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Abstract 
Human trafficking is one of the major issues confronting Nigeria as a nation. It is 

a cankerworm that has eaten deep into the fabrics of Nigerian society and is also 

an issue of worry at the international level despite the official and legal abolition 

of the slave trade. This research adopts phenomenological methodology observes 

that trafficking in persons is the third most lucrative illegal trade globally. Human 

trafficking is the recruitment, transportation, harboring or receipt of persons, 

utilizing threat, or use of force or other forms of coercion or abduction or fraud, 

deception, or the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving 

or receiving of payment or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 

control over another person for exploitation. The study highlights causes and 

purposes of human trafficking as armed conflict, greed, unemployment, poverty, 

and ignorance of human rights, sexual exploitation, labor exploitation, domestic 

work, military conscription, forced marriage, organ harvesting, illicit adoption, 

unwholesome business gains, low self-esteem and the search for greener pasture. 

The study finds that victims of human trafficking suffer abuse, stigmatization, 

deportation, deprivation, exploitation, physical and psychological trauma, 

incarceration and are likely to be exposed to sexually transmitted diseases with 

HIV/AIDS. The study recommends that adequate education should be given to 

Nigerian citizens where they can acquire entrepreneurship knowledge, skills, 

values, and attitudes. The government should address the problem of 

unemployment by proving jobs for the citizenry. The research concludes that 

human trafficking could be eradicated if the Nigerian Government in Partnership 

with Non-Governmental Organization (NGO’s) restore human dignity through 

education, empowerment, and advocacy.  
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Introduction 

Human trafficking started when the property was owned in common by all. There was no 

subordination of human to fellow humans. All of the humankind were seen as equal. 

Subsequently, greedy men acquired immense wealth at the expense of others and assumed 

the position of masters over servants who became chattels or slaves, possessing no right of 
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any kind. There are many ways in which a person loses his freedom and becomes a servant 

to a master. The king receives and maintains several wards or domestic servants. 

Traditionally a free person was acquired as a slave through slave rulers and affluent of the 

society who purchase as many slaves as they could afford to work for them. 

 

Consequently, the sole aim of human trafficking remains economic and business. It is a 

cankerworm that has eaten deep into the fabrics of Nigerian society and is also an issue of 

worry at the global level despite the official and legal abolition of the slave trade. Human 

trafficking is indeed very ancient. There is ample evidence that in primordial times, 

affluent people kept slaves for physical pleasure or manual labor, and some for economic 

prowess transported slaves to the Atlantic and exported to different parts of the world as 

bonded labor, trafficking of humans were predominant in poor developing countries, but 

some developed countries in the world are today involved in an underground lucrative 

human trafficking. This social menace manifests in subtleness where the victims are 

ignorant of the merchandise. They are promised good fortune overseas and without 

envisaging the smokescreen become slaves to prostitution globally. The most common 

destinations for victims of human trafficking are Italy, Thailand, and Turkey. 

 

According to United Nations International Children Emergency Fund (UNICEF) report in 

1994, 120 suspected prostitutes were arrested on an Italian express train on arrival at 

Madrid airport and in the year 2000, a batch of 77 women was repatriated from Italy to 

Nigeria, while 17 Nigerian women were deported from Saudi Arabia.1 Human trafficking 

remains a topic of concern with Nigeria as a source, destination, and transit country. Young 

women and girls are trafficked to Europe and other destinations and there is growing 

evidence for the involvement of Nigerian criminal networks. Nigeria domesticated the key 

provisions of the trafficking protocol in 2001 and has since set standards for the ECOWAS 

region and beyond through its National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in 

Persons (NAPTIP). Bilateral Corporation agreements with inter-alia Italy, Netherlands, 

France, and United Kingdom have led to the dismantling of several international criminal 

trafficking networks. NAPTIP has rescued more than 4,000 victims since its creation and 

achieved more than 100 convictions of traffickers between 2008 and early 2010.2 

 

Human Trafficking In Nigeria  

Trafficking in persons is the third most lucrative illegal trade in the world, behind 

trafficking in illegal arms/ammunition and hard drugs. Nigeria is a well-known source 

country globally recognized for international human trafficking. So many young Nigerian 

                                                 
1Unicef Report https://www.unicef.org.2001.retrievedsept.,10.2018 
2United Nations Development Convention Report. htttps://www.unodc.org. 

https://www.unicef.org.2001.retrievedsept.,10/
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girls are trafficked to Europe and Asia every year where they are put to work in brothels 

and strip clubs or sent out to work as commercial sex workers and prostitute themselves 

in the streets. 

 

Internal trafficking also occurs within Nigeria’s borders where young boys and girls are 

recruited from poor families in rural areas with a promise of work or education in the city 

as a disguise and sold into domestic servitude or forced labor on farms or in factories and 

with little or no pay. According to Caritas Nigeria, “these victims of trafficking often have 

to endure physical and psychological abuse and are under continuous threats of physical 

harm or deportation.”3 

 

Nigerian women and children are taken from the country to other west and central African 

countries, primarily, Gabon, Cameroon, Ghana, Chad, Benin, Togo, Niger, Burkinafaso, 

and the Gambia for involuntary domestic servitude and sexual exploitation and the boys 

for forced labor in street vending, domestic, mining and begging. “Children from West 

African countries where Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) rules 

allow for easy entry are also forced to work in Nigeria, and are subjected to hazardous jobs 

in Nigeria’s granite mines while Nigerian women and girls migrate to Europe especially 

Italy and Russia and to the Middle East and North Africa for forced prostitution.”4 

 

Causes of Human Trafficking in the Nigerian Changing Economy. 

InspIn spites the fact that we live in the 21st century in a civilized society, the issue of 

“human trafficking still exists. What are the major causes of human trafficking in Nigeria? 

Wh?t pushes people towards human trafficking? According to the UN’sthe protocol that 

was created to prevent trafficking (also known as Palermo protocol), human trafficking is 

when people recruit, transfer, transport, or harbor other people against their will by using 

force, blackmail, deception, fraud, and other malicious means”.5 

 

Human trafficking has three elements to it: 

1. The act or what exactly has been done to the victim. Were they illegally recruited, 

transported, or harbored? 

                                                 
3Caritas Nigeria.Human Trafficking in Nigeriahttps://caritasnigeria.org.2015.retrieved 

Sept.,17,2018. 
4Trafficking in Persons Report. TIP Report is an Annual Report Issued by the us State 

Department’s Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons. 

2013.https://www.watchlist.org.ng. 
5Palermo Protocol, What is human trafficking.htt://www.premium times.org.2017, retrieved Sept., 

18,2018. 

https://caritasnigeria.org.2015.retrieved/
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2. The means or how it has happened. Did they use coercion, force, blackmail, fraud, 

abduction, or deception? 

 

3. The purpose or why it has happened. Were victims trafficked for exploitation, slavery, 

or organ removal? 

This paper highlights five causes of human trafficking in Nigeria. There are many 

reasons why people get involved in human trafficking both as victims and as 

perpetrators such as armed conflict, greed, unemployment, poverty, and ignorance of 

human rights. 

 

(i) Armed Conflict: The social unrest and restiveness in Nigeria  Nigeria a tumultuous 

country with Boko Haram in the North and Biafra conflicts in the South. This 

scenario creates an atmosphere of insecurity and fear of death in some citizenry who 

may decide to migrate to safer areas. This migration may endanger their lives and 

in turn, makes them extremely vulnerable to the perpetrators of human trafficking. 

At the same time, those that are not trying to leave anywhere can also become 

victims of human trafficking if they stay in the epicenter of the armed conflict. Either 

side can just barge into the homes and kidnap people to use them in their plans. 

 

(ii) Greed: People are often unsatisfied with their possessions, even if they have 

perfectly decent living conditions; economists say that human wants are insatiable. 

There is always the craving and search for wealth and better life. This is particularly 

relevant for Nigerians as many of them have this incessant idea of getting very rich 

very fast. The Nigerian web is riddled with advertisements for earning money with 

little or no effort (MMM for example defrauded many Nigerians of hard-earned 

wealth), and lots of people try them and end up in the hands of very dubious people. 

 

(iii) Unemployment: Even though Nigeria has one of the biggest and fastest-growing 

economies in Africa, many of its citizens are jobless and some who are employed are 

underemployed. Many people cannot acquire decent education with relevant skills 

for a proper job. Therefore they try to search somewhere else. What is also important 

to mention is that even those who are afforded education at the tertiary level cannot 

find work to do and some who have a diploma and skills struggle to find a place to 

work. Some of these people resort to migration to other countries as a necessary 

alternative. And as they try to find something in another country, they might end up 

in the hands of fraudsters and mischievous people that might lure them into 

something terrible under a pretense of employment overseas or abroad. 
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(iv) Poverty: Moreover, as a result of unemployment, many Nigerian citizens struggle to 

keep their heads above water. Those who have large debts can easily become victims 

of slavery and exploitation. Similarly, people who have no money often have no 

other choice but to sell themselves to at least have some food and a roof over their 

heads. In some cases, traffickers barge on parents who are suffering because of 

poverty deceive them into giving up their children. In anticipation of a better life in 

the future,  some parents give their children and send them off for a life as they might 

not see them again. That way, when they think their children are somewhere living 

happily, they might be slaving away at some terrible locations with abject hardship 

and penury. 

 

(v) Ignorance of Fundamental Human Rights: One of the main causes of human 

trafficking in Nigeria is the complete disregard for human rights. Women and 

children are often viewed as objects that can be sold. Thus, they are sold into slavery 

and sexual exploitation or forced into marriages. Women are regarded as close to 

nature and men are closer to culture. Women are equated with nature and are 

regarded as tools, for manipulation and disregard in society. This is the ideology 

behind ecofeminism. On the other hand, women often resort to seeking alternative 

opportunities outside of their home country because of this lack of respect or 

discrimination of gender. Where this ignorance persists, many women are more 

easily deceived into human trafficking. Lack of knowledge of Fundamental Human 

Rights is the harbinger of ignorance. Justice C. Oputa in rule of law asserts “if we are 

not ruled by law we will have to be ruled by man and man is an extremely 

unpredictable animal. The rule of law presupposes justice according to the law and 

not according to the whims or caprices of any individual to be the most benevolent 

of all dictators”.6 Law, therefore, is a reasonable, juridical and enforceable social 

ordinance, only and authoritatively promulgated for the achievement of the 

common good of all members of the society according to the principle of justice”.7 

 

Purposes of Human Trafficking In the Nigerian Changing Economy  

The paper examines why there is a demand for human trafficking in Nigeria. There are 

seven main reasons why people are trafficked in Nigeria: 

 

 Sexual Exploitation: This is one of the biggest reasons for human trafficking in 

Nigeria. Women and young girls are either shipped off from the shores of Nigeria to 

                                                 
6Oputa C. A. The Law and Twin Pillars of Justice (Owerri: Government Press, 1981) p.4 
7Iwe, N.S.S Christianity, Culture and Colonialism in Africa.(Port-Harcourt: College of Education, 

1979) pp.154-156. 
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other countries or left in the country to work in prostitution, escort, or the adult films 

industry. 

 

 Labour Exploitation: Victims of human trafficking are made to work in abusive or 

even hazardous working conditions, as nobody would willingly work there 

 

 Domestic Work: Children between 5 years and above are used for performing various 

domestic tasks. They usually have no documents, rights, or knowledge that would 

help them escape the situation, so they are forced to work for food and shelter. 

 

 Military Conscription: Sometimes, especially in times of war or major conflicts, 

children are forced to carry arms and fight. An example of this would be the use of 

child suicide bombers by Boko Haram. 

 

 Forced Marriage: The women and young girls are sometimes forced into marrying a 

stranger, parents can either do this because of traditions or for a hefty sum of money.  

 

 Organ Harvesting: This is arguable the most terrifying reason for human trafficking, 

as the victims do not live long enough to tell the tale if they are not rescued in time. 

Human organs have always been in high demand, which makes human trafficking for 

organ harvesting a very lucrative opportunity. 

 

 Illicit Adoption: This happens when some nurses in hospitals tell the mothers that 

their child was stillborn, when in fact the babies were sold to wealthy adoptive parents. 

At the same, sometimes occasionally mothers sell their children. Human trafficking is 

a serious issue that should not be overlooked. It is modern-day slavery and we should 

do everything we can to stop this menace. 

 

 Unwholesome Business Gains: Trafficking has somehow become a massive business 

industry in the world, thereby luring individuals with criminal minds to join. 

 

 Low Self-Esteem: Some individuals do not have self-esteem either because of lack of 

education or want to have a better life and they end up leaving the country by all 

means possible. 

 

 The Search for Greener Pasture: Some people have the mindset that traveling abroad 

or overseas is the only way one can make ends meet in all aspects of life. 
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Forms of Human Trafficking in Nigeria’s Changing Economy. 

There are various forms of human trafficking in Nigeria such as child labor, child sex 

trafficking, debt bondage, involuntary domestic servitude, child soldiers, and so on. 

 

1. Child Labour: Child labor refers to the employment of children in any work that 

deprives children of their childhood, interferes with their ability to attend regular 

school, and is mentally, physically, socially, or morally dangerous and harmful. 

 

2. Child Sex Trafficking: So many children today are lured, kidnapped, and sold for 

sexual exploitation in hotels, night clubs, brothels, massage parlors, private residences, 

or six tours annually.  

Sex trafficking has devastating consequences for minors, including long-lasting 

physical and psychological trauma, diseases including HIV/AIDS, drug addiction, 

unwanted pregnancy, malnutrition, social ostracism, and sometimes death. 

 

3. Debt Bondage: Bonded labor is similar to slavery because it involves a debt that cannot 

be paid off in a response time. The employer and enforcer artificially the amount of 

debt, often adding exorbitant interest or charges for living expenses deducting little or 

nothing from the debt, and increasing the amount of time the individual must work. 

It is a cycle of debt where there is no hope for freedom and redemption. 

 

4. Involuntary Domestic Servitude: This occurs when domestic workers become 

ensnared in an exploitative situation they are unable to escape. Typically in private 

homes, the individual is forced to work for little or no pay while confined to the 

boundaries of their employer’s property. 

This isolation keeps them from communicating with family or any other type of 

support network, increasing the subjection to psychological, physical, and sexual 

abuse.  

 

5. Child Soldiers: It is illegal to recruit through force, fraud, or coercion of children under 

the age of 18 as combatants or in other roles associated with a conflict, such as 

messengers, sex slaves/wives, servants, stewards, or cooks. 

 

Effects of Human Trafficking on Victims 

This day live.com observed that so many Nigerian girls are routinely trafficked to Europe 

and Asia for sexual exploitation. Sadly, the concern over the menace of human trafficking 
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in the country goes beyond the shores of Nigeria as the United States has accused the 

Federal Government of failing to do enough to put the scourge under control.8 

 

On 30th June 2018, for instance, a 51-year-old Edo State-born Nigeria woman Josephine 

Iyamu was convicted in the United Kingdom for trafficking five girls from her homestead 

of Edo to Germany for sexual exploitation. Mslyamu, a nurse in Britain and the first person 

to be convicted under the UK anti-modern slavery law was formally jailed on 4th July 2018. 

She had before her arrest and trial compelled her many trafficked victims to swear to oaths 

that they would deposit all their earnings with her once they started working. 

 

Some of the rituals she reportedly performed on her victims eating chicken hearts and 

drinking blood containing worms and powdering incisions. Iyamu’s conviction was 

preceded by the earlier sentence of another Nigerian, Franca Asemota by the UK Crown 

Court to 22 years imprisonment for attempting to traffic some Nigerian girls to Europe 

through the London Heathrow Airport. Asemota, who was arrested in Nigeria and 

extradited to the UK for trial, was convicted of a 12 count charge of sexual exploitation, 

trafficking in persons outside the UK, and engaging in unlawful immigration among 

others.9 

 

In the last year, the international office of migration IOM has spent a huge sum of money 

to evacuate back home hundreds of Nigerians most of whom were trafficked to Libya en 

route to Europe with promises of a better life. Several of them lost their lives while those 

who survived went through anguish and trauma before the Federal Government of 

Nigeria came to their rescue. These were aside those numbers of Nigerians who regularly 

lose their lives on the Mediterranean Sea while being trafficked abroad or engaged in 

illegal migration.  

 

Moreso, victims of human trafficking and illegal migration often go through physical and 

psychological trauma as they must always be at the beck and call of organized patrons 

from the traffickers without any freedom of objection no matter their level of grief. Those 

trafficked abroad neither have peace of mind nor desirable happiness, yet they often live 

under the threat and fear of deportation with little or no savings of their own. 

 

                                                 
8 See htt://www.thisdaylive.com/scourgeorhumantrafficking July, 2018. Retrieved Sept., 19,2018 
9 www.hisdaylive.com 
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Child victims are forced to have imprisoned childhood, ailing youths, and uncertain 

future. This was confirmed by a statement from one of the victims “we came here empty-

handed and we are returning home empty-handed, with nothing to look forward to.”10 

 

Human trafficking has serious and dangerous effects or implications for individuals in 

particular as well as the nation in general as victims of human trafficking have to be 

destigmatized and depsyched of trauma, having been abused, deprived, and exploited. 

 

The victims of human trafficking are likely to be exposed to sexually transmitted diseases 

such as gonorrhea, syphilis, human immune virus (HIV) acquired immune deficiency 

syndrome (AIDS). Another effect of human trafficking is the termination of academic 

pursuits and careers. It leads to the loss of lives, poor national image, and barrenness. The 

hotels and brothels where these commercial sex workers or prostitutes abode become hid 

out for criminals. 

 

Organizations against Human Trafficking  

There are some anti-human trafficking organizations in Nigeria such as Devatop Centre 

for Africa Development (DCAD), Women Trafficking and Child Labour Eradication 

Foundation (WOTCHLEF), and the National Agency for the prohibition of Trafficking in 

Person (NAPTIP). 

 

1. Develop Centre for Africa Development (DCAD) is a non-profit organization with a 

focus on combating human trafficking, gender-based violence, child abuse, and 

providing educational supports to vulnerable children. It is a youth-led organization 

that has been at the forefront of combating human trafficking and other related 

matters. 

 

2. Women Trafficking and Child Labour Eradication Foundation (WOTCLEF).This is one 

of the most established anti-human trafficking organizations in Africa known to have 

embarked on a powerful advocacy campaign to strengthen the fight against trafficking 

in persons and child labor in Nigeria. The organization single-handedly led the 

campaign that brought about the signing of a private bill into law that created the 

National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP) and also 

mobilized organizations nationwide in Nigeria to establish a network of civil 

trafficking, abuse, and labor. It was founded in 1999 by Mrs. 

AminaTitiAtikuAbubakar.  

                                                 
10 “Human trafficking now prevalent in Nigeria Daily trust newspaper may 25, 2016.p.17. 
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3. Coalition Against Human Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation of Children 

(CAHTSEC).This is also a non-profit organization working in Nigeria and West 

African regions preventing and combating human trafficking in children and women, 

child slavery, and sexual violence since 1998. It facilitates advocacy, creates awareness 

and social mobilization, provides technical support, imitates research and programs 

support activities. 

 

4. National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP). It was created 

on 14th July 2003 by the trafficking in prohibition enforcement and administrative Act 

2003. The Agency is the Federal Government of Nigeria's response to addressing the 

scourge of trafficking in persons especially women and children. NAPTIP is a specific 

multi-disciplinary crime-fighting Agency and the nation's focal institution to fight the 

scourge of trafficking in persons in the country using the four-pronged approach of 

prevention, protection, prosecution, and partnership. 

 

Conclusion 

Human trafficking is the bane to societal development and harmony. The changing 

economy of the Nigerian nation is the root cause of trafficking in persons. Unemployment, 

poverty corruptions are endemic problems and challenges of the Nigerian populace. Crime 

and all manner of vices thrive in a recessed economy. However, this societal menace of 

human trafficking” could be eradicated through the collaborative efforts of government 

and non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) in the restoration of human dignity through 

education, advocacy, and empowerment programs. 

 

Recommendations 

1. The federal government should address the prevalent poverty ravaging the country 

and offer meaningful hope of livelihood to its citizenry. 

2. Adequate education should be given to Nigerian citizens that will enable one to 

acquire entrepreneurial knowledge, skills, values, and morals.  

3. The government should provide jobs for the unemployed. 

4. There should be a concerted and articulated strategy to combat human trafficking in 

Nigeria along with a national plan of action and reliable information with the active 

collaboration of all strategic stakeholders such as the governments, NGOs, 

international agencies as well as representatives from urban and rural communities. 

5. There is a need to create anti-trafficking watchdog committees in rural areas across 

Nigeria in synergy with law enforcement agents. 
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6. Funds should be given to anti-human trafficking agencies including NAPTIP, the 

police, and immigration to support their actions and improve efficiency. This measure 

would enable NAPTIP to ensure speedy prosecution of trafficking cases. 

7. Security agencies should deploy the requisite intelligence that will help in finishing 

out the perpetrators and punish them by the law to serve as deterrence to others. 

8. NAPTIP should live up to its responsibilities by engaging in a massive enlightenment 

campaign against trafficking, particularly in the rural areas of the nation.  

9. The government should develop facilities and social services for the reception, 

protection, and reintegration of trafficked persons to prevent as much as possible the 

re-trafficking of the trafficked persons. 

10. There is a need for the creation of resource centers for the skills acquisition of rescued 

trafficked persons. 
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