the sense that against their wills they sell their 
bodies for the benefit of their employers.  Sometimes, the victims continue to serve 
their captors who treat them violently until they pay up to gain their freedom. On 
gaining freedom, since some of them possess no skill for the labour market they 
continue in prostitution until death. 
 
ii. Child Labour: This is the employment of children in industrial or agricultural 
work. As an aspect of human trafficking, thousands of children are recruited and 
purchased for the sole purpose of exploiting their labour. They are treated in the most 
despeakable manner, imaginable and denied all their basic rights. Their work and 
proceeds from their labour serve the purpose of their employers solely. These Nigerian 
child slaves are recruited mostly from the South-Eastern States of Nigeria.  
 
iii. Drug Peddling: This is the process of illegally peddling narcotics. Most victims 
of human trafficking are made to push drugs to the destination countries. After 
successfully getting the drugs over, they offer the drugs for sale on behalf of their 
employers. Other already in the destination countries are also engaged in the peddling 
of narcotics illegally. The proceeds go to the employer. In the event that the victim is 
caught her or she is under oath not to reveal the identity of the employer thereby 
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bearing the full consequences of the law. Infact, in situations such as this due to the 
intricate operative devices of the syndicate, efforts are made to get such individuals out 
illegally. Once this fails, the individual is eliminated before the law takes its full course. 
 
iv. Other Criminal Activities: Victims of human trafficking are engaged in other 
forms of anti-social behaviours like pandering, gambling, robbery, and false business 
that defraud innocent and unsuspecting citizens. 
 
Reasons for Women Trafficking 

The trafficking on human beings, especially on young women, has been one of 
the oldest forms of despicable trade or business. The illicit trade is being carried on in 
many societies and by many morally depraved traffickers for some reasons: 
 
1. For Prostitution: The human trafficking involving young girls across 
international borders is mainly for the purpose of prostitution. NTI (1990) defined a 
prostitute as an individual who engages in sexual activity with strangers or other 
persons with whom, the individual has no affectional relationship but in exchange for 
money or other valuable material that are given at or near the time of the act. 
Onyemaobi (1996) lamented that to hear of under-tens getting involved in the dirty 
business of prostitution is alarming and worthy of condemnation; if not a final check as 
well. He noted that from the available statistics, over two million girls hawk sex daily. 
These according to him, include many of the world’s children who are abused sexually 
in various continents. 
 

Barde in Njoku (2004) estimated that out of about 90,000 sex workers of 
Nigerian origin in Italy, 50,000 of them are from Edo State. This, according to him, 
represents 60 percent of prostitutes in that country. Thus, prostitution is a major factor 
that compels human traffickers to carry young girls from Nigeria to Europe and Asia 
and to engage them in the illicit sex trade. 
 
2. Quest for Material Wealth: The quest for material wealth by both the victims 
of women trafficking and their traffickers is one of the major motives for the scourge of 
human trafficking in modern times. Bappah (1989) stated that one of the reasons why 
some women go into prostitution is to satisfy their crave for materialism.  
 

The illicit traffickers, on the other hand, were primarily motivated by 
materialism. Ofido (2000) remarked that the major underlying factor for prostitution is 
greed. Ruth (2000) contended that the willingness of our ladies to travel abroad and 
offer themselves for sex trade is equally a pointed to the level of the crave by our 
youths to do anything for money. It is widely believed that human trafficking in women 
and children is now the third largest source of profits for organised crime, only behind 
drugs and arms. 
 
3. Pervasive Poverty in Nigeria Society: The increasing poverty in the Nigerian 
society has no doubt contributed to the scourge of human trafficking involving Nigerian 
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women and children. Most women who were taken to overseas for illicit sex trade by 
the traffickers accepted the offer as a way of ameliorating the harsh economic 
conditions at home. Thus, it is wretched condition of the populace that gives rise to the 
anomaly of human trafficking.    
 
4. Unemployment: This is also another reason for the increasing incidence of 
human trafficking involving Nigeria women and young boys. The Daily Champion 
Opinion (August 8, 2003) observed that though the Anti-Human Trafficking Law is 
good and desirable, nevertheless, the government should make deliberate efforts to 
humanise the societal environment through provision of gainful employment and other 
economic empowerment that will ensure improved living standard for the people. 
 
5. Ignorance or Naivety: Ignorance on the part of the victims of human 
trafficking contributes to the prevalence of the scourge on human trafficking. Many of 
the women and children carried off to foreign countries by traffickers were deceived 
into believing that they would engage in legitimate employment with adequate 
remuneration. The Daily Champion Opinion (August 8, 2003) noted that several 
victims of the scourge, especially girls, have claimed ignorance of what bargain they 
struck until they were caught or eventually taken to Europe to engage in sex trade.  
 

Ofido (2000) observed that nowadays, Nigerian girls are in overseas countries, 
mainly Italy, France and Belgium eking out an unreasonable livelihood through 
prostitution. She noted that most of the girls were lured into the act by a carted that 
promised them fabulous jobs but seized their passports when they got to overseas and 
forced them into prostitution. She therefore, charged the youths to discountenance any 
one who promised them of admission into schools outside Nigeria, as most of such 
promises are not genuine. 
 
6. Family Pressure on Young Children: Family pressure and persuasion has 
contributed immensely in exacerbating the problem of human trafficking in Nigeria, 
especially the one that involved sending young girls to Europe for prostitution. Some 
parents were known to have sold their landed property in order to sponsor their young 
girls’ abroad for prostitution. The Economist Published in ThisDay (May 3, 2004) told 
a story of how a Benin girl, Rita was sponsored to Canada but ended up in Gabon where 
she was ordered by her sponsor to prostitute. Rita, according to the Economist, later 
escaped back to Nigeria but found her mother highly infuriated that she came back 
home. Her mother, according to the Economist, has wanted her to engage in prostitution 
abroad and eventually buy her car as was the case with many of Rita’s peers in Benin. 
Thus, family pressure and encouragement especially from parents have goaded many 
young girls to travel abroad for prostitution. This encouragement coming from home 
keeps the despicable business flourishing without serious moral outrage. 
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Reasons for Children Trafficking 
Human trafficking involving children, like that of women, is a global problem. 

Children have been carried from one part of the country or across international borders 
for many reasons: 
 
1. Children Constitute Source of Cheap Labour: Child labour involves children 
who work long hours for low wages, often under conditions harmful to their health. 
This type of work is palpably destructive or exploitative (Awake, May 22, 1999). 
Admittedly, most children in all societies work either to acquire vocational skills or to 
earn income to augment family’s income. But child labour obtained through the agency 
of traffickers is usually, very exploitative, dehumanising and slavish in nature.  
 
2. Children are Easy to Exploit: Children are notable victims of human 
trafficking because traffickers and their collaborators easily exploit them. The Public 
Service International (PSI) stated that child workers are employed because, as children, 
they are naturally easy to exploit. It is partly for this reason that 24 million children are 
engaged in child labour in Africa (Azuatalam, 1998). In 2002, the National Human 
Rights Commission revealed that 22 million Nigerian children under 15 years of age 
were in the labour force. The Commission also said that 70 percent of children of 
primary school age were out of school. Such children are involved in one form of child 
labour or the other especially in the informal sector of the economy. 
 
3. For Domestic Services: Many of the children who are victims of child 
trafficking were recruited for domestic services and subjected to slavish conditions. 
They are often denied opportunity for education and work long hours under hazardous 
and inhuman conditions. Many children who are victims of child trafficking are known 
to be staving and serving their masters and their families under unacceptable conditions. 
 
4. For Child Prostitution: Child prostitution is a growing phenomenon in the 
illicit sex industry particularly in Europe and Asia. Arinze (2003) observed that the 
problem of women and children trafficking is a global scourge and need a global 
solution. He stated that the victims litter all the sex parlours of Europe and engage in all 
forms of sexual immorality, not as a result of choice but most times, because the 
principal is the vampire sucking her blood. 
 
5. For Ritual and cult Purposes: It is also known that many women and children 
who are victims of human trafficking were acquired for ritual purposes. The growing 
incidence of ritual killings and human sacrifices show that many unfortunate persons 
were acquired for diabolical purposes. Many of the victims may have been brought 
from her far places either within or outside the country. It is possible that many victims 
of human trafficking were primarily acquired for ritual purposes. 
 
The quest for quick money or instant wealth, and the crave for power have exacerbated 
the orgy of ritual killings, of which many victims are possibly women and children 
brought by traffickers from far-away communities and cities (Njoku, 2004). 
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6. Poverty: Poverty or lack of basic necessities of life, which is a ravaging scourge 
in many Nigerian families, has contributed largely to children trafficking in the country. 
Many families are unable to fend for their children; hence they are often willing to 
release them to render services to other people in order to earn income to augment that 
of their families. Thus, the most powerful force driving children into hazardous, 
debilitating labour is the exploitation of poverty for poor families, the small 
contribution of a child’s income or assistance at home can make the difference between 
hunger and a bare sufficiency (Awake, 1999). 
 
7. Increasing Moral Decadence in the Society: The increasing wave of human 
trafficking in Nigeria involving many young ladies who where taken to overseas for 
prostitution is a manifestation of increasing moral decadence in the society. Ruth (2000) 
observed that the drift of the nation’s young ladies into prostitution is, no doubt, an 
evidence of the moral decadence in our society, which should be arrested. 
 
Impact of Women and Children Trafficking on the Society 

Women and children trafficking have grave consequence for the victims and the 
society at large. 
 
1. Women and children trafficking expose the victims to physical, mental and 

psychological anguish. 
2. Human trafficking aggravates the problem of child labour. Child labour is likely 

to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s health or physical, mental, 
spiritual, moral or social development. 

3. Human trafficking exposes young girls to illicit sex trade which is injurious to 
their physical and moral well-being. It also constitutes a dent on the image of the 
people. 

4. Human trafficking is a form of slavery and, no doubt tends to re-establish the 
obnoxious trade in human beings.   

5. It encourages the existence of international syndicate, which specialises in human 
trafficking for the sustenance of international prostitution for the selfish interest 
of those behind it. 

6. Human trafficking and its attendant international prostitution contribute 
immensely to the spread of HIV/AIDS globally. 

7. Human trafficking on women and children does not create wealth, but 
impoverishes the society. 

8. It reinforces the orgy of ritual killing as some persons trafficked could be used for 
ritual purposes. 

9. It aggravates the problem posed by child labour in contemporary Nigerian 
society. 

10. It dents the image of the country abroad as many Nigerian girls roam the streets 
of Italy, Amsterdam and Belgium and openly engage in despicable sex trade. 
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Conclusion 
Finally, this modern form of slavery be eradicated since the Nigerian 

constitution is against it. Government must come out with strict policies that will help 
in this direction. Also, religious bodies need to work hard in removing human 
trafficking in our society so that all human beings can be treated in the same manner. 
 
Recommendations 

1. There is need to enact law prohibiting human trafficking. The enactment of the 
Anti-Human Trafficking and Child Labour Act by the Federal Government is a 
welcome development. 

2. There is need to alleviate poverty among Nigerian families as a way of stemming 
the tide of human trafficking in the country. It is widely believed that poverty is at 
the root cause of women and children trafficking in Nigeria society. 

3. Government should establish new industries and reactivate existing ones to 
provide employment opportunities for the teeming population, especially young 
boys and girls. 

4. Education should be made free at both primary and secondary school levels. This 
will encourage children from poor homes to benefit from education and improve 
their knowledge and skills for meaningful living.  

5. The government should empower the National Agency for Prohibition of 
Trafficking in Persons and Other Related Matters (NADPTIP) effectively to be 
able to control human trafficking in the country. Similarly, the Nigeria 
Immigration Service (NIS) should be encouraged to continue to perform its duties 
creditably. 

6. There is need for the government to mount enlightenment campaign to sensitize 
the young girls, children and the society at large on the evils of human trafficking. 

7. There is also the need to encourage non-governmental organisations that are 
committed towards the eradication of the scourge of human trafficking in 
Nigerian society. 
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