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Abstract 
Reports are rife that there is a large scale incidence of human and sex trafficking 

from South-south Nigeria to Western countries notably Europe with the region 

often documented to be among the highest globally. The issue that is often 

contended especially among academics is the approach adopted by state actors 

and non-state actors in responding to this challenge. This paper looks at the 

attendant challenges inherent in the dominant response approach to human 

trafficking in South-south Nigeria. It also delves into the emerging consequences 

of this preferred approach by authorities in the region in tackling the problem. 

Preliminary conclusion from the discourse is that understanding and responses 

leave much to ponder about and raise questions of political biases and sentiments, 

poor legislation and weak political will which potentially affect effective response 

to the human trafficking saga. Critically, emphasis on border control for instance, 

may detract from understanding broader structural issues leading migrants into 

becoming victims.  
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I. Introduction 

Contemporary human trafficking is profiled to have links with the Roman Empire era, 

where slaves were abundant and specific legal norms justified their use (Bertozzi, 2009). It 

has also been traced to the Trans-Atlantic slave trade that ended around the late 19th 

century (see, Bales 2004; Scarpa, 2008). Recently, assertions about the nature and scale of 

the problem of human trafficking which are rife have drawn criticism and the same time 

endorsement. A particular report posits that more ‘slaves’ exist today in the world than in 

1861 when the Trans-Atlantic slave trade was abolished (Bales 2012; Skinner 2009). 

Scholars and authorities also claim that it is one of the fastest growing activities of trans-

national criminal organisations (Charnysh et al 2015; United Nations Office for Drug and 

Crime (UNODC) (2015)). The International Labour Organization (ILO) (2016) estimates 

40.3 million people were victims of human trafficking globally in 2016. It added that almost 
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5 million of these were victims of forced sexual exploitation. It was also estimated that 

human trafficking generates about $150billion globally in illegal profits every year (ILO, 

2014; US Trafficking in Persons (TIP, 2016). However these assertions as stated above are 

subject to debate with researchers questioning the definitions employed and/or the 

methods used to arrive at such estimation (Musto 2009; Panigabutra-Roberts 2012 and 

Weitzer, 2014). The critical need for analysts to carefully examine the quality of data 

sources and procedures used in arriving at figures when estimating the magnitude of any 

illicit vice is often proposed (Weitzer, 2013).  

 

II. Focus of this Paper and Conceptual Explanation  

Human trafficking as noted earlier has become a global challenge which impacts all parts 

of the world. Particularly, it is argued that there is a high incidence of trafficking from 

South –south Nigeria to the western countries especially in Europe (NAPTIP, 2015; 

Carling, 2005; Okonofua et al, 2004). This paper specifically attempts to x-ray the attendant 

challenges inherent in response approach to human trafficking in south-south Nigeria.  

In the meantime, some conceptual clarification can be made. Particularly it should be made 

clear that though the use of sex trafficking and sexual exploitation is often contested by 

academics, but in this article both will be interchangeably used as connoting about the 

same thing depending on the context. Again it should be made explicit that sexual 

exploitation in this paper is simply represented as an integral aspect of sex trafficking as 

sexual exploitation is seen as the often criminalized act carried out in the process of human 

and sex trafficking. 

 

III. Methodology 

This paper is a qualitative work. The instrument used for data collection is open-ended 

interviews and focus group discussion. The area of focus in South-south Nigeria is Ikpoba-

okha. The area is known for its high cases of returnee victims of human and sex trafficking 

(NATIP, 2016; Okonofua 2004). Participants that were interviewed are returnee victims 

(twenty) the Nigeria National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons 

(NAPTIP) official (one); local NGO officials responding to human trafficking (two plus one 

focus group discussion session); and Government officials (three). The purposive method 

was used to select my participants.   

 

IV. Findings/Discussion 

This section looks at the findings emerging from the collected data. The findings are 

presented and discussed thematically as can be seen in the following section. 

Response Barriers and Limitations in the Region 
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In Nigeria, it is certain, government and non-governmental organisations prosecute some 

form of response measures in order to reduce or eliminate sex trafficking in Nigeria and 

the south-south region particularly. But these efforts face some challenges and limitations. 

The narrative of the characteristics and responses to sex trafficking in the region cannot be 

complete without considering this. This part is presented with an attempt to tell the story 

of the responses along with the attendant problems as reflected in participants’ accounts. 

Returnee victims of sex trafficking in this area have difficulty resettling and reintegrating 

into their local communities and living a normal life from what was found (HTP02/06-

relative; HTP01/02/01). Those who were returned to Edo state through the help of the 

International Office for Migration (IOM) and the Nigerian government between December 

2017 and January 2018, for example, have been complaining of difficulty surviving 

(Adekunle 2018; Freeman 2018). As confirmed by the victim quoted below even many of 

the returnees rescued and returned to the country many years ago, are yet to be fully 

helped to be resettled and reintegrated into the larger society after many years. 

 

…I did not settle…Since I came to Nigeria, nothing. I have not received any 

support from anywhere… {HTP01/02/03-victim}. 

 

Some of the victims said that they are struggling on their own to resettle into the system 

and do not know what the future holds for them and even contemplating returning to 

Europe (HTP01/02/03 – victim). 

 

The start-up funds promised to some after skills training by NAPTIP are yet to be 

redeemed many years past, as was found. One relative of a victim revealed …she told me… 

that NAPTIP wants to open a shop for her. That she can be doing what she learnt. She was trained 

in catering. She was trained between 2004 and 2006…umm… She has not started the business 

because no money to establish her own… (HTP02/06-relative). The implication of the 

complaints of some of the returnees like the one above is that the rehabilitation and 

reintegration process is often half-heartedly carried out by those supporting the victims. 

 

Victims who could not wait for too long for unredeemed promises of support from 

government and its agencies in the face of economic hardship in the country have become 

victims of re-trafficking, as found. According to HTP07-NGO1, the continuing economic 

hardship in the country has made rehabilitation of the victims more difficult with many 

set up in business and other personal empowerment ventures yet run away from the 

country. “We have a number of people we have supported to stay here who have packed 

up their bags and gone back. …And I can assure that, with this present economic, 

uhumm… we have been complaining of human trafficking, uhumm… we may just be 
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seeing the beginning” {HTP07-NGO1).This situation, it was found, further encourages 

traffickers in the business as their client-base increases daily.  

 

The Plights of Response Agency and NGOs 

NAPTIP and NGOs as found face response hindrances. Apart from contending with 

attitudes of government in terms of funding and other discouraging political disposition, 

they also face uncooperative behaviors from victims, relatives, and people in the local 

communities. Also, NAPTIP and local NGOs report that they lack in many other aspects.  

Many of the victims were unwilling to be supported and helped (HTP03-GovtAgency1). 

There were cases where agencies had trained returnees on skills and set them up with 

equipment and tools and yet the victims had abandoned the business and traveled back 

abroad, quite possibly to be re-trafficked  (HTP06/27-inhabitant; HTP7-NGO1).  

 

Some victims do not report to the main agency when they are back in the country as a case 

of trafficking (HTP03-GovtAgency1). This makes support efforts difficult for the agencies 

and NGOs. Also, relatives especially some parents of rescued returnee victims, always 

want to find ways to re-send their daughters to Europe (HTP07-NGO1). This category of 

families, as referred to by HTP07-NGO1, are those “who have given up on the country”, 

Nigeria and see no prospect of surviving without sending their children abroad even if 

they are to be exploited over there. This thinking, as found, generally makes reintegration 

challenging for response organizations who contend with this seemingly resistant 

disposition. 

 

It takes a long period of counseling and persuasion before most parents will want to accept 

their daughter back when repatriated against their consent (HTP07-NGO1). As discovered, 

many of such returnee victims do not often want to return to their homes because their 

parents will be hostile to them while at home. This adds to worsening returnee victims’ 

mental health conditions and troubles making rehabilitation work more frustrating for 

response officials.  

 

We even receive insult from parents…When I go to say to prepare the parents, 

you know… to put them in a good position to receive their child, it is a battle for 

me… “So, you are the one wanting to return my child, you don’t want my child 

to make it {‘make it’ means to become rich} over there.” So they see you as an 

enemy… (HTP09-FGD 1). 

 

Also, response field officials on prevention programmes like public sensitization against 

community support for trafficking of girls often encounter barriers. “We have challenges 
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doing our work of prevention of trafficking and re-trafficking because of the mind-set of the 

generality of the people (HTP07-NGO 1)”. This mind-set of the people in the larger society 

arguably bears overarching negative implication on the spread of sex trafficking across the 

region. 

 

Uncooperative Local Community   

The issue of the lack of cooperation from local communities (victims, relatives and people 

in the communities), is a serious matter in response attempts by the main agency and 

NGOS here. Particularly with returnee victims often unwilling to petition the main 

response agency for arrest and prosecution of offenders the fight against the phenomenon 

faces some degree of set-backs, as found. This is considered as a serious limitation by the 

response agencies because arrest and prosecution of traffickers will be difficult without a 

victim or relative of a victim coming up with a complaint or petition (HTP03- 

GovtAgency1). Also, when the main agency and other law enforcement agencies make an 

arrest based on third party complaints, the victims are in many cases reluctant to testify 

(HTP03-GovtAgency1). Proceeding on prosecution in such a situation, as found, becomes 

difficult for the response body.  

 

Many victims and their families are found to hesitate from petitioning against offenders 

for reasons which include the fact that those responsible for their trafficking could either 

be a close relative, a distant relative or a close friend. At this point, the victim or the family 

tries to avoid being blamed for the jailing of the trafficker as a relative or a close friend 

(HTP03-GovtAgency1). This situation regarding victims’ relationship with traffickers 

often poses a major challenge to response authorities especially in terms of the prosecution 

of the offenders. As found, this is the case in many instances in the region as the trafficking 

of many victims usually involve the connivance of family members, siblings, aunties, 

nieces, cousins, close family friends and other close relations (HTP03-GovtAgency1; Okojie 

et al., 2003).  

  

Victims and families often opt for a sort of non-formal settlement and resolution of the 

skirmish that may emerge from trafficking issues, from what was found (HTP03-

GovtAgency1).  Even when the victim dies the family is likely going to settle for informal 

resolution of the issue and probably accept some form of financial compensation for the 

loss believing the ‘dead is already dead’, jailing the trafficker (culprit) will not bring her 

back to life (HTP03-GovtAgency1; Igbinomwanhia, 2016-2017). With this traffickers 

operate freely knowing full well they face no serious threat of a successful official arrest 

and prosecution.  
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Defiance of Cartels 

As found, because traffickers are unyielding and resistant to fighting the practice in the 

area response agents face difficulty in stopping the spread of the practice. Broad 

networking of traffickers and their defiance, despite official condemnation, is seen in the 

trafficking activity in the area. The trafficking cartel seems to be deeply entrenched in the 

social network system of the region, the country and internationally. The network is so 

widespread that the traffickers operate from different locations within and outside the 

region. 

 

… It is still going on till tomorrow. They are calling people from one corner or the 

other. …They have many link, many places where they are getting people 

from.{…} they have people everywhere that they are using as an agent to bring 

people into this prostitution…eehen.. to traffic people with things that are not 

true…{HTP 01/05 – victim} 

 

Some traffickers are said to resist arrest and prosecution. Others operate with boldness not 

minding the implications of their action against the law as illustrated by this relative of 

two victims that were trafficked by a couple without their knowledge. …Then I told the man 

that I came here this morning look at the way your wife reacted I don’t like it... enn…Then I told 

the man that I gave you guys two days to bring my sisters back… the man said I should do my worst 

that I am mad. So I left… {HTP 02/03-relative}. Some of the traffickers are reported to have 

links with highly influential and power wielding individuals in the region and in the 

country. Certain individuals in the sex trafficking practice in the region are considered as 

the “untouchables” (HTP08-NGO2). Similar to this is the inability of the political, 

community and religious leaders of the area to publicly speak against the practice as 

indicated by this participant.  

 

I think it is the encouragement they are getting from the government… 

{…} Let me be specific, the government of the place has not really come 

out… condemn trafficking in strong terms...Ummm…If you watch the 

recent campaign for the last election, none of the parties mentioned it as 

their area of focus… (HTP03-GovtAgency1). 

 

As hinted above, it was found that the political class does not honestly fight the challenge 

for some reasons. The politicians believed the activity of traffickers make the area boom 

economically (HTP03-Govtagency1). The politicians may also be afraid that condemning 

the practice may affect their electoral fortunes (ibid).  
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Lack of Political will and Inadequate Funding by Government  

The negative attitudes of national and regional government regarding partnering with the 

NAPTIP and NGOs in perfecting response measures is an issue discovered as a challenge 

to responses in the area. Suggestions and ways that response practice programmes, 

including in areas of rehabilitation and reintegration, can be effective by the agencies have 

been discountenanced by government from what was found. This has left the response 

organisations often demoralised. One participant noted that it is their duty to initiate a 

roadmap for response programmes but that it is the government’s duty to take it from 

there (HTP07-NGO1). The absence of this synergy limits their capacity to replicate ideas 

and projects capable of helping to check the spread of sex trafficking in the area (HTP07-

NGO1). 

 

As also found, the government appears unable to deal decisively with the challenge of 

human and sex trafficking in the region due to lack of political will and failing political 

leadership in the country. This is partly manifested in the unsupportive disposition of 

government towards helping the official response agency and supportive organisations in 

the fight against the problem. This likewise informs their approach to funding and 

managing whatever response organ (e.g. NAPTIP) they may have established in the 

country. As discovered, they do not only starve such organisation of funds, they refuse to 

work with it for honest solutions to identified problems. Research findings documents 

have been forwarded in the past to the Federal government on the need to alleviate poverty 

if trafficking was to be checked (HTP03-GovtAgency1). …Our public affairs department has 

also always drew government attention to the need to create employment for the teeming youth to 

reduce the growing rate of human trafficking in the country…(HTP03-GovtAgency1). But, from 

what was found, nothing has come out of this. 

 

The political elites seem to deliberately avoid the facts concerning the reasons why the 

people migrate into exploitation. The government approach, from field findings, indicates 

that the fight against trafficking is targeted at the level of its symptoms, leaving the 

fundamental contributory factors. This also connects the misconstruing of contributory 

factors regarding human and sex trafficking by political authorities in the area. The 

consequence of this is the implementation of resolutions which might not be ideal for 

effective response (Brunovskis and Surtees 2008).  

 

Like the main response agency, other organisations also helping to respond to sex 

trafficking find it hard to fund their activities (HTP03-GovtAgency1; HTP08-NGO2; 

HTP07-NGO1). Apart from in the area of rehabilitation and reintegration of returnee 

victims, there is the need to fund campaigns and awareness creation. This is considered as 
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vital as both a preventive and reduction measure. For an effective awareness raising 

activity, the process is said to run continuously so that as the younger girls grow up they 

will constantly be informed about the activities of sex trafficking and protected against the 

deceit of the cartels (HTP07- NGO1). Also, though the government is supposed to build on 

whatever template response agencies may have produced for them (ibid), the case is to the 

contrary. 

 

It was found the main agency cannot get electricity for their offices in some of the 

commands, and unable to fuel the few vehicles they have for the purpose of carrying out 

activities like going for arrest of offenders, following up cases, going for campaigns and 

sensitisation and others. Also, response organizations find it difficult to afford recent 

information technology facilities to ensure up to date strategy and programming towards 

checking the activities of traffickers. 

 

…You know the technology does a lot in disseminating information and 

producing information material …producing this information and getting 

to reach the people in all forms of technology that is available is still a very 

big challenge. The advocacies are still done very crudely…{HTP04-Govt. 

Agency 2). 

 

The overarching advantage of the use of information technology and other technological 

innovations around the world, which the sex trafficking cartels latched on to advance their 

activity (US TIP 2016; Hamilton-Smith, 2013), has also, in a way, seen international counter-

responses tailored along the application of technological innovations. But the issue with 

responses at the local south-south Nigeria level and in the entire country (as illustrated 

above) is that the main government agency and the NGOs are lagging behind as they 

cannot afford even common basic technological gadgets and human resources required to 

counter trafficking syndicates.  

 

Another response challenge discovered is the lack of enough well-organised rehabilitation 

schemes and facilities like skills development programmes, interest free loans, vocation 

centres, and jobs (HTP03-GovtAgency1), needed to engage the returnees. Revelations from 

the field work show that only one major vocational centre is operated by the government 

of Edo state (which covers the studied area) (HTP08-NGO2). The outfit like many other 

government infrastructures is not well maintained (HTP08-NGO2). NAPTIP and NGOs, 

as found, rely on their limited facility and that of some faith-based organisations for the 

purpose of rehabilitating the returnees. 
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NAPTIP, manage with a mini shelter where they house the returnees while waiting to 

reunite them with their families. They usually rely on a few privately-run centres for long 

term rehabilitation shelter as indicated by HTP08-NGO. We work with a sister firm…called 

COSUDOW… they have a hostel facility. {…} …It is a catholic outfit run by sisters… Like those 

fifteen that we trained, they were housed in that shelter because, we have already donated our shelter 

to NAPTIP…{HTP08-NGO2}. Despite relying on additional shelters from private bodies, 

housing facilities available to NAPTIP are usually not sufficient as they are meant for a 

very limited number of persons, (HTP03-GovtAgency1). With this situation, it becomes 

more difficult for the response organisations generally to handle the responsibility of 

keeping them for effective counseling and rehabilitation purposes.  

 

NAPTIP operations in the south-south region, specifically, appears to face basic challenges 

ranging from inadequate funding, logistics, manpower training, economic conditions, to 

lack of technological facilities (information technology support) etc. 

 

…We need good economy…we need good facilities, we need cars. We 

need trainings, they should employ more hands, train them, empower 

them, and make the offices habitable. We need steady power {…}… The 

bus we have cannot go beyond Edo and Delta. Above all we need to create 

awareness. Even some relevant other government organisations that are 

supposed to collaborate with us don’t even know what we stand for… 

{HTP03-Govt. Agency 1}. 

 

In essence, just like the critical role it plays in explaining the spread of trafficking, the 

country’s poor economic situation wakens response efforts in the region. 

 

Inadequacy of Anti-trafficking Policies and Legislations against the Practice in the 

Region 

Although international human and sex trafficking activities had been on in Nigeria since 

the early 80s until around 2000 there was no known definite laws against the practice 

(HTP07-NGO1; HTP08-NGO2; Carling, 2006; Olujuwon 2008). The recent enactment of 

anti-trafficking laws in the country appears to be the aftermath of pressure from various 

international, local organisations and activist groups as well as adoption of the Palermo 

protocol in 2000 (HTP07-NGO1; HTP08-NGO2). This necessitated the coming into 

operation of NAPTIP as the main response organ. The country’s unserious disposition 

towards pursuing laws and action against trafficking activities had attracted sanctions 

from the US TIP (US TIP yearly reports). My findings revealed that NGOs in the state also 

helped in pushing for legislations against trafficking during the early days of the surge of 
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the practice in the area.  Idia Renaissance was the first to lobby with the Edo state house of 

Assembly for an anti-trafficking bill to be passed in the state which was eventually passed on 

September 2000. This make it illegal for people to be trafficked abroad {HTP08-NGO2). 

 

According to findings, the government, both at the national and state levels, have in place 

some anti-trafficking and other gender-based laws in Nigeria (HTP04-Govt Agency 4; 

HTP05-Govt Agency 5). Some of these laws date back to 2000, but were not effective 

(HTP03-NGO2). Legislative assemblies of states in the south-south region, particularly in 

Edo state as discovered, recently attempted a consolidation of such laws. Some of the laws 

in Edo state, as found, were adapted and localised from existing federal laws prohibiting 

trafficking in persons (HTP03-GovtAgency1). The Federal government, as found, has such 

laws to protect women, like laws against genital mutilations, trafficking of women for 

commercial sex, inhuman treatment of women etc. Edo state has also, on their own passed 

bills against trafficking and other gender issues. According to one of the participants: the 

state ministry for women affairs, initiated some laws against human trafficking, genital mutilation. 

Even the child right law and law against inhuman treatment of women, they were all initiated by 

my ministry to protect women (HTP05-GovtAgency). 

 

Despite these laws, it was discovered there is lack of awareness of their existence and 

ineffective application on the part of authorities. This calls into question the viability of the 

laws as they appear inexistent. Some participants expressed a lack of faith and trust in the 

strength of the laws and their enforcement to help solve the problem (HTP07-NGO1; 

HTP08-NGO2; HTP10-38-inhabitants). As found, citizens and mostly sex trafficking 

victims and their relatives who hope to seek for redress and protection against traffickers 

do not know what to do in many cases. Follow-ups to the legislation are lacking as the 

enforcement agencies themselves are handicapped (HTP03-GovtAgency1) and, as a result, 

become complacent at some point. From revelations, until recently, following the Libya 

sales of humans in the open market which drew global attention, the government in the 

area was seen to be indifferent to the practice and fails to honestly invoke these existing 

laws against offenders (HTP03-GovtAgency1). 

 

As confirmed, prior the enactment of specific anti-trafficking laws and the establishment 

of NAPTIP in the country, the police and immigration service handled issues relating to 

human trafficking as a criminal conduct and immigration violation. There was also the 

challenge of corruption among the police and the immigration system. The police officers 

are known to have compromised cases (HTP10/26-inhabitant). The country’s police are 

seen to be generally corrupt with ‘bribery and corruption usually associated with the 

institution (Nwaguma, 2019). Many of them collect bribes and work with the cartels, from 
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what was found, as the cartel members are never prosecuted when arrested. This could 

also be a function of the condition of economic hardship in the country which has also been 

linked to wide spread of corruption among the people in the literature review. 

 

Many of the immigration officers on their own were also found to have become part of the 

cartel network. Many of them where responsible for helping the syndicates to produce fake 

travelling document with which many, especially the early victims, were transported to 

their destination by air (Okojie et al, 2003). Immigration officials who are part of the 

syndicate are often responsible for preparing victims travelling document (HTP 01/4 –

victim). The victim referred above mentioned a lady who works with the immigration 

zonal office in the state and helps produce travelling documents on behalf of the traffickers. 

They also help the syndicates pass victims at local Airport check-points on their way to 

their destination (ibid). 

 

V. Conclusion and Recommendation  

From the accounts given by participants, in terms of tackling the human and sex trafficking 

in the region, operating NGOs work with the country’s main response agency and both 

collaborate with international organizations to respond to the problem but not without 

some challenges. Also, it was clear that response legislations and measures exist at national 

and local government levels but there is the challenge of implementation. Most 

importantly it was noticed that there is seemingly a lack of understanding of the basic root 

causes of prevalence of the practice. This is seen to have seriously affected the effective 

response to the challenge. This makes prevalence to persist and even assumes a disturbing 

dimension despite efforts to stop the practice. There is also the weak synergy between 

governments at destination and source countries making partnership efforts 

uncoordinated and ineffective in response programming. Further findings shows that 

there is challenge with the questions of political biases and sentiments, poor legislation 

and weak political will which potentially affect effective response to the human trafficking 

saga. 

 

In order to further enquire into response approach to human and sex trafficking in south-

south Nigeria for better policy and practice purposes, an area worth further research in 

particular is exploring how to harmonize development policies with anti-human 

trafficking policies. Other areas that should be of interest for further research might be how 

to balance protecting and helping victims of human trafficking in a way that is 

compassionate and consistent with human rights obligations whilst seeking to avoid 

giving signals back to source countries that further encourage the dangerous migratory 

choices. 
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