
FAIR TRAnsnATIonAl InvesTIgATIon 
2008

FORUM for
AFRICAN
INVESTIGATIVE
REPORTERS

A better life elsewhere
Human traffic in and from Africa



FAIR DossIeR |  JAnuARy 2 0 0 9

2

contents

1  Foreword: Human trade in Africa page 3

2  Executive summary: A better life elsewhere  page 5

3  Kenya: All roads lead to Nairobi page 7

4  Côte d’Ivoire: For the love of the beautiful game page 13

5  Tanzania: Modern slavery on the shores of Lake Rukwa page 18

6  Ghana: The unholy imam of Bimbilla page 21

7 Nigeria: The voodoo connection page 24

8  South Africa: See no evil, speak no evil  page 29

9  Egypt: Dying to enter the promised land page 33

10  Transnational Investigative team 2008 page 36

 

The Forum for African Investigative Reporters (FAIR) is a professional  
association of investigative journalists in Africa. Its mission is to enhance, 
deepen and build investigative journalism as a profession throughout the 
continent. 

FAIR was established in May 2003 by investigative journalists from six African 
countries on the basis of the awareness that, firstly, investigative journalists 
have a vital role to play to enhance the African public’s right to information 
about all matters of social development and social justice; and, secondly, 
that African investigative journalists at present face many obstacles, ranging 
from lack of encouragement and low pay to life-threatening situations. 

FAIR’s areas of focus are:

 –  Independence from undue editorial pressure, physical threats and 
constraints on time and resources;

 –  Access to information and information resources as well as to train-
ing and career development opportunities;

 –  Support through peer networking, advice and solidarity; through 
media legal defence funds and trauma counselling where necessary.

FAIR works to achieve its goals through:

 –  Professional support for African investigative journalists;
 –  Provision of resources and networking services for African investiga-

tive journalists;
 –  Facilitating cross-border partnerships in investigative stories through-

out Africa;

 –  Facilitating access to information on Africa archived internationally, 
as well as access to a network of internationally based colleagues;

 –  Initiatives to support aspiring African investigative journalists 
through training and placement;

 –  Support for, and promotion of, methods of best practice in African 
investigative journalism
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The trade in humans has been a part of every known civili-

sation, past and present. Robert Guest, British journalist 

and Africa Editor of The Economist, argues that every single 

one of us alive today is probably descended from slaves and 

slave owners. And Africa has always borne the heaviest bur-

den. In the 400 years of the slave trade, over 12 million able-

bodied men and women were taken from West Africa alone 

to work as slaves in the sugar, cotton and tobacco planta-

tions in America, Cuba, Brazil and Jamaica. Before that, 

Arabs plying their trade on the East African coast trafficked 

millions more to slave markets in the Middle East.

The global trade in slaves may have officially ended in 

1888, but today, 120 years later, the trafficking in humans is 

alive and well. However, a lot has changed since 1888: the 

nature of the business as well as the demand, the market 

and even the businessmen. 

According to experts, human trafficking is one of the 

most lucrative forms of international crime in the world 

today. The exact figures of the number of people from Africa 

who are peddled every year is not known, but conservative 

estimates from international human rights groups such as 

Anti-Slavery International and UN specialised agencies 

suggest that the number could be as high as 1 million per 

annum. This would mean that from 2000 to date, at least 

8 million African men, women and children have been traf-

ficked to destinations in Europe, America and the Middle 

East. 

Poverty may be one of the biggest factors driving the 

business of human trafficking and smuggling in Africa, 

but official collusion is the oil that keeps the engine run-

ning, the 2008 FAIR transnational investigation revealed. 

Without the unholy alliance between shady syndicates and 

unscrupulous law enforcement officers, the illicit trade in 

humans would not be the third most lucrative criminal 

enterprise in the world today after arms and drug traffick-

ing. If evidence from Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa is 

anything to go by, police officers, border guards, passport 

and immigration officers have become a vital lifeline for 

criminal underworld.

Child abuse, neglect and the pervasiveness of sexual 

exploitation of women and children loom large as creat-

ing an enabling environment for human trade in Africa. 

A recent UNICEF report notes that, in Africa, children are 

twice as likely to be trafficked as women and that much 

of the trade in children has the tacit collaboration of the 

families of the victims themselves. The findings of the FAIR 

team underline this.

The human rights agency, Anti-Slavery International, 

insists that human trafficking should not be confused with 

human smuggling, which involves assisting people to cross 

international borders illegally for a fee. It adds that human 

trafficking is indeed slavery because of the use of violence, 

threats and other forms of coercion to force victims to work 

against their will, controlling their freedom of movement, 

when and where they will work and what pay, if any, they 

will receive.

According to Anti-Slavery International, some of the 

factors fuelling human trafficking in Africa are more com-

plex than meets the eye. It cites ‘restrictive migration laws’ 

in Europe and America particularly as well as ‘a lack of 

information about the realities and dangers of trafficking 

and insufficient penalties against traffickers’ as part of the 

problem. 

Now that many countries in Europe have tightened 

illegal immigration controls, traffickers also appear to 

have resorted to more dangerous forms of smuggling. For 

instance, some use land routes from West Africa across the 

Sahara to North Africa and then make the hazardous jour-

ney across the Mediterranean Sea in small boats.

Admittedly, the face as well as the character of human 

trafficking in Africa differs from country to country and 

from region to region. However, the far-reaching social 

and economic implications of the illegal yet lucrative trade 

in humans provided the necessary editorial justifica-

tion for the 2008 FAIR Transnational Investigation. This 

year’s investigation was undertaken by eight newspaper 

journalists from seven different African countries: Kenya, 

Tanzania, Côte d’Ivoire, Egypt, Ghana, Nigeria and South 

Foreword: Human trade in Africa

foreword
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Africa. Unlike the 2007 FAIR Transnational Investigation, 

this year’s undertaking is not a tapestry of country reports 

but a vignette of accounts joined by a single thematic 

umbilical cord: the tacit agreement by the eight journalists 

who undertook the assignment that the trade in humans 

is indeed inhumane and has far-reaching social and eco-

nomic consequences. 

The seven reports provide interesting insights into the 

trade in human cargo. If there is a common strand that 

runs through most of the reports published in this dossier, 

it is the fact that human traffickers exploit the poverty of 

their victims and cash in on their dreams for a better life 

overseas. Ken Opala investigated how Kenya has become 

a veritable nerve centre for human trafficking in East and 

Central Africa. Eric Mwamba looked at how the allure of 

lucrative football contracts with top European clubs is 

making young Ivorian boys and their families susceptible 

to the machinations of traffickers. Finnigan wa Simbeye 
found feudal fishermen in Tanzania turning to the mod-

ern slave trade to recruit peons for their businesses. The  

trafficking of Africans through Egypt to Israel was the sub-

ject of Magdy Samaan‘s investigation and Musikilu Mojeed 
looked at the trafficking of children and women in Nigeria 

into commercial sex and forced labour within Africa and in 

Europe. Vusumzi Melane and Prudence Mbewu focused 

on the trafficking on blind people from Zimbabwe to beg in 

the streets of Johannesburg and Pretoria. Anas Aremeyaw 
Anas describes how a religious teacher in Northern Ghana 

sold young Fulani boys and girls into modern-day slavery 

after sexually assaulting them. Anas’ report eventually led 

to the arrest of the religious leader, the release of a number 

of children and a reunification with their families. This just 

goes to show what a difference investigative journalism 

can make in exposing illegality and wrongdoing.

Edem Djokotoe

Editor

TI 2008

foreword
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•	 From	2000	to	date,	at	least	8	million	African	men,	
women	and	children	have	been	trafficked	to	
destinations	in	Europe,	America	and	the	Middle	
East.	They	have	ended	up	as	unpaid	labourers	
in	construction	sites,	in	food	processing	plants,	
in	brothels,	as	household	slaves,	on	plantations,	
in	the	criminal	underworld,	in	prisons,	dead,	
or	simply	on	the	streets.	Many	have	paid	
large	amounts	of	money	for	this	‘privilege’.	

•	 Poor	families	assist	in	trafficking	their	own	
children	in	the	hope	that	the	child	will	earn	
good	money	to	supplement	the	family	income.

•	 Many	families	have	handed	their	entire	life	
savings	to	criminals	in	order	to	help	their	
relatives	and	offspring	chase	after	a	‘better	life’	
elsewhere,	such	as	a	‘football	career’	in	France.	

•	 In	Nigeria	alone,	the	number	of	children,	
–	particularly	girls	between	the	ages	of	
10	and	14	–	who	are	trafficked	for	sex	and	
domestic	work	could	be	close	to	12	million,	
and	over	20,000	Nigerian	girls	are	currently	
working	as	prostitutes	in	Europe.	

•	 In	Muslim	West	Africa,	parents	who	cannot	
afford	an	Islamic	education	for	their	sons	and	
daughters,	are	conned	by	bogus	‘religious	
teachers’	to	give	them	their	children.	

•	 Begging	syndicates	traffic	deaf	and	dumb	
people,	blind	people	and	mothers	with	babies.	

•	 Belief	in	witchcraft	and	voodoo	is	used	
by	traffickers	to	‘bind’	their	victims	to	
oaths	of	obedience	and	silence.

•	 Traffickers	sometimes	kill	their	cargo.

•	 In	the	Sinai	desert,	after	paying	hundreds	of	
dollars,	thousands	risk	being	shot	by	Egyptian	
border	guards	on	their	way	to	Israel.

•	 The	traffickers	are	often	paid	twice:	once	
when	they	sell	the	‘merchandise’,	but	also	
by	the	trafficked	humans	themselves.	

•	 Official	collusion	is	the	oil	that	
keeps	the	engine	running.

A better life elsewhere
Human traffic in and from Africa

executive summary

These are the main findings of this years’ pan-African 

Transnational Investigation, conducted by the Forum for 

African Investigative Reporters (FAIR).

The FAIR team, consisting of journalists from Kenya, 

Nigeria, Tanzania, Ivory Coast, Egypt, Ghana and South 

Africa, found that traffickers are very adept at cashing in on 

poor people’s dreams for a better life overseas. Poor Ivorian 

families, for example, hand over their life savings and often 

even borrow money to pay dubious ‘soccer academies’ 

which promise to make their sons into big international 

stars in Europe. 

Another common strand in all the investigations is that 

traffickers are highly connected within state, law enforce-

ment and foreign embassy structures. Evidence from 

Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa shows that police officers, 

border guards, passport and immigration officers have 
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executive summary

become a vital lifeline for this criminal underworld, turn-

ing the illicit trade in humans into the third most lucrative 

criminal enterprise in the world today.

The traffickers often cash in on both sides. Their vic-

tims, who have little difficulty believing in the dream of 

a better future, pay for the passage; when handed over to 

the brothel owner, the plantation or the construction com-

pany, the trafficker cashes in again for the merchandise. 

Mozambican women, who themselves paid smugglers 

ZAR500 (US$50) per person to be taken across the borders 

at Komatipoort or Ponta do Ouro, were sold as wives to 

miners in the West Rand for around ZAR650 (US$65) or to 

brothels for ZAR1000 (US$100) per head. 

Besides slick talking, coercion is also used. In Nigeria, 

where belief in witchcraft and voodoo is still strong, traf-

fickers use menstrual blood, hair and nail clippings to 

‘bind’ their victims to oaths of obedience and silence. 

Girls and women are often raped by the traffickers, either 

simply because the perpetrators feel like it and have the 

power to do so, or as an ‘initiation’ into prostitution. In the 

case of women trafficked for ‘corporate begging’ purposes, 

the report from South Africa indicates that they are worth 

more when timeously impregnated, because a woman can 

make more money from begging if she has a baby.

The FAIR investigation also shows that trafficking often 

starts as a migration process, where adults and children want 

to move and search for a better life. Along the way, however, 

because of the inherent difficulties, they find they have to 

hand over not only their money, but also their free will to the 

traffickers. And, because many countries in Europe have tight-

ened illegal immigration controls, traffickers have resorted to 

more dangerous forms of smuggling, endangering the lives of 

their ‘cargo’ in small boats and hermetically sealed trucks.

The FAIR team’s Ghanaian member Anas Aremeyaw 

Anas’s human trafficking work, which has won two inter-

national awards, has recently led to the arrest of a child-

trafficking religious leader and the release of a number of 

children held by him.

Protocol to Prevent, suPPress 
And Punish trAfficking in Persons, 
esPeciAlly women And children

The	Protocol	to	Prevent,	Suppress	and	Punish	
Trafficking	in	Persons,	Especially	Women	and	
Children,	supplementing	the	United	Nations	
Convention	Against	Transnational	Organised	
Crime,	defines	human	traffic	as	follows:

the	recruitment,	transportation,	transfer,	
harbouring	or	receipt	of	persons	by	means	
of	threat	or	the	use	of	force	or	other	forms	
of	coercion,	of	abduction,	of	fraud,	of	
deception,	of	the	use	of	power	or	of	a	position	
of	vulnerability	or	of	the	giving	or	receiving	
of	payments	to	achieve	the	consent	of	a	
person	having	control	over	another	person,	
for	the	purpose	of	exploitation.	Exploitation	
shall	include,	at	a	minimum,	the	exploitation	
of	the	prostitution	of	others	or	other	forms	
of	sexual	exploitation,	forced	labour	or	
services,	slavery	or	practices	similar	to	
slavery,	servitude	or	the	removal	of	organs.



FAIR DossIeR |  JAnuARy 2 0 0 9

7

On the face of it, the dusty stretch of dirt 

off the Mombasa/Lunga Lunga Road on 

the Kenyan coast is as nondescript and 

as anonymous a road as one would find 

anywhere in rural Africa. But appearances 

can be deceptive. This dirt road in Kwale 

district, the vast evergreen expanse of ter-

ritory bordering Tanzania, is a bustling 

route for human traffickers plying their 

trade in the heart of East Africa. 

From here, they traffic hordes of Somalis, Ethiopians, 

Ugandans, Congolese and Tanzanians to South Africa, 

some 3000 km away from the Kenyan coast. However, 

South Africa is just a gateway to destinations in Europe 

and America where, according to misinformed legend, the 

streets are paved with gold.

Such is the allure of a gilded future that, according to 

police sources, every day 400 illegal immigrants from 

neighbouring countries are trafficked through such routes. 

Many slip through the cracks of the law enforcement drag-

net and the porous borders without so much as a valid pass-

port or visa, suggesting serious lapses in national security. 

A few unfortunate victims get caught, some of them after 

they have been abandoned by traffickers.

This was the fate of the 20 Somali and Ethiopian youths 

who were caught in Kwale in May this year. Police officer-

in-charge of the district, Nelson Okioga, said local fisher-

men caught sight of a number of suspicious men hiding in 

the thickets of an uninhabited island off the Kenyan coast. 

‘They were all young men, all under the age of 30. When 

we swung into action in the company of immigration offi-

cers from Shimoni and personnel from the Kenya Wildlife 

Service, we found the men hiding in an abandoned build-

ing on the island,’ he said.

Okioga said the men confirmed that they had been aban-

doned by their caretakers who were supposed to transport 

them to Tanga in Tanzania in a bigger boat. ‘Unfortunately, 

we couldn’t get any more information out of them because 

we didn’t have a translator and they didn’t have any iden-

tification papers with them. All we could 

do was take them to court and later have 

them moved to the capital Nairobi to be 

deported,’ the district police chief said.

The Ethiopians had entered Kenya 

through Moyale, a God-forsaken border 

town between the two countries. The 

Somalis came in through Liboi, another 

border town. All the 20 gathered at Liboi 

before they headed to Nairobi, about 500 km away hidden 

in a truck disguised as a fuel tanker.

In Nairobi, the 20 Somalis and Ethiopians were kept in a 

safe house for two days while forgers prepared travel docu-

ments for them to enable them to travel out of Kenya more 

legitimately. The Kenyan passports they were to be given 

would be genuine passports which would have been sto-

len from unsuspecting citizens. The original photographs 

would be substituted with the pictures of those who were to 

be trafficked or smuggled.

The border patrol boats have no fuel
From Nairobi, the men were ferried to Mombasa en route to 

the first point of entry, Tanga in Tanzania, on their way to 

Mozambique. From Mombasa, the 20 men were squeezed 

into a 13-seater vehicle and transported to a desolate path 

just outside the Ramisi Sugar Company. According to po-

lice sources, the modus operandi required that two of the 

men would trail the other 18 just in case they were being 

followed by law enforcers. The two men carried the fake 

documents for the others.

From the shores of the Indian Ocean, the 20 men were 

picked up by a small boat and ferried to a deserted island, 

next to a popular tourist destination, Shimoni Island, off 

the Kenyan coast. They should have been ferried to Tanga 

from there. But unfortunately for them, they were spotted 

by local fishermen and reported to the police. 

South Africa was to have been their next stop before 

they would eventually have found themselves in Europe 

or America. South Africa, because it would be easy for the 

kenya

All roads lead to Nairobi
Ken opala
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traffickers to organise temporary jobs for the men during 

the expected hustle and bustle of the 2010 World Cup in 

that country. That was, at least, the plan.

The arrest of the 20 may have grabbed headlines and 

piqued the public imagination, but figures suggest that 

the volume of trafficking is huge. At least 17 500 people 

are shipped out of Kenya every year and end up working 

as virtual slaves abroad, a former labour attaché in the US 

Embassy in Kenya, Randy Fleitman, says. Another 30 000, 

mostly girls, live in trafficked servitude within the coun-

try’s borders, working either as servants or as prostitutes in 

Kenya’s tourism industry.

 According to a senior immigration official in Nairobi, 

only about 80 persons are deported back to their countries 

of origin per month. ‘The numbers are alarming and we 

have since intensified surveillance on the coast, especially 

after South Africa was hit by xenophobic attacks a few 

months ago,’ he said.

But the increase in surveillance is not as intensive as 

government officials make it out to be. The Kenya Coast 

Guard has nine speed boats, bought in 2006, to police 

500 km of coastline. According to a senior police officer 

in Mombasa, however, these boats lie disused in the dock 

most of the time because of lack of fuel.

Human traffickers and smugglers can operate with 

impunity because they know the law enforcers do not have 

the means to restrain them or interfere with their business. 

A check of routes revealed that there are three official bor-

der points between Lunga Lunga on the Kenya–Tanzania 

border and Mombasa. But there are 812 unofficial routes 

in the same region – routes developed 200 years ago when 

Arab slave traders plied their trade here.

The susceptibility of law enforcers to bribery and a host 

of other impediments conspire to make the curbing of 

trade in humans in Kenya a Herculean undertaking. When 

the police and immigration officers make spectacular and 

headline-grabbing arrests, this is either because they were 

tipped off by members of the public or they got plain lucky.

Tipping off the police often comes from rival cartels 

involved in a turf war. A police officer in Msabweni, a 

coastal district bordering Tanzania, said in an interview: 

‘When these people fight over money or are struggling over 

territory, we benefit.’ It was through such a tip-off that in 

June this year, police were able to nab seven Ethiopians 

who were on their way to Uganda illegally en route to 

Bujumbura in Burundi. The men (their names were Batiso 

Alemu Godso, Bikebu Abraham Handiso, Sheheba Dereje 

Selfego, Woncheko Adisse, Hageyo Tesfahum Zeleke, 

Lolamo Abraham Tesfaye, and Menta Tadese Abuye) had 

genuine Ethiopian passports but false entry permits. The 

criminal cartel that was responsible for their passage had 

arranged the false permits for them, enabling them to 

make the 1000 km journey from their country to the town of 

Busia, a town that cuts across the Kenya–Uganda border.

All the arrests that police and immigration officials 

have made in Busia, Mombasa, Shimoni, Vanga and Lunga 

Lunga border points in the last six months have been on the 

basis of tip-offs. 

Sometimes, luck does deal the law enforcement machin-

ery a fair hand. For instance, on 8 May this year, Kenya 

kenya

Shimoni	harbour,	a	few	kilometres	from	an	island	where	a	group	of	Somalis	and	Ethiopians	
were	discovered	by	Police,	Immigration	and	Kenya	Wildlife	Service	personnel.
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police arrested 25 Somalis who were en route to Tanzania 

with no ID papers on them by a sheer fluke. The men were 

being transported in a van that had gone for a routine 

check-up at Miritini Vehicle Inspection Unit in the coastal 

city of Mombasa. 

If Kenya is a big hit with Somalis particularly, it is 

because Somalia is a classic example of the failed state. It 

is a country that has had not a central government since 

1991 when the then president, Siad Barre, was ousted and 

has been governed by war lords for almost 20 years. The 

perpetual state of conflict and insecurity in Somalia has 

pushed local people to flee the country in droves in search 

of a better life elsewhere. 

About 400 of them use unsecured border points called 

‘panya’ routes to enter Kenya illegally every day. Once 

there, they know that criminal cartels will furnish them 

with passports and identity documents, for a fee of course. 

Investigations suggest that it costs between US$1500 and 

US$10 000 to traffic a person from Somalia to Burundi via 

Kenya.

Sadly, the reliance on tip-offs and happenstance means 

that for every 100 people who are trafficked into Kenya, law 

enforcers can only arrest 3, admitted an immigration offi-

cer based in Nairobi.

The deluge of human traffic, not to mention the glitches 

in law enforcement, are great sources of concern for the 

central Kenyan government. The worry is that the country 

could fast become the nerve centre for international cartels 

trafficking people across borders using dubious travel doc-

uments and turn them into virtual slaves once they reach 

their destinations.

Somalis and Ethiopians are easy targets
The dusty dirt road in the coastal district of Kwale, around 

its trading centre Shimoni, has long had a reputation for 

being a transit route for smuggling human contraband. 

For 110 years, slave traders used it to transport slaves from 

mainland Africa to markets in America and the Middle 

East. It was along this very route that Captain Frederick 

Eyre Lawrence was killed by slave traders in 1895. A British 

Foreign Office operative, he was in the area under special 

orders from the Crown to eliminate the Arab slave trade on 

the East African coast. Today, Lawrence’s grave in main-

land Shimoni is a tourist attraction. 

The Shimoni route lay disused until May 2008 when it 

became operational again. Since then, the traffic of human 

contraband has been frenetic. 

Most of the 800 Ethiopians who are currently serving jail 

terms in Tanzania for illegal immigration were trafficked 

through the Shimoni route, confirms the officer-in-charge 

of investigation and prosecution at the Kenyan Department 

of Immigration, Cyrus Omooria: ‘They travel through there 

at night and with forged documents.’

Shimoni and neighbouring islands are now collection 

points for those trying to reach destinations in Europe and 

America through South Africa. Those unable to make the 

journey by boat through Shimoni, however, use another 

active route: through Busia, a town 900 km away. The Busia 

route leads illegal human cargo to Bujumbura, the capital 

of Burundi. From there, traffickers lead their cargo to South 

Africa and the Middle East.

According to local immigration department sources, 

the small town of Busia on the Kenya–Uganda border, is the 

most active transit route for human traffickers today. The 

number of Somalis and Ethiopians who have been arrested 

there without valid papers since July this year is rising 

steadily. What makes Busia especially popular among traf-

fickers is that it is one of the easiest ways to get Somalis in 

need of papers into Kenya.

A new identity in a matter of hours
From Nairobi, the Kenyan criminal underworld pulls the 

strings of human traffickers in Somalia, Tanzania, Uganda, 

Tanzania, Mozambique and South Africa. The Kenyan capi-

tals’ thriving counterfeiting industry even counts ‘branches’ 

in the border areas of Mombasa, Busia, Shimoni and Moyale. 

In all these areas, fake passports as well as immigration rub-

ber stamps are produced, manufacturing new identities in a 

matter of hours. It was from one such counterfeiter in Moyale, 

along the Kenya–Ethiopia border, that the seven Ethiopians 

who were arrested in June this year got the forged entry 

permits they used to enter the country. Kenyan exit border 

control at other points being rather hawkeyed, the plan was 

then to exit again via the same route and, armed with the 

‘real’ fake papers from Nairobi, travel to Burundi and cross to 

South Africa from there.

Beneficiaries of the thriving trade in fake Kenyan pass-

ports include Ugandans, Tanzanians, Chinese, Indians, 

Pakistanis, Bangladeshis and Congolese. Investigations 

found that it costs between US$1300 and US$7000 to buy a 

new identity and the promise of a cushy job overseas. 

The cartels ‘promise their victims jobs or passage out 

of their home countries, but the truth is, these jobs don’t 

exist,’ a source in the trade explained. ‘Once stranded in a 

foreign land, many enter into prostitution. Or they get jobs 

in Kenya’s Export Processing Zones (EPZ) where working 



FAIR DossIeR |  JAnuARy 2 0 0 9

10

conditions are deplorable and where workers receive a 

pittance as wages,’ says Noah Chanyisa Chune, the direc-

tor of education for Kenya’s Central Organisation of Trade 

Unions (COTU).

But even Kenyans themselves may feel they have no 

choice but to try their luck elsewhere. After all, the Kenyan 

government encourages citizens to look for work outside 

the country. Speaking during a TV talk show recently, 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Youth, Kinuthia 

Murugu, said: ‘Government can only provide jobs to 

600 000 out of the 800 000 people added into the economy 

every year. We encourage the surplus to seek jobs outside 

the country.’

Kenyan ‘housemaids’ for Syria
Perhaps as a response to such official encouragement, 

hundreds of job recruitment bureaus have recently mush-

roomed in Nairobi. In September this year, one such agency 

– called Peak Potentials Limited – advertised for house-

maids to work in Syria, Qatar and Turkey. On 12 September, 

when FAIR contacted the proprietor, we discovered that 

she had dispatched ten Kenyan women to Syria and Turkey 

the previous day. A check with the consular officer at the 

Syrian Embassy, however, revealed that it had not issued 

visas to any group of women going to that country to work 

as maids. ‘I have not heard of Kenyan girls going to Syria 

or Turkey to work as housemaids. We have not given work 

permits for a long time. And we certainly didn’t give visas to 

the group you are talking about,’ he said.

Many of these people, says Margaret Mukwanja, chair-

person of the 25-member KAPEA, the official organisa-

tion of recognised job recruitment agencies, end up being 

dumped in foreign lands without the jobs they were initially 

promised. ‘We get a lot of complaints from people who have 

been cheated in this way only to realise that they didn’t 

deal with our members,’ she said.

Such news does not surprise immigration officer Cyrus 

Omooria, who has 20 years of experience under his belt. 

‘These people have perfected the art of moving people 

across borders. They have information which you don’t. 

Information about visas, labour market, you name it, about 

the destination country. But these traffickers don’t do it 

alone, they rely on a web of many players,’ he said.

A number of Ugandan, Congolese and Indian women 

who have been trafficked into Kenya, now work in nude 

clubs in downtown Nairobi and in brothels in Parklands and 

Ngara City suburbs. Others operate from residences that 

have been turned into brothels in Westlands, Hurlingham 

and Eastlands suburbs of Nairobi. Checks in the daily press 

reveal a wide variety of sexual services. Typical adverts 

read: ‘New Asians in Westlands Nairobi, New Arab girls, 

Purely Chinese and Indian.’ Operators generally use only 

mobile phone numbers.

Murder and rape are part of the package
Sometimes the cartels kill their victims when they be-

come liabilities. A local trafficker called Moha told FAIR 

that a rival cartel poisoned a number of Chinese women 

when they failed to move them to Canada via Kenya. ‘You 

know, before these people leave their countries, they sell 

off everything they own and say goodbye to their families. 

The traffickers and smugglers are known to the families 

because they make direct contact with them. So naturally 

when things don’t work out, they have to kill them, because 

they find that easier than facing families who know them,’ 

he said. Such developments were confirmed by immigra-

tion department spokesperson, John Njehu. ‘These things 

have happened here,’ he said.

CRADLE, a foundation concerned with children’s rights 

and justice, reports that some children who are trafficked 

from Kenya are sexually abused. ‘Trafficking in children 

for sexual purposes takes place from Kenya to Uganda, 

Tanzania and other regions such as southern Africa, 

Europe and Middle East. There have been instances where 

children have been trafficked from Kenya to Rwanda and 

Uganda using fishing boats and canoes. They are trafficked 

at night and expected to pay for the journey by having 

sex with the fishermen,’ the UK-based NGO called End 

Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking of 

Children for Sexual Purposes (ECPAT) disclosed in a recent 

global report. 

A British MP recently publicly narrated the harrowing 

tale of a teenage Kenyan girl who was rescued from slav-

ery in his country. ‘The 14-year-old child came into the UK 

through one of the major airports with a middle-aged white 

man. She came in on a passport that did not have her name 

or her photograph on it but was allowed into the country. 

She was taken to Liverpool, locked in a house and forced to 

have sex with numerous men. Luckily she escaped and is 

now being looked after by a major charity in this country,’ 

Conservative Party MP for Wellingborough, Peter Bone, 

told the British Parliament on 8 July this year.

Kenyan police are presently looking for a local televange-

list – called Pastor Deya – who is accused of trafficking dozens 

of babies to the UK. Currently holed up in Britain, he claimed 

the children were ‘miracle babies’. A relative of Deya’s is serv-

kenya



FAIR DossIeR |  JAnuARy 2 0 0 9

11

ing a jail term in a Kenyan prison for stealing babies.

According to the child protection NGO, ECPTA, children 

are also taken out of the country to be used for religious 

rituals, witchcraft and the removal of body parts. However, 

no statistics or case studies have been published in this 

respect.

Plead guilty, keep the secrets
There is no clear distinction between being trafficked and 

actively buying illegal passage in Kenya. Case reports show 

that many of those who have been willingly smuggled, 

were turned into slaves once they got to their destinations. 

In some cases, persons have been held in bondage, repay-

ing large sums of money for up to five years to criminal 

cartels. The US State Department bestowed a ‘Tier 2’ rank-

ing on Kenya, the African hub of human traffic, in a June 

2008 report. This classification is given to a country that is 

a source, transit and destination for people trafficked for 

purposes of forced labour and sexual exploitation.

No-one has ever been convicted of human trafficking or 

smuggling in Kenya. Not even the Kenyan police acknowl-

edges it on the list of crime statistics displayed regularly 

on its official website www.kenyapolice.go.ke. In official 

reports, crimes closest to human trafficking are generic 

‘offences against morality’ which include rape, defilement, 

incest, sodomy, bestiality, abduction and bigotry. But 

‘human trafficking’ does not exist as a separate crime and 

there is no anti-trafficking law in Kenya. 

This means that the hordes of foreign nationals who 

are either smuggled or trafficked into the country can 

only be charged and tried for ‘being in Kenya illegally’ or 

for ‘unlawfully entering Kenya contrary to Section 13(2)(c) 

of the Immigration Act, Cap 172’. At best, some could be 

charged for ‘unlawful presence’. Those convicted can 

spend no more than 12 months in prison or depending on 

the discretion of the judicial officer, are repatriated to their 

countries of origin.

The 20 Somalis and Ethiopians who were caught on an 

abandoned island in Shimoni were hurriedly charged in a 

Kwale court and quickly deported. True to form, they all 

pleaded guilty. ‘They do this to get a quick bond or fine,’ says 

Ann Ireri, FIDA Kenya legal counsel. (FIDA Kenya, the local 

chapter of the International Federation of Women Lawyers, 

provides pro bono legal services to needy women.) 

According to self-confessed trafficker Moha, trafficked 

people are generally told to plead guilty. ‘We always tell our 

clients to make things easy in this way. By pleading guilty 

to a lesser charge of illegal entry, they simply get fined. If 

they deny the charges, the court goes into full hearing and 

that is a problem. Many secrets are likely to come out if you 

let things go that far. The magistrate or judge may discover 

that you are a trafficker or that you are being trafficked,’ he 

said.

Between January and August this year, a total of 132 

people who were either being smuggled or trafficked, and 

who appeared in courts in Busia, Mombasa, Kwale and 

Bungoma, pleaded guilty quickly and received light fines, 

to the equivalent of the cost of a cheap bedsheet bought at 

a street corner and less than one per cent of the price of a 

fake passport on the black market. All were fined in lieu of 

jail terms.

The tide of pressure from human rights groups could 

force Kenyan lawmakers to step up to the plate and start 

proscribing against human trafficking. It could also force 

them to review the country’s immigration laws and pro-

cedures which have not been revisited since 1967. Tighter 

controls could make it harder for passport forgers, for 

instance, to get off lightly.

Lucy’s story
Already the process has started. Gilbert Onyango, deputy 

director of CRADLE, said various human rights groups are 

working with government to draft tough new laws against 

human trafficking. ‘We have already handed a draft to the 

Attorney-General and we expect him to take it to Cabinet 

soon. We hope to have a Bill in the House by the time 

Parliament resumes sittings in December,’ he said.

Hopefully, the new law could help close the chapter on 

File No. FIDA/Pending/Nov 2005/001 and bring justice 

to a 26-year-old single Kenyan mother of two, who shall 

be called Lucy to protect her real identity. Lucy’s case is a 

bizarre one, that could prove a litmus test for law reform. 

Lucy had been trafficked to Germany by her employer, 

an expatriate doctor who had worked in Kenya. The doctor 

now wanted to employ Lucy to look after her aging parents 

in Germany. She had promised Lucy a good salary and 

attractive conditions of service. However, when the two 

arrived in Amsterdam en route to their final destination, 

her employer seized her passport. Lucy was then ‘confined 

and subjected to inhuman treatment by being overworked 

and underfed’. 

Kenyan authorities came to know of the case through 

concerned neighbours at Lucy’s place of employment, who 

had smuggled food to Lucy, had been alarmed when she fell 

ill, and who, in the end, helped her escape. With the help 

of the neighbours, Lucy contacted the German chapter of 
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FIDA as well as a local NGO which arranged for her safe 

passage back to Kenya.

After Lucy returned to her country, however, her 

employer followed her there. She laid charges of ‘theft by 

a servant’ against her and reportedly threatened to kill 

her. Lucy disappeared after telling friends that unknown 

people were stalking her. Head of FIDA Kenya’s awareness 

programme, Alice Maranga, said that all her organisation 

knows is that ‘her former employer had threatened to kill 

her and that she disappeared without a trace.’

As it stands, the employer seems immune from prosecu-

tion, since anomalies in present law make it difficult for law 

enforcers to prove that a person was indeed trafficked or 

smuggled. Unlike their victims, the perpetrators almost 

always have proper documents. Said FIDA defence counsel 

Ireri: ‘There’s nothing to charge traffickers with.’ But if the 

reformers have their way, this may soon change.

For now, ‘Lucy’ remains a pending case on the files of 

FIDA Kenya.

Cheap labour and the unions
The Kenyan government is putting measures in place to 

protect desperate job seekers like Lucy from falling prey 

to traffickers. To this end, the Ministry of Labour has de-

veloped an employment policy it hopes will serve as a de-

terrent against human trafficking and human smuggling. 

All job recruitment agencies operating in Kenya will be re-

quired to register with the ministry. In addition, they must 

have a certificate of good conduct issued by the Criminal 

Investigations Department (CID) of the Kenya Police. 

Additionally, before sending anyone to work overseas, 

agencies will have to furnish the Ministry of Labour with 

details about the nature of the jobs and who the prospec-

tive employers are. Principal Employment Officer for the 

Kenyan government, Edith Okok, said that all job oppor-

tunities and employment visas must be approved by the 

director of human resource management and employment 

at the Ministry of Labour. And a circular from the Ministry 

of Labour spells out: ‘The job recruitment agency must have 

a legally binding power of attorney from the employer or 

the recruiting agent, signed before a court in Kenya, com-

missioner of oaths or a reputable legal firm.’

The safeguards notwithstanding, the local trade union 

federation, COTU, is worried about the negative effects 

human trafficking is having on the labour market in Kenya. 

COTU Director of Education, Noah Chune, explained: 

‘Trafficking leads to exploitative and forced labour. Because 

people cannot associate, they cannot demand better prices 

for their work. Thus those who are trafficked are paid badly. 

In Export Processing Zones (EPZs), employers have resort-

ed to hiring cheap labour from Asia. We have been told of 

cases of bonded labour in those areas,’ he said.

Chune said COTU members in the EPZs have com-

plained that the bonded Asian workers in the Zones are 

pushing wages downwards. ‘But whenever we have taken 

up the issue, the cartels pull out the foreign labourers in 

a bid to avoid prosecution,’ he added. Apart from the low 

wages, trafficking adds another set of risks to the equation. 

Because of persistent acts of sexual abuse and forced pros-

titution, large numbers of victims find themselves exposed 

to HIV infection, Chune said.

Posters won’t help the gullible
As a way of spreading awareness about the dangers of the 

trade in human cargo, various interest groups have resort-

ed to public information campaigns. One of these is in the 

form of a poster displayed on the wall on the wall of Cyrus 

Omaaria’s office on the Kenyan Coast. The poster reads: 

‘People for Sale’. It depicts an alluring job announcement 

for house helps, cabin crews, teachers, waitresses, model 

dancers, even spouses. ‘No work permit, free passports, 

scholarships, excellent housing and good salaries,’ the 

poster further announces.

But stencilled in red ink just below is ‘The Reality’, which 

warns of ‘forced prostitution, domestic servitude, forced 

labour, debt bondage, confinement, physical, emotional 

and psychological bondage.’ Sadly, the stark reality behind 

this message does not yet seem to resonate with the thou-

sands of desperate Kenyans who fall prey to the machina-

tions of human traffickers every year.

And so in the shadowy world where traffickers operate, 

it will be business as usual. It will not really matter whether 

the business is conducted from makeshift stalls in the back 

streets of town or in mansions in the plusher suburbs of 

Nairobi. After all, as any dyed-in-the-wool trafficker will 

tell you, there will always be gullible people looking for a 

crock of gold at the end of the rainbow.
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Sixteen-year old Tanoh had a big dream. 

In this dream, thousands of adoring fans 

were screaming his name every time he 

stepped on the pitch to play football for 

one of the biggest and richest clubs in the 

world. A million more, members of the 

global fraternity of soccer fans, sat mes-

merised in front of their TV screens as he 

dribbled his way past world-class defend-

ers to score memorable, headline-grabbing goals in the 

UEFA Champions League.

Tanoh’s dream was inspired by the success story of anoth-

er Ivorian boy who rose from relative obscurity to become 

one of the highest paid, most recognised and most feared 

strikers in the world today. His name: Didier Drogba. 

A national icon and international superstar plying his 

trade in the English Premier League with Chelsea, Drogba’s 

rise to the top has been meteoric. Chelsea bought him from 

Olympique Marseille, a top French side, for £24 million. 

His goal-scoring prowess in England and in the UEFA 

Champions League catapulted him to the top echelons of 

international soccer, earning him over €500 000 a month. 

With that kind of money, the Ivorian super star’s pay equals 

the combined salaries of 2500 civil servants in his home 

country. So it is no surprise many young boys in Côte 

d’Ivoire today want to be Didier Drogba.

Drogba would of course not be where he is today if he 

did not have talent, skill, determination and the hunger for 

success – qualities Tanoh believes he himself has plenty of. 

However, fate also had plenty to do with it. For one thing,  

Drogba was in the right place at the right time: just in time 

to be discovered by a recruiter who eventually paved the 

Ivorian’s way to the big leagues.

So when a Turkish recruiter spotted Tanoh playing for 

a local club and dangled a contract that, on paper, would 

earn him €12 000 a month playing first division football in 

Portugal, he jumped at the chance. Finally, he believed, fate 

had smiled on him. For Tanoh, a stint in the lower levels of 

the Portuguese league was but the first step on the road to 

fame, fortune and superstardom. Tanoh’s 

parents shared his dream and had high 

expectations for his success.

But dream soon turned into nightmare 

when Tanoh arrived in Portugal.

‘When I arrived, I found that most of the 

money I should have earned had been paid 

to the recruiter by the club. In fact, three-

quarters of it. Things became very difficult 

and life became a big struggle. After a short while, I was 

thrown out of the club and sent to a second division club 

where I was not paid any money at all,’ he said.

Surviving in a foreign country with no money, no skills 

and no residence permit or work permit can be a daunting 

experience for any person, least of all a 16-year-old boy 

from Côte d’Ivoire who, until then, had never left home and 

who can neither speak nor understand Portuguese.  

As he sat by his own Rivers of Babylon, Tanoh consid-

ered that at least he got to play first team football for a first 

division side. It might not be much of a life but his soccer 

career was progressing. Above all, he woke up each day 

with a spring in his step and didn’t have to go to bed hun-

gry. But in Europe, survival was a battle of wits and he had 

to do a lot of ‘djossi’ to survive: manual labour, the kind of 

dead-end job where there is neither security nor stability. 

With life in Portugal being difficult, Tanoh eventually 

sneaked into Belgium where he hoped to rekindle his dream 

of securing a professional European football contract. At 

least, he thought, in Belgium, he could get by with French, 

the official language of his home country Côte d’Ivoire. 

Unfortunately, the change of scene has so far not 

improved Tanoh’s situation. Nor does it look likely to in the 

long run. 

Tanoh joins the long list of hopeful African youths who 

are tricked and trafficked to Europe by unscrupulous 

recruiters and soccer agents with fake promises of lucrative 

soccer contracts. His story is told by K, his uncle in Abidjan, 

who helped bring up Tanoh since he was a baby. K keeps 

tabs on Tanoh, phones whenever he can, and shakes his 
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head when he talks about him. ‘I can not allow you to use 

my name’, he says. ‘Tanoh’s parents will get angry with me. 

They still believe their son is going to make it.’

Soccer academies as conduits
The actual number of hopefuls from Africa who fall prey to 

‘soccer recruiters’ every year is not known, but investiga-

tions reveal that in Côte d’Ivoire, soccer academies provide 

the perfect cover for human trafficking. 

According to Sylla Fode, a senior manager at the Ivorian 

Football Federation (FIF), there are about 300 soccer acad-

emies in Côte d’Ivoire, though indications are that there are 

a lot more than official figures suggest. Fode admits that the 

number could increase because in his own words ‘football 

feeds the players of these academies’. He adds that most acad-

emies in the country work outside the regulatory framework 

established by the local football body, FIF. They do not even 

operate under the ambit of the Department of Sport.

For Andre Kouadio, a sociologist at the University of 

Codody, the proliferation of over 300 soccer academies in 

a country of 16 million people is an anomaly. ‘I wish ordi-

nary schools where young people can learn something 

more constructive would grow at the same pace as these 

academies,’ he says. 

The lack of regulation in Côte d’Ivoire means that any-

one can set up a soccer academy and recruit ambitious 

young boys anxiously looking for an escape route from a 

life of poverty and deprivation. But Koko Konan Joseph, the 

owner of Jolekoko soccer academy in Yopougon, 20 km from 

the capital, Abidjan, says this is not a fair assessment of the 

situation as it exists on the ground. He says the academies 

are doing a commendable job to provide opportunities for 

children who have very few choices. ‘Registering academies 

is not important. What is important is the job we are doing. 

My academy has been around for a long time, but govern-

ment and FIF are not helping us in any way,’ he said. 

Like Konan Joseph, Euge Yapi, a coach from an academy 

in Abobo, a neighbourhood in the outskirts of Abidjan, 

denies any wrongdoing. ‘Our main objective is to train 

these children so that we can sell them to clubs in Europe. 

The price they eventually fetch depends on the agents you 

are doing business with and the negotiating skills of the 

academy manager. But a gifted young player can fetch up 

to €20 000,’ he said.

Parental complicity 
Parental complicity, investigations show, plays a big part 

in the trafficking of children. Take the case of 16-year-old 

Koffi, who was spotted by an Italian recruiter in San Pedro, a 

coastal town in the Ivorian region of Bas Sassandra, 600 km 

from Abidjan. His family gave his ‘benefactor’ €4500 to take 

Koffi to Barcelona.

The boy was sexually abused repeatedly on the way 

and abandoned in a hotel in Rabat, Morocco. Armed with 

a fake French passport, he managed to find his way to Paris 

after his father, Koffi Dosso Senior, sent him some money 

through a connection, with the help of a veteran human 

smuggler.

Said Dosso Senior: ‘Many French clubs have acknowl-

edged that my son has talent and could go far in football, 

but they can’t do anything with him or for him because the 

bottom-line is, he is an illegal immigrant. Now my son lives 

on the streets and survives any way he can. But I still have 

hope that one day he will make it.’

‘Blame the war for pushing us to this’
In a country where the average civil servant earns €200 a 

month, many parents share Koffi Dosso’s blind optimism. 

They see soccer academies as a vehicle for transforming 

their socio-economic circumstances and are even willing 

to borrow money to have their children enrolled. The father 

of 15-year-old Martial borrowed the CFA franc equivalent of 

€400 so that his son could secure the boy’s passage to Mali 

and from there to Europe. ‘For me, this money was an invest-

ment in my boy’s future and in the family’s future,’ he said.

Sadly, like many other Ivorian parents, he never got any 

returns on his investment. Martial was one of 38 Ivorian 

child footballers between the ages of 14 and 17 who were 

apprehended by the Malian army in Sikasso, along with the 

agent, one Mr Assouman, who was trying to smuggle them 

into Europe. Police eventually arrested he manager of the 

Malian academy for complicity in the affair.

The total amount of money each parent paid this par-

ticular academy in Côte d’Ivoire to have their children 

transported to Mali was €17 405. 

‘Mr Assouman told us that once we got to Mali, some 

of us would be sent to Norway and others would go to the 

Ukraine,’ Martial said in an interview after his repatriation 

to Abidjan. The 38 boys crossed into Mali without proper 

papers. The agent had told them that he would secure 

Malian passports for them as well as visas to enable them 

proceed to Europe. But before this could happen, they were 

spotted and apprehended.

The boys were repatriated to Côte d’Ivoire with the help 

of the International Organisation for Migration (IOM). IOM 

officials in that country, however, declined to comment 
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on their involvement in the affair, saying that they needed 

special permission from their superiors in Dakar, Senegal, 

before they could speak to the press.

At the Departments of Sports and Internal Affairs, offi-

cials were not willing to speak either, not even to comment 

on the role played by the soccer academy that was respon-

sible for trafficking the boys to Mali.

In spite of the scandal the whole event caused, the soc-

cer academy maintained it would carry on with business 

as usual. The parents of the boys also said they would keep 

trying until their children finally found a foothold in the 

big leagues of European soccer.

Said one parent in an interview: ‘We have no choice. 

What would you do if you were in my shoes, your family 

was facing starvation and you had a son who could play 

football? Don’t blame us. Blame the five-year war in Côte 

d’Ivoire for pushing us to this.’ 

The boys themselves are anxious to try their luck again, 

believing that they still have a chance of success. Their 

willingness to go through this all over again is something 

that worries Koukoui Desire, project manager with the 

International Catholic Children’s Bureau (ICCB). ‘When 

the children were eventually repatriated from Mali, we 

wanted to rehabilitate them and reintegrate them back into 

the communities from where they had come, but they were 

not ready to give up. Instead, they want to try again until 

they find themselves in Europe. When the recruiter was 

arrested in Mali, we thought the parents of the children 

would be happy. But they balked at our proposal for reinte-

gration. They are instead demanding that our organisation 

give them 300 million CFA francs (almost US$ 1 million) to 

run the local football academy,’ she said.

Like many, Koukoui Desire is at pains to understand the 

forces that seem to be motivating both parents and chil-

dren alike to conspire with shady characters and dubious 

academies in the human trafficking trade.

Every year, French, Italian and Spanish embassies in 

Côte d’Ivoire receive on average 1000 visa applications for 

young footballers as young as 15 through local academies. 

Very few applications of these applications are successful. 

Nevertheless, the tide of youthful immigrants who find 

their way to these countries through the back door has 

been increasing steadily since 2000.

Player laundering
In a bid to stem the flow of illegal player immigration 

to Europe, the Federation of International Football 

Associations (FIFA) tightened its recruitment and transfer 

guidelines in 2001, making it illegal for clubs to import play-

ers younger than 18. But agents working independently of 

FIFA often tweak the paperwork, falsifying ages of players 

and in some cases even changing their identities in what is 

described as ‘player laundering’. 

According to Robert Baroud, education manager of 

French amateur football club, Olympique Lyonnais, many 

local clubs break FIFA rules because they know they can get 

away with it. ‘Our club rejected a 16-year-old boy who had 

come into the country through the back door, but another 

French club took him on. It happens. When it comes to 

respecting the rules, some clubs are not very scrupulous at 

all,’ he said.

Some illegal ‘soccer immigrants’ get to stay in Europe 

because of widespread collusion between clubs, traffick-

ers and intermediaries, explains a former Ivorian soccer 

star who had a stint playing in Europe. ‘A lot of the soccer  

academies that apply for visas for their boys have their 
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applications thrown out because in the first place, they 

are illegal. So they get short-stay visas for the children, and 

these can fetch up to €3000. Either that or the academies 

arrange for them to go to Mali, Tunisia or Morocco where 

intermediaries get local passports for them from these 

countries. Once they arrive in Europe, they report that they 

have had their passports and ID papers stolen. The truth is, 

lawyers, clubs, managers, they are all in this together.’ 

‘The young boys who are being taken abroad to play “pro-

fessional football” often end up alone, without proper doc-

umentation and vulnerable,’ says Ofelia Calcetas-Santos, 

a former UN official, who has worked with African ‘soccer 

children’ who had been trafficked to Belgium, Netherlands 

and North Africa. ‘They are at risk of slavery, blackmail and 

sexual abuse.’ She adds that, in Belgium, a lot of these chil-

dren are shuffled from one club to another. ‘They only get 

to play football if they are talented. But even if they do get 

hired, the recruiter still gets most of their pay.’

Whatever the disappointments and perils, many would 

still rather stay in Europe than go back. FAIR found that a 

certain young Ivorian hopeful, rather than tell his parents 

back home the truth about his circumstances, bought a 

Paris St. Germain (PSG) team jersey, had his name sewn on 

the back and sent it to his family. To this day, his parents 

believe their son is on the verge of breaking into the big 

leagues. Whatever money he gets to send them, however, is 

not from playing football.

His case is not an exceptional one. Unable to deal 

with their failure, many soccer immigrants cut off all 

ties with their families back home and live in what Jean-

Claude Mbouvin calls ‘a parallel society’. Mbouvin is 

a Cameroonian who once played for the national team 

before he started an NGO called ‘Culture Foot Solidaire’ in 

2000. The organisation, based in Saint-Gratien, north-west 

of Paris, was formed to support African youths brought to 

France ostensibly to play soccer but who have been aban-

doned on arrival.  

‘This is a modern version of the slave trade and it comes 

in many different forms,’ Mbouvin says. ‘The more com-

mon path is via recruiting agents, real or otherwise. Some 

of the people I have seen came here on one-year visas and 

training contracts that were not renewed. Others are aban-

doned on arrival by fake agents and never even saw the 

inside of a football clubhouse.’ 

Mbouvin explains that agents ask the parents of a 

young player to pay between US$3800 and US$5000 

towards the airfare and a visa: money poor families have 

to scrape together with the hope that it will offer them a 

way out of hardship. In the end, ‘These boys live anywhere. 

Sometimes, they take refuge in churches. They don’t have 

a fixed residence and 95 per cent of them don’t have legal 

papers. Many of them are below 18 and to survive they turn 

to crime, with car theft being among the most common. 

Some work in warehouses for no pay. But they would rather 

live like this than go back home. Returning home would be 

admitting defeat,’ Mbouvin said.

Research by Culture Foot Solidaire shows that there 

are over 600 cases of such boys in Paris alone. Of this 

number, 98 per cent are illegal immigrants and 70 per cent 

are younger than 18. By 2006, there were more than 7000 

such youths across France, with most of them coming from 

Francophone Africa. It is likely the number has increased 

in the last two years.

President of the Ivorian Football Federation (FIF), 

Jacques Anouma, admits that many Ivorian boys who have 

been taken to Europe and Asia by dubious recruiters are 

living on the streets in these countries. ‘Many cry out for 

help to me when I see them, but whatever help I have been 

able to give them has been in my personal capacity, and that 

is just like a drop in the ocean,’ he said.

It’s like Chinese shoes
Apart from the President helping ‘in his personal capac-

ity’, the official Ivorian soccer body is not doing much to 

address the problem. Insiders say that the intricacy of the 

soccer network and the power of the international soccer 

mafia make it difficult for a government with little re-

sources to stop the scourge. Also, the fact that parents are 

directly involved in the trafficking of their children adds a 

complex dimension to the problem. And then there is the 

fact that the demand for ‘raw African talent’ in European 

football remains very high.

Take the case of Beveren, a Belgian first division club, 

which played most of its matches in the 2006 season with a 

team of 11 foreigners, 10 of whom came from Côte d’Ivoire. 

According to Gilles Garnier, a former cabinet director in 

France’s Ministry of Sport, developing young talent and 

selling it at a high premium is big business and a major 

source of income for football clubs.

Chelsea, where Ivorian striker Drogba turns out, paid 

US$36 million in 2004 to Olympique Lyonnais in France for 

the services of Michael Essien, a midfielder from Ghana. 

Before that, Olympique Lyonnais had paid Bastia €8 million 

for his contract. Bastia, in turn, had paid €50 000 to Liberty 

Accra, a Ghanaian team where Essien had once played. ‘It’s 

like with Chinese shoes that you buy at almost no cost and 

côte d’ivoire
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then sell here at a huge profit. Clubs make money from get-

ting cheap talent, developing it and selling the players on to 

other clubs at a huge profit. It’s worth bringing over 1000, 

even if you only end up using 20,’ Garnier said.

Such is the attraction of raw African talent that some 

European clubs have set up satellite soccer academies called 

‘football plantations’ in Africa, including Amsterdam’s 

Ajax in Cape Town in South Africa and France’s Bastia in 

Senegal. By the same token, some academies and clubs 

in Africa have entered into partnerships with clubs in 

European countries like Belgium, where looser immigra-

tion rules for soccer players apply.

According to Jean-Marie Dedecker, a Belgian senator, 

soccer clubs in his country have 30 officially licensed soc-

cer agents and 170 unlicensed ones, many of whom have 

links to organised crime. Investigations show that some of 

these unlicensed agents work closely with dubious soccer 

academies such as those who operate on the wrong side of 

the law in Côte d’Ivoire.

The problem of illegal immigrants being trafficked 

into Europe as soccer hopefuls is not new. It has already 

brought sports ministers together in a meeting in Paris in 

November 2000 to explore possible solutions. They were, 

even then, responding to pressures from human rights 

campaigners who wanted European Union action to stop 

the luring of boys as young as 12 to Belgium, France and 

The Netherlands. 

That was eight years ago. To date, the loop-holes that 

make it easy for unscrupulous agents and recruiters, work-

ing in cahoots with dubious academies, are yet to be sealed. 

Meanwhile, the smell of easy money is strong enough to 

keep traffickers highly motivated. This could explain why 

in recent times, the Norway Cup has proved a high-stake 

meeting ground for recruiters from Europe and beyond.

‘Charity’ at the Norway Cup
The Norway Cup is the world’s largest football tournament. 

It is held in Oslo, the Norwegian capital, from late July to 

early August every year. A total of 4000 matches are played 

in that week. When the Norway Cup was inaugurated in 

1972, it was restricted to teams from the Nordic region.  

Now, however, it attracts as many as 30 000 young foot-

ballers from 42 countries. Between 20 and 30 teams from 

underprivileged parts of the world, including Africa, are 

invited to take part. It is through this slot that teams from 

developing countries get their eligibility.

In Côte d’Ivoire, the Norway Cup is a highly anticipated 

affair, as can be seen from the jostling, pushing and shov-

ing that takes place every year outside the gates of the Royal 

Norwegian Embassy in the capital, Abidjan, by representa-

tives from local soccer academies and football clubs.

One man who takes this annual event very seriously is 

Aziz Kone Agnero, founder of the Ivorian Football Training 

Centre (CFIF), located in Ajame, a suburb of Abidjan. 

Agnero himself lives in Paris and flies down to Abidjan 

every year to orchestrate his centre’s participation and to 

pull the strings from the frontline.

This year, he submitted 22 Norwegian visa applica-

tions for boys he says are ‘less than 19 years old’ as per the 

Norway Cup rules, but he does not provide documentary 

proof to support this claim. He insists his outfit is a legiti-

mate establishment, set up for purely altruistic reasons: 

to help under-privileged Ivorian youth find a foothold in a 

hostile world which does them very little favours.

‘Me, I am running a charity,’ he said in an interview. ‘The 

plane tickets to compete in the Norway Cup, the visa fees 

and the fees for participating in the tournament, accom-

modation in Oslo, all of it is coming from my pocket. I am 

paying for everything. The parents are not paying a cent, 

the children are not paying anything. But if a child suc-

ceeds, it brings joy to his family and that makes me happy.’

Agnero’s claims regarding his ‘charitable’ motives are 

dubious. When it comes to inviting under-privileged teams 

from the developing world, the Norway Cup co-operates 

with a number of organisations and NGOs that fund the 

necessary air tickets, boarding and lodging. Agnero does 

not pay for all these costs: the Norway Cup does.

Rather than charity, it is probably the hope for huge 

profits that motivates the Ivorian ‘Football Training 

Centre’ boss to bring boys from his country to participate 

in the Norway Cup. And he is not the only one. According to 

Agnero himself, this year’s competition attracted recruit-

ers from 45 countries. ‘A boy who is recruited, based on his 

performance in the Norway Cup, can fetch up to 300 mil-

lion CFA francs (approximately €459 000). In the event that 

the boy is below the age of 18, his parents will be invited to 

Europe to sign his contract on his behalf,’ he says.

With the government of Côte d’Ivoire and the local foot-

ball federation having neither the will, nor the resources 

to check the activities of many of the questionable soccer 

academies in the country, those who profit from trafficking 

in children will keep laughing all the way to the bank.

côte d’ivoire
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In February 2006, Benson Lupenga left his home in 

Chindonzwa Village in Nkhata Bay, Malawi, to find a better-

paying job as a fisherman. He headed for Karonga, hoping 

to find work at the far end of Lake Nyasa, one of the biggest 

bodies of water in Malawi. Business there was reportedly 

good and the wages attractive for able-bodied men pre-

pared to work hard. At least, that is what the recruitment 

agent told him and the seven others, aged between 15 and 

27, who put their fate and their faith in the man.

They never got to Karonga. Instead, the agent smuggled 

them across the border to Tanzania through Tukuyu, a 

local border town, using bush paths to avoid detection. 

Whenever they ran into Tanzanian immigration officials, 

the recruiter promptly paid out bribes, to the desired effect: 

they were left to proceed on their way.

Mbangala Village in the Rukwa Lake district of Tanzania 

was their final destination. With an area of about 2500 km2, 

Lake Rukwa is the largest body of water to lie entirely 

within the country’s borders. In 1997, government declared 

the northern part of Lake Rukwa and its environs a game 

reserve. Mbangala village is on the fringes of the Rukwa 

Game Reserve.

Once they got there, the agent handed them over to 

Bahati, a well-known local figure and fisherman. Bahati is, 

however, no ordinary fisherman: like many of the others who 

operate in Lake Rukwa, he is a feudal fishing boss, part of a 

class that uses violence and threats of force to get desperate 

young men from neighbouring countries to work without 

pay. In the case of Lake Rukwa, the victims come from the 

DRC, Zambia and Malawi. All they get in exchange for their 

labour is food and accommodation. 

The situation at Lake Rukwa only came to light when 

Benson Lupenga’s younger brother Richard, and his 

Austrian girlfriend, Sonja Traumann, travelled to Dar es 

Salaam to report Benson’s disappearance to the Tanzania 

Police Force and the International Organisation for 

Migration (IOM). ‘We got worried when Benson left home 

and did not return and nobody seemed to know where he 

was,’ Richard Lupenga told FAIR. Though Richard provid-

ed the police with all the information they needed, Benson 

Lupenga is still missing today.

The man called Bahati
FAIR established that the man Benson Lupenga was sold 

to, Bahati, is one of the most powerful feudal fishermen in 

Lake Rukwa. He owns a fleet of boats operating under the 

business name Florida Beach. Bahati himself lives on the 

shores of the lake in a village called Ilanga and has so far 

eluded capture, even though Rukwa regional police com-

mander, Isunto Mantage, insists that law enforcers are ‘hot 

on his trail’. Said Mantage: ‘Our informants say Bahati is 

out of the region at the moment. As soon as we know he is 

around, we will arrest him.’

Mantage is of the view that Bahati’s case is an isolated 

incident and not indicative of a trend of human trafficking 

to feed the feudal fishing industry in the Rukwa Lake dis-

trict. ‘This is a unique incident and we will work with immi-

gration officials to bring those involved in it to book and 

help those foreign nationals who are currently enslaved,’ 

he said. However, months have passed by since the case of 

Benson Lupenga and his fellow enslaved Malawians was 

brought to the commander’s attention, and by all accounts, 

the eight men are still there. 

Their number and names (Benson Lupenga, Kaonga 

Chimombo Mohone, Happy Kaunda, Mabvuto Sollya Phiri, 

Mabvuto Gwazera Mumba, Namelord Phiri, Matembo 

Chipopo Chirwa and Duncan Chombo Nyirenda) are 

known since fellow enslaved Malawian, James Banda, 

escaped and alerted the people of Chindonzwa, back home. 

It was Banda’s alarm that brought Richard Lupenga to Dar 

es Salaam to look for his brother Benson.

Why Mantage believes that simply arresting Bahati will 

bring an end to the practice, is unclear, as is the reason why 

he doesn’t go into the area where ‘fishing slaves’ are being 

held to free them. James Banda had been clear: Bahati was 

most certainly not the only one. 

‘There are many others. These men keep you like slaves. 

All they give you is food and somewhere to sleep, that’s 

Modern slavery on the banks of Lake Rukwa
Finnigan wa simbeye
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all. The place is terrible. It is deep inside the Lake Rukwa 

Game Reserve. When you fall sick, they don’t take you to 

a hospital or clinic. They take you to a church in Mbeya 

for prayers,’ Banda told FAIR in a telephonic interview. He 

further described the church as a Pentecostal outfit run by 

Tanzanian and Nigerian pastors, saying that ‘these priests 

are part of the business of trafficking in humans as well as 

drugs. They are part of the cross-border crime cartel.’ 

Banda’s story could not be independently confirmed, 

but Monika Peruffo, an official of the IOM in Dar es Salaam, 

believes there is truth in what he says, and that the prob-

lem of trafficking is more deep rooted than the Rukwa 

regional police commander makes it out to be. ‘We believe 

that there is a serious problem of human trafficking which 

authorities must investigate fully so that if it is true, the 

men can be freed,’ said Peruffo, adding that the enactment 

of an anti-human trafficking and exploitation law in 2007 is 

indicative of the extent of the problem in the country. ‘The 

latest reports about the Malawians in enslavement point to 

a whole new direction,’ she added.

Tanzania passed the Anti-Trafficking and Exploitation 

Act earlier this year to show government commitment 

to the fight against the trade in people. Those convicted 

under this law could spend up to ten years in prison. But 

international organisations like IOM say that the law does 

not adequately define human trafficking. ‘The definition of 

trafficking in the law is very narrow. It doesn’t encompass 

the wider perspective of exploitation because it only points 

to exploitation through prostitution and working without 

pay, which are very narrow avenues,’ Monika Peruffo said.

Ending up in jail
IOM has, in the past, devoted much of its focus to an 

understanding of the Tanzanian situation as a transit 

route for Somalis, Ethiopians, Sudanese, Eritreans and 

other youths from the Horn of Africa trying to reach South 

Africa. Trafficking within the country’s own borders is an-

other source of concern for the international organisation. 

Increasingly, however, Tanzania is becoming and end des-

tination for many. The number of illegal immigrants held 

in local jails has been growing steadily.

Between 2006 and 2007, the immigration department 

arrested a total of 1876 people. Today, the number stands 

at 3445. Earlier this year, the then Home Affairs minister, 

Joseph Mungai, appointed an Immigration Department 

Task Force to investigate the extent of illegal immigra-

tion against the backdrop of human trafficking and 

human smuggling. The Task Force, jointly financed by the 

Tanzanian government, IOM and the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), visited 13 jails in the 

country. Most of the illegal immigrants they found were 

from Ethiopia and Somalia, with others from ten other 

countries, including the DRC, Burundi and Sudan.

The majority of jailed immigrants are young men 

between the ages of 18 and 25, with large groups of children 

between 10 and 17. Most of those in custody are confined to 

the overcrowded Segerea prison in Dar es Salaam, Lilungu 

in Mywara region and Maweni in Tanga region.

The Task Force’s report, apart from detailing the num-

ber of immigrants from the Horn of Africa, acknowledges 

the existence of cartels involving immigration officials, 

police officers, transporters and organised criminals which 

charge between US$800 and US$2500 per head to trans-

port people from the Somalia–Kenya border to Tanzania, 

Mozambique and South Africa. 

Task Force reports also reveal human trafficking and 

smuggling trends that are common to other countries in 

the East African region and in other parts of the continent. 

For instance, there is the trafficking of Tanzanian women 

to Europe to work as ‘enslaved’ maids. Earlier this year, one 

such woman, 25-year-old Elizabeth Kawogo, was awarded 

£58 585 by a London court after it found that she had been 

enslaved and subjected to inhuman treatment. Kawogo 

was taken abroad in 2006 by one Zainab Alibhai and forced 

to work 15 hours a day, seven days a week without pay. 

She fled and informed a neighbour, who, in turn, alerted 

the Tanzanian authorities. The Tanzanian Women’s 

Association and the Tanzanian High Commissioner at 
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the time, Ms Radhia Msuya, assisted in her return to 

Tanzania.

Publicity around cases like Kawogo’s are common and 

tend to pique the public imagination, inflaming national-

istic passions, perhaps because they involve the victimisa-

tion of Tanzanian citizens abroad. However, as described 

above, the volume of other nationals being trafficked 

through Tanzania is a lot higher, and local law enforcement 

systems as well as jails in Tanzania are in serious danger 

of collapsing under the weight of ever more illegal immi-

grants caught on local East African routes.

The new Home Affairs Minister, Lawrence Kego Masha, 

says government will deport illegal immigrants in jail back 

to their countries of origin, but has so far not announced 

any concrete plans to actually do so. ‘Government is work-

ing on the Task Force’s report with our international part-

ners on how to implement the recommendations contained 

therein,’ he says. The Minister has been accused of mere 

window dressing in appointing a Task Force to produce a 

report. Critics say that this is a job that has already been 

done. They fear that this report, again, will only be sat on 

by the authorities.

tanzania
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Alpha Abubakr Alhassan was fast asleep 

when 17 police officers raided his home in 

Bimbilla to arrest him. It was an hour be-

fore midnight on 16 July 2008.

Outside, in the dark, humid northern 

night, a boy of about 13 years old saw the 

raid and tried to command a cow to attack 

the officers, afraid that they were about to 

cause his religious teacher, spiritual guide 

and guardian, grievous bodily harm. But he stopped when 

he realised that Bimbilla police were there to rescue him 

and the other children, not hurt them.

Bimbilla is a predominantly Muslim rural community 

in the northern region of Ghana. People in the town lead 

simple, ascetic lives, abiding by the five pillars of Islam. 

Many would love to give their children an Islamic educa-

tion at a makaranta (a Muslim school) under the tutelage 

of an imam: a holy man and Islamic scholar versed in the 

tenets of the Koran. However, in a town so ravaged by pov-

erty, where the majority of people eke out a subsistence 

existence as peasant farmers, few can afford it.

When Alpha Abubakr Alhassan, or Imam Ali as he is 

better known, offered free education to the needy children 

of Bimbilla, many parents jumped at the chance. 

What they did not know was that the Imam’s Islamic 

school was a front for trafficking children and for enslaving 

others, sexually exploiting some of the girls he took under 

his wing. Alhassan used his position as a respected and 

revered member of the community to recruit children from 

Burkina Faso, Niger, Togo and Mali, and to force them to 

beg for him or hire them out as contract labourers on other 

people’s farms. The children, both male and female, ranged 

from 4 to 14 in age. At the time of his arrest, Alpha Abubakr 

Alhassan held 13 Fulani children he had trafficked from 

neighbouring countries. Two children had run away during 

the raid, but they were later found and taken to the shelter 

with the others.

One of the children, nine-year-old Yasin, recounts what 

it was like to live and work for Alhassan. His eyes well 

with tears as he relives the experience. 

‘Whenever we didn’t bring back enough 

money from begging, he would beat us 

with a whip made from dried animal 

skin. He would accuse us of having spent 

the money in the market. And for that, we 

would go to bed without food. When he 

got a contract to clear someone’s farm, he 

would send us there. We would work from 

morning till sunset with very little food. If we got tired and 

stopped to take a break, he would accuse of being lazy and 

whip us,’ Yasim said.

The boy’s account of exploitation and abuse was con-

firmed by Asana, a woman who lived near Alpha Alhassan’s 

house and who witnessed first-hand the extent of the 

exploitation. ‘I saw the imam beat these children regularly. 

I saw him herd them off to work on other people’s farms like 

animals. The way he treated the children broke my heart. 

One day, I reported what I had seen to Bimbilla police, but 

they did nothing,’ she said.

When he raped one of his wards, 13-year-old Sharifa, 

and impregnated her, more and more townsfolk of Bimbilla 

began to have their doubts about Alpha Abubakr Alhassan. 

But, fearing that he would invoke the power of the Koran 

to curse them and rain misfortune on them, still nobody 

acted. 

Alhassan had a reputation for using the Islamic holy 

book to threaten the townsfolk. Additionally, Alhassan 

was also said to have the power to command his cattle to 

attack whoever offended him. Mamuna Alhassan, a local 

resident (no relation to the Imam), told this reporter that he 

had seen the man and his minions command cattle to go 

on the rampage. ‘The cows have a lot of respect for Alpha 

and his boys, and will do whatever they are instructed to 

do,’ he said.

Even the educated Asana Mohammed, an officer at the 

Commission for Human Rights and Administrative Justice 

(CHRAJ), in the area, was afraid. ‘The Imam can use the 

words of the Koran to drive a sane person insane or even 

ghana
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kill them. It works, my brother! So I won’t waste my time to 

tell him to stop the children from begging,’ she said. 

The local police was afraid, too. 

Al hassan kept the 15 children in regimental conditions. 

They lived in two groups in round huts near his home. An 

on-the-spot check revealed one group of children between 

the ages of 4 and 14 sleeping on scraps of paper on the floor 

with no cover to keep them from the cold Bimbilla nights.

The second group were outside keeping watch over all 

58 of Alpha Abubakr Alhassan’s cows. He had separated 

them into groups to work in two-hour shifts looking after 

the cattle until dawn. The children worked these shifts 

seven days a week, but were still expected to wake up early 

to go into the Bimbilla town and beg for alms.

Alms giving, or zakat, is one of the pillars of Islam. Pious 

Muslims are duty bound by their religious beliefs to drop 

money into the begging bowls of society’s needy in line 

with the teachings of the Koran. It was this particular pil-

lar of Islam that Alpha Abubakr Alhassan exploited to his 

benefit, using the 15 Fulani children as a means to enrich 

himself. Apart from the 58 heads of cattle he bought, the 

Imam used the proceeds from his exploitation of the chil-

dren to buy a fleet of motorcycles.

Unmasking of an Imam
Very little is known about Alpha Abubakr Alhassan, but 

accounts by locals indicate that the ‘holy man’ was pen-

niless when he arrived in Bimbilla from parts unknown. 

The community was told that he was a religious teacher 

and they accepted him as such. ‘He didn’t have anything 

when he came, not even a single cow. He was alone, but 

then he started to bring children from other parts, mainly 

other countries. He began to send them out to beg. We also 

noticed that he was hiring out the children to work on other 

people’s farms. When he started acquiring cattle, looking 

after the cows became part of their chores,’ said a local 

teacher, Musa Abraham.

The children who were rescued by Bimbilla police after 

having been alerted by this reporter, are among 1.2 million 

African children who are trafficked every year. Usually, 

family members, teachers or local authorities play a big 

role in the trafficking. Once they reach their final destina-

tion, trafficked children are coerced to engage in activities 

under exploitative and abusive conditions, and deprived 

of the most basic rights and protections. According to the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO), 126 million chil-

dren worldwide are kept in servitude, with their masters 

generating up to US$15 billion every year. 

In Ghana, among the pieces of legislation people like 

Alpha Alhassan contravene, are the Human Trafficking Act 

No. 694 of 2005, the Children’s Act of 1998 as well as inter-

national conventions like the UN Conventions of the Rights 

of the Child. The Head of Ghana’s Anti-Human Trafficking 

Unit, Patience Quaye, admits to ‘initial hiccups’ in the 

preparations of the prosecution process at the Bimbilla and 

Tamale regional police stations regarding the case of Alpha 

Abubakr Alhassan. ‘At first, he was to have been charged 

under the Child Labour Act, but when this anomaly was 

brought to my attention, I instructed the investigating offi-

cer to include indictments under the Human Trafficking 

Act,’ she said. Under this law, Alhassan could spend a mini-

mum of five years in prison if he is found guilty.

A London-based Pakistani activist, Mohammed Zebr, 

said that when it comes to successfully prosecuting human 

traffickers, Ghana’s record is dismal. ‘This is a test case. 

The world is watching how Ghana handles this case in the 

face of the overwhelming evidence against Alpha Abubakr 

Alhassan,’ he said.

The police raid on Alhassan’s house and his subsequent 

arrest was instigated by a six-month journalistic investiga-

tion undertaken by this reporter. The children are current-

ly in the care of the Tamale Social Welfare Department in 

Tamale. Says the Departments’ Madame Hawa: ‘Our office 

has sent a report to the Greater Accra Regional Office of 

Social Welfare so that funds can be released to enable us do 

a lot more for the children.’ So far, financial contributions 

from Ghana’s Northern Regional Coordinating Council 
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have made it possible for the children to be 

given new clothes and sufficient food. 

According to the Enslavement Prevention 

Alliance West Africa’s (EPAWA) Abdul-Razak 

Yakubu, who has been helping with the care 

of the children since their arrival at the Social 

Welfare Shelter, they ‘have settled down and 

are enjoying their new-found freedom, eating a 

lot, playing football, watching plenty of TV and 

basically being children again,’ he said. 

Long-term care and rehabilitation still seem 

far away, since this can only happen if their 

families are found in Togo, Burkina Faso and 

Nigeria, but in the meantime the children have at 

least taken up the Koranic education their parents wanted 

them to get. Islamic reading materials have been pro-

vided by authorities and NGOs, and, recently, a colourful 

ceremony called ‘Walima’ was held to congratulate some 

of them on their successful memorisation of the Koran. 

Except for the officials of the Social Welfare Department, 

the ceremony was attended by the Islamic community of 

Tamale and presided over by Tamale’s chief imam. 

No remorse
Alpha Abubakr Alhassan has no remorse about the crimes 

he is alleged to have committed. ‘There is nothing wrong in 

sending children to beg. There is nothing wrong when you 

beat them because they don’t bring back what they should,’ 

he told the police officers who arrested him. He said this 

reporter as well as the people in the community misrepre-

sented the facts against him. 

‘I took these children from their parents to school them 

with an Islamic education. I used the proceeds of the work 

they did on people’s farms as well as the money they made 

from begging to take care of them and to buy them the 

things they needed,’ Alhassan said. However, investiga-

tions show that apart from small sums spent on food for the 

children, the Imam spent almost all the money they earned 

for him on himself.

Alhassan also asserted that the enslavement and traf-

ficking of children is ‘accepted practice’ in Niger and Mali, 

pointing to the need for further investigations into the 

extent of this scourge in West Africa.
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At 15, Nwadinma is too old to be in primary school. But be-

ing one of the oldest pupils in Primary Six at UBE School in 

Gwarimpa in Abuja, Nigeria, is the least of her worries. Her 

main goal is to complete her education. She is worried that 

the ongoing teachers’ strike could delay the school-leaving 

certificate examinations she has been preparing so hard 

for. For now, that is her biggest fear. ‘My prayer is that the 

government will meet the demands of our teachers and 

avert the strike. I am tired of being in primary school and 

would not like a strike to prolong my stay there,’ she says 

through a mist of tears. 

Nwadinma’s agitation is understandable. Most children 

her age are either through with high school or on the verge 

of completing senior secondary education. But delayed 

education is one of the setbacks that she has had to suffer 

for being a victim of human trafficking. Nwadinma’s child-

hood was stolen from her when her parents conspired, with 

a man they said was her ‘uncle’, to take her away from their 

home in Abia State in south-east Nigeria to Gabon to work 

as a domestic servant. She was only five years old.

‘The years I spent in Gabon were a total waste. I was 

made to hawk all kinds of goods on the streets of Libreville. 

I was maltreated, starved and tossed around like a football,’ 

she said.

For three years, Nwadinma was abused in this way, until 

the Nigerian Embassy in Gabon rescued and repatriated her. 

On her return, she was handed over to the country’s anti-

trafficking body, the National Agency for the Prohibition of 

Traffic in Persons and Other Related Matters (NAPTIP). The 

agency, in turn, passed her on to the Women Trafficking 

and Child Labour Eradication Foundation (WOTCLEF), a 

local non-governmental organisation founded by the wife 

of former Vice-President Atiku Abubakar Titi.

Initially WOTCLEF reunited Nwadinma with her parents. 

However, fearing that they might collude to traffic her again, 

the Foundation took her away for her own safety. She is one 

of the 900 victims of human trafficking who have so far been 

rescued from traffickers and rehabilitated by WOTCLEF at its 

rehabilitation centre in the Gwarimpa District of Abuja. 

Nwadinma is among 19 girls, rescued from traffickers, 

who are currently in the care of the humanitarian group. 

The others include girls who were repatriated from Gabon, 

Cameroon, Italy, Sudan and Saudi Arabia where some of 

them worked as prostitutes and domestic servants. Two of 

the girls, according to Vero Umaru, WOTCLEF’s executive 

secretary, have, with the Foundation’s support, almost fin-

ished university. Others are being trained in catering, hair-

dressing and tailoring to enable them to earn a legitimate 

living and make them less susceptible to traffickers.

A transit centre for a racket
Nwadinma, her colleagues and others in NAPTIP’s six 

rehabilitation centres dotted across the country, are 

among the lucky ones. ‘Thousands of others like them, 

especially girls, who were smuggled across the bor-

ders never make it back to live a normal life. Many of 

them are still trapped in major European, Asian and 

American cities, being sexually exploited,’ Umaru said.  

UNICEF Protection Programme chief, Robert Limlim, believes 

the problem of trafficking is particularly acute in Nigeria be-

cause the country is also a strategic transit point for traffick-

ers. ‘There is a high demand for cheap, commercial African 

labour in other countries. Nigeria is the transit centre for this 

racket. There’s a lot of money flowing through here,’ he said. 

A 2003 FOS/ILO National Child Labour Survey estimates 

that there are 15 million children engaged in child labour in 

Nigeria. These children are also vulnerable to being forced 

into prostitution or trafficked internationally. To fight traffick-

ing head on, the Nigerian government, in 2003, established 

NAPTIP, after the National Assembly passed the Trafficking in 

Persons (Prohibition) Law Enforcement and Administration 

Act in line with the 2000 United Nations Protocol to Prevent, 

Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially 

Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations 

Convention against Transnational Crime. 

Since its establishment, NAPTIP has, as at 26 May 

2008, prosecuted 128 persons believed to be engaged in 

the business of human trafficking in Nigeria, in a total of 

The voodoo connection
Musikilu Mojeed
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87 court cases. Of this number, 29 of the cases have been 

concluded, with 27 of the accused persons earning them-

selves jail terms ranging between six months and 20 years.  

Among those convicted were one Sarah Okoya who was 

arrested in Benin Republic while trafficking six Nigerian 

girls to Spain for prostitution; Jean Adjayi and two others 

who procured some girls from Cotonou in Benin Republic 

and subjected them to various forms of sexual exploita-

tion; Hussaina Ibrahim who was nabbed after trafficking a 

girl to Saudi Arabia for prostitution; and Franca Asiboja, an 

ex-victim herself, who recruited some girls with the help of 

an agent in Nigeria and trafficked them to Burkina Faso for 

prostitution. Maris Akhabue was prosecuted for inducing 

her niece to travel to Italy for prostitution under the pre-

text that she would work as a babysitter. Samson Ovenseri 

and Samuel Emwirovhanhkoe were sentenced to one and 

five-year jail terms respectively for trafficking girls to Spain 

for prostitution through Benin Republic and Libya. Glory 

Kehinde and Kate Ehiokpamwan were sentenced to one year 

imprisonment for trafficking girls to Libya for prostitution, 

while Monday Arioba and Martins Nwobu were also sent to 

jail for organising girls to travel abroad for the same purpose.  

The convictions, so far, have failed to deter the human mer-

chants. If anything, the trafficking trade has assumed an 

even more sophisticated character. Mohammed Babandede, 

NAPTIP’s Director of Investigation and Monitoring, said 

investigations by his agency had shown that human traffick-

ing in Nigeria had become a multi-million Naira business, 

with transnational traffickers developing into a sophisticated 

mafia group. ‘It is a big business and the traffickers are very 

organised. The merchants have recruiters and patrons. They 

have collaborators among embassy, immigration, border 

and security officials,’ he explained. 

WOTCLEF’s Vero Umaru shares the view about the 

sophistication of the trade and the collusion by officials in 

embassies as well as those working in immigration, securi-

ty and border control. ‘The human trafficking business is a 

syndicate. You have those who specialise in procuring fake 

passports and visas while there are those whose specialty is 

in bribing security and immigration officials at the border 

posts. It is a whole complicated chain,’ she said. ‘Human traf-

ficking has become such a hydra-headed problem in Nigeria 

and we badly need a hydra-headed solution to combat it.’  

An official of NAPTIP, who sought anonymity, said that 

when his agency raided a trafficker’s haven in Lagos in 

2005, officers discovered comprehensive training manuals 

developed by traffickers. The manuals, given to the traf-

ficked girls before they were to go on their journeys, con-

tained step-by-step instructions they would have to follow 

to avoid being detected or arrested either in transit or at 

their final destinations. 

Official collusion and bribery
The bustling trade in humans in Nigeria has intensified 

largely because of official collusion by people in positions 

of authority and civic trust. These range from security, im-

migration, embassy staff to airline officials who often take 

bribes in exchange for facilitating smooth passage across 

the borders for traffickers and their victims. A source in the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs disclosed that France and some 

other European countries had formally accused Nigerian 

immigration and airline officials of looking the other way 

to allow traffickers to conduct their business. 

WOTCLEF said that some of its international partners, 

including its funders, had raised the same concern. ‘What 

is happening only goes to confirm the widely held belief 

that in Nigeria you can get anything done as long as you are 

ready to pay a bribe,’ Umaru said.

But the Head of the Anti-Human Trafficking Unit of the 

Nigeria Immigration Service, Mr John Egwu, says he is not 

aware of collusion between his men and traffickers. ‘Nobody 

has brought it to my attention. I cannot deny it outright, 

because of the tendency of Nigerians to cut corners, but I 

don’t have any such case on my hands. I am not ruling out 

the existence of bad eggs among us, but our men have done 

much in terms of apprehending traffickers,’ he said. 

In a bid to follow up the allegation of official collusion 

in human trafficking in Nigeria, NAPTIP collaborated with 
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security agencies in eight countries in a joint operation last 

year. Special agents from France, Belgium, Italy, Spain, 

United Kingdom, Ireland and the Netherlands joined their 

Nigerian counterparts in a four-month investigation. The 

joint operation reached its climax on 24 September 2007 

when security officials swung into action at international 

airports in eight countries, arresting 56 Nigerians, includ-

ing top immigration officials. A large number of victims 

were rescued in the operation. 

However, the names of the immigration officers and 

other officials that were implicated are yet to be made pub-

lic. NAPTIP director, Mohammed Babandede, confirmed 

the operation, but declined to disclose details. ‘All I can tell 

you is that all those implicated are being investigated. The 

Comptroller-General of Immigration is not ready to cover 

them up. Our investigations have shown that traffickers are 

very well-heeled and have the money to corrupt airlines, 

immigration officials and several other agencies in order 

to get through. They give bribes to people to buy genuine 

and fake passports as well as visas to get their victims out 

of Nigeria,’ he said.

Prosperous-looking men and Big Madams
An ex-trafficker who spoke to FAIR on condition of anonym-

ity, explained some of the tricks of the trade. The process 

starts with a psychological approach where a recruiter works 

on the minds of potential victims and their families, con-

vincing them of better opportunities overseas, he told FAIR. 

Because the recruiter is articulate, well informed, prosper-

ous-looking, worldly-wise and widely travelled, his potential 

victims and their families don’t doubt his credibility.

Once the recruiter has convinced his potential vic-

tims, he promises that he will facilitate their immigration. 

Thereafter he hands them over to another member of the 

syndicate whose responsibility it is to procure passports 

and visas, and to organise their safe passage across inter-

national borders, bribing the relevant officials along the 

way.

‘We would get the fake passports and visas from 

Oluwole,’ the ex-trafficker disclosed. Oluwole, described 

by many as the forgery capital of Nigeria, is a part of Lagos 

where fake documents can be easily bought. 

The source described two categories of traffickers, the 

‘big timers’ and the ‘small timers’. ‘The big timers have the 

means to buy air tickets and fly their cargo out of the coun-

try. The small-timer traffickers get their cargo out of the 

country by land or by sea. Using fake passports is one way 

of getting out, but in other cases, we would use passports of 

people who share facial similarities with them,’ he said.

In such cases, the ex-trafficker explained, traffickers 

resort to what they call ‘The Bingo Strategy’. The traffick-

ers make their victims turn up at the airport a few minutes 

before their flight. They would have already bribed immi-

gration and airline officials, and simply rush the ‘passen-

gers’ through immigration procedures.

At border posts, immigration officials are bribed to 

allow victims without genuine papers through.  ‘Where it 

is known that border officials are strict, we would tell our 

victims to wear the costumes of local communities so that 

they blend in. This makes it easy to sneak them across with-

out raising suspicion,’ he said.

The last people in the trafficking chain are the ‘Big 

Madams’ based in the destination countries. ‘Once the 

boys and girls arrive, the Big Madams seize their passports. 

The boys are sent to work as domestic servants and the girls 

are pushed into prostitution, with the Big Madams acting as 

pimps. Such a girl can only buy back her freedom from her 

Madam for between €60 000 and €80 000,’ the ex-trafficker 

disclosed.

His disclosures about method, particularly about how the 

Big Madams operate, are confirmed by researcher Dr Esohe 

Aghatise, director of the NGO Association Iroko Onlus, 

which assist trafficked women. She said that, when Nigerian 

girls arrive in Italy, they are taken to the ‘sex market’ towns of 

Livorno, Torino and Genoa, where they are sold to bosses or 

madams. ‘They sell them for around €17 000 per head and the 

traffickers make about €4500 to €5000 from each girl. Most of 

the girls will thereafter ply their trade on rented portions of 

road. Their clients often have sex with them in the bush or in 

their cars. Each girl is expected to make daily returns to their 

bosses or madams.’ 

She added that the girls are expected to pay about €516 

per month to their madams to rent the roadside spot where 

they wait for clients, even in extreme weather conditions. 

They usually must also contribute about €36 weekly for 

their feeding and clothing. Aghatise recounts the testimo-

ny of one victim called Stella who shared her experiences 

of the brutality she endured at the hands of her madam. 

‘She told me that when they didn’t earn the money their 

madam wanted, she would press a hot iron on their chests.’ 

Stella was eventually rescued by an Italian NGO called 

Associazione Papa Giovanni. 

The NAPTIP files
Nigeria is a country of origin, transit as well as a destination 

for human traffic. A large cadre of clients, recruiters and 
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intermediaries fuel the trade. NAPTIP records show that 

the preferred destinations for the thousands of Nigerian 

girls feeding the international commercial sex industry 

are Belgium, Italy, Ireland, Sweden, Denmark, United 

Kingdom, Saudi Arabia, Libya, Morocco, Spain, South 

Africa and The Netherlands. 

Most girls between the ages of 18 and 24 who were repa-

triated back to Nigeria came, in order of prevalence, from 

Italy, Spain, Belgium, Saudi Arabia, the Netherlands, Libya, 

UK, South Africa, Mali and Benin.

In addition, NAPTIP says, children, mostly from two oil-

rich states in the southern part of the country are regularly 

trafficked to Gabon for forced labour. Most of the children 

are made to work in plantain plantations in that country. 

Children from the northern part of Nigeria are also trafficked 

to Saudi Arabia for begging, domestic servitude and sexual 

exploitation. Cameroonian traffickers use Nigeria as a transit 

route to send their cargo to Algeria via Niger. Togolese and 

Beninese traffickers use Nigeria to transport their victims 

to Gabon, and deaf and dumb Nigerians operate a thriving 

human trafficking ring for begging purposes.

But perhaps the most bizarre disclosure in the NAPTIP 

records is that voodoo, or juju, as it is commonly known as in 

Nigeria, plays a big part in the human trafficking business.

Nail clippings and blood
The part the black arts play in the human trade was re-

vealed in graphic detail by a second former trafficker who, 

he says, has repented. ‘Usually before these girls go to 

Europe, they are taken to fetish shrines and made to swear 

oaths of secrecy that under no circumstance will they ever 

disclose the identities of those who traffic them, even in 

the event that they are caught,’ the ex-trafficker told FAIR, 

adding that ‘most of these girls live in perpetual fear and 

keep their mouths shut since they believe that something 

terrible will happen to them if they talk. Even when traf-

fickers have been arrested in Nigeria, their victims are too 

scared to show up in court.’

The oaths, according to the source, are administered 

with body tissues from the victims. ‘The traffickers col-

lect finger nails, menstrual blood and pubic hairs from 

the girls to be used in the juju concoctions that go with the 

oaths the girls take,’ he said. NAPTIP’s Deputy Director 

of Prosecution and Legal Services, Abdulrahim Shaibu, 

confirmed that his agency had had difficulty prosecut-

ing traffickers because ‘victims are afraid of juju and are 

hardly forthcoming’. NAPTIP’s Investigations Director 

Mohammed Babandede adds that a shocking 90 per cent 

of girls who were repatriated from Europe had come from 

Delta and Edo States, and had been taken to shrines to take 

oaths of secrecy before they left. ‘When they reached their 

destination, they took a second round of oaths. So now, 

they are hardly willing to testify against their traffickers in 

courts. Our first conviction succeeded because we raided a 
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Gloria,	25,	is	seen	in	this	7	November	2006	picture	taken	in	Benin	City.	She	is	one	of	thousands	of	
Nigerian	women	who	have	been	smuggled	abroad	to	work	in	the	sex	trade,	often	pressurised	by	
their	families,	who	hope	to	profit.	Gloria	went	to	work	in	Italy	after	having	been	convinced	to	do	
so	by	a	family	friend.	Back	in	Nigeria,	she	is	penniless,	with	no	education	to	fall	back	on.
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shrine and arrested the chief priest,’ Babandede said. 

The case to which he refers occurred in 2004 when 

NAPTIP was prosecuting Sarah Okoya, the first trafficker to 

be jailed in Nigeria for attempting to traffic six girls to Spain 

for prostitution. However, because of the oath of secrecy 

they had taken, the girls failed to show up in court to testify 

against Okoya. In a desperate attempt to see justice done, 

NAPTIP raided the shrine of the priest who administered 

the oaths on the girls and arrested the chief priest.  His evi-

dence helped NAPTIP successfully prosecute Okoya, who 

was sentenced to 12 months in prison. Similarly, a trafficker 

called Constance Omoruyi could only be convicted after 

the juju priest was made to testify in court. In this case, too, 

the victims had vanished. 

In 2006, NAPTIP arrested Samson Ovenseri on charges 

of having organised a girl to be taken to Spain to work in 

a hair salon. The trafficker who accompanied the girl had 

been arrested by immigration officials at the Seme border. 

Though a suspicion that the girl was taken to Spain for 

prostitution could only stick if the victim would co-operate, 

– which she, having taken an oath of secrecy, did not do – 

Ovenseri was convicted to a one-year term in jail.

Trafficker Franca Asiboja, who was eventually jailed 

for seven years for trafficking young girls to Burkina Faso 

for prostitution, had also compelled her victims to take 

oaths of secrecy and loyalty before a shrine called ‘Ogoje’, 

manned by an old priestess. For the five months that they 

prostituted in Ouagadougou before they were arrested 

by security agencies and repatriated to Nigeria, each of 

the girls reportedly paid 500,000 CFA (slightly more than 

US$ 1000) to Asiboja in daily remittances.  

The Nigerian Immigration Service’s John Egwu argues 

that it is the oath-taking ritual that is making the human 

trafficking industry thrive. He said that without the ‘voo-

doo connection’, the country’s trafficking ring would have 

long been busted and traffickers driven underground. 

‘Because of the oaths that traffickers administer on 

their victims, the entire trafficking business is shrouded 

in so much secrecy. The victims fear they might die if they 

violate the terms of their oaths.’ Egwu cited the example of 

a Germany-bound woman who was arrested by immigra-

tion officials at the Nnamdi Azikiwe International Airport, 

Abuja, in mid-September 2008. When interrogated by offi-

cials, she insisted she was travelling unaccompanied to 

visit her father in Germany. For a long time, she refused to 

co-operate with investigators until she was pressed to con-

fess that she had taken an oath never to reveal the identity 

of whose who were trafficking her. ‘When we assured her 

that we had the power to render the oath she had taken 

ineffective, she decided to open up to us,’ he said. 

Tightening the noose 
Trafficked girls are not the only ones who are threatened by 

the traffickers. NAPTIP’s Babandede and other investiga-

tors in his agency regularly receive death threats. One text 

message Babandede still has on his phone reads: ‘Prepare 

for war. Your family will get the result. Idiot.’ 

The NAPTIP Investigations Director said the threats did 

not scare them and pledged that the agency would ‘con-

tinue with its job until the majority of traffickers are driven 

out of business’.

Nigerian law enforcers have earned international recog-

nition for the tenacity with which they are fighting human 

traffickers. For instance, the US Office to Monitor and 

Combat Trafficking in Persons rates Nigeria highly among 

the countries in the world that are making progress in com-

bating the human trade. It cites the increase in staffing at 

NAPTIP and the establishment of a National Investigation 

Task Force with units in 11 states with the worst human 

trafficking records as evidence of the Nigerian govern-

ment’s commitment to the fighting the scourge.

NAPTIP has also stepped up its intelligence arm in an 

effort to monitor, and eventually curb, official collusion in 

human trafficking. Through the agency’s efforts, the police 

and immigration services have set up anti-trafficking 

units. NAPTIP has also been running training courses for 

border officials across the country and held meetings with 

traditional rulers to make them more aware of the face of 

human trafficking in Nigeria.

But as NAPTIP tightens the noose around the human 

trade in Nigeria, local traffickers are crossing the border to 

set up shop in countries where they believe they can operate 

more freely. Ghana, Benin, Cameroon and Niger are among 

the countries where Nigerian traffickers are relocating to, 

says NAPTIP head of Media and Publicity, Orakue Arinze. 

He disclosed that a number of Nigerian girls were rescued 

in Ghana before they could be trafficked to Europe, with 

the help of Ghanaian immigration officials.

This development, according to UNICEF Protection 

Programme chief, Robert Limlim, makes it imperative for 

the Nigerian government to collaborate with other coun-

tries in the region to wage a concerted war against those 

who profit from the trade in humans.
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A 2008 US State Department dossier on 

human trafficking in South Africa identi-

fies six distinct categories of victims. One: 

South African girls trafficked within the 

country for purposes of prostitution and 

domestic servitude. Two: boys trafficked 

internally to vend in the streets and to 

work as labourers on commercial farms. 

Three: local children forced to work for 

no pay for landowners in return for their families occupy-

ing land. Four: women from other countries trafficked to 

South Africa from sub-Saharan Africa, Europe and Asia to 

feed the local commercial sex industry and the domestic 

servant trade. Five: children from neighbouring countries 

and from as far afield as the DRC, Russia, Ukraine, Slovakia 

and Thailand for child prostitution and pornography. And 

lastly, young men and boys from Mozambique, Malawi and 

Zimbabwe trafficked to South Africa to work on commer-

cial farms for months without pay before their employers 

have them arrested and deported as illegal immigrants.

There is, however, a seventh category that neither 

appears on the State Department list nor on the radar screen 

of the South African Police Service (SAPS). FAIR investiga-

tions reveal that hundreds of blind men and women are 

being trafficked by criminal syndicates into the country 

from Zimbabwe to beg in Johannesburg and Pretoria. 

Nowadays, one can hardly pass by any traffic light in the 

busy centres of Johannesburg and Pretoria, without being 

approached by a blind person from Zimbabwe, usually 

accompanied by a sighted South African as ‘chaperone’. 

‘Life in Zimbabwe is hard,’ they will say when you ask them 

who they are and what they are doing here. Efforts to have a 

longer, more in-depth conversation, usually fail: the blind 

person and the chaperone will simply laugh merrily, then 

move on to the next vehicle to score two or five Rands.

One such ‘blind Zimbabwean traffic light beggar’ is 

Lorraine Mary Machira, 48, a mother of three with four 

grandchildren. Machira, originally from a small village 

called Mberinga in Zimbabwe, has been begging on the 

streets of South Africa since 2005 when 

she first arrived. She has been blind since 

she was ten, with her affliction, she says, 

caused by malaria.

 In 2005, Machira heard ‘from some 

blind countrywomen who were begging 

in Johannesburg that business was good 

there. I didn’t have papers, but they said 

I shouldn’t worry. “Jump on a bus and 

when you get to Park Station in Joburg, you will find some-

one waiting to show you what to do” they said. So I got on 

Munorurama Coaches and came.’ The blind grandmother 

added that, after the long trip in the bus, she started work-

ing less than an hour after she arrived at Johannesburg’s 

Park Station. ‘Friends met us at Park Station and took us 

to our spot at some traffic lights on a busy street. We only 

had time to wash up a little in the public toilets at the sta-

tion before we went there.’ Machira says she earned ZAR40 

(US$4) on her first day. 

Lorraine Machira believes she owes her ‘good fortune’ 

to an old sightless friend, also from Zimbabwe, who had 

been in South Africa earlier.

‘Alter Ncube and I went to the same school in Zimbabwe, 

which was being run by the Jeviros Jairi Association for 

the Blind. She told me she had found a place for me in 

Johannesburg. I would need to pay ZAR500 (US$50) a month 

for rent.’ Machira was taken to the house, in Doornfontein, 

after her first day at the traffic lights. 

The house at the address given by Machira is a stinking, 

dilapidated structure, where blind Zimbabweans can be 

seen entering and leaving, accompanied by South African 

‘friends’. Only blind beggars from Zimbabwe stay here, and 

all pay ZAR500 (US$50) a month each to a landlord called 

Mr Ndovhane. 

According to Machira, they and many other 

Zimbabweans left the house at the time of the xenophobic 

violence in Johannesburg that claimed over 50 lives coun-

trywide. ‘We had to leave the house in Doornfontein in a 

hurry because the people who brought us there and who 

See no evil, speak no evil
Vusumzi Melane and Prudence Mbewu 
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collected rent from us said they couldn’t help us anymore,’ 

she said. She, her daughter – who had also come from 

Zimbabwe – and her daughter’s nine-month-old baby, 

moved to a shack in Diepsloot squatter camp. 

Machira, her daughter Siphilanzima and grandson Bref 

now share the shack with a local woman from Limpopo, 

who also has a nine-month-old baby. ‘They are from the 

same father,’ they laugh when we mention the coincidence. 

‘He went back to Zimbabwe.’ However, they later mention 

that the man is a South African. How did a South African 

man meet, and impregnate virtually at the same time, two 

young women, one from Zimbabwe and one from Limpopo, 

the northern SA province that borders Zimbabwe? At 

that point, the women become very reluctant to continue 

talking. 

A few days later, when we meet again at the traffic light 

where they usually beg, we try again. Don’t you travel 

through Limpopo when you come from Zimbabwe, and 

then don’t you stop for a few days to organise ID papers 

through the Home Affairs offices in the province? The 

Limpopo Home Affairs offices are notoriously corrupt. 

Machira shakes her head and mutters a few barely 

understandable words. Her daughter Siphilanzima also 

falls silent and proclaims that she is ‘very tired now’. A 

third woman, who has joined us a few minutes ago and 

who claims to be Siphilanzima’s sister Hlezipho, comes to 

their rescue. ‘We don’t have papers’, she says firmly. ‘We 

don’t need them because police don’t bother blind people 

anyway.’ But Hlezipho, like Siphilanzima, is not blind.

As a blind person, Lorraine Mary Machira can’t go 

anywhere to beg on her own. She is therefore always 

accompanied by a seeing person: sometimes her daughter, 

sometimes, she has told us, by South African ‘friends’. The 

‘friends’ take her to ‘different street spots in Johannesburg, 

like Small Street’. Sometimes she is taken with other blind 

people ‘to attend a function’, we hear, but no explanations 

on this topic are given. However, on days that Mum goes 

with her South African friends, Siphilanzima has told 

us earlier, the family is not that happy, ‘because then she 

comes home with nothing’.

Siphilanzima, her friend from Limpopo, and Hlezipho 

– who has a nine-month-old baby just like the other two 

young women – beg, too. They sit at traffic lights with their 

babies, making much more money than they would if they 

were alone, which begs the question if perhaps the women 

were not impregnated on purpose. Next to blind persons, it 

is Zimbabwean women with babies, who are seen begging 

at South African traffic lights.

According to a South African police officer based in 

Pretoria, the racket in blind Zimbabweans is massive. ‘I 

know of the house in Doornfontein. There is another one 

in Pretoria where these people are being kept. A blind 

Zimbabwean man who is here in South Africa with his wife 

and child told me that he was staying there but had to move 

with his family because he was told that the facility is for 

blind people only,’ the officer said.

Home Affairs Minister Nosiviwe Mapisa Nqakula admits 

that her department is one of the most corrupt in govern-

ment. A senior official in the department who sought ano-

nymity agrees. ‘I can’t mention names but some top offi-

cials are involved in the racket of getting fake documents 

for criminals, including human traffickers. A few have 

been caught and later suspended, but they say the money 

they make is good. It costs between ZAR1500 (US$150) and 

ZAR3000 (US$300) to buy ID books and passports through 

the back door.’ 

Another problem is the collusion of South Africans 

themselves, he adds. ‘They come to Home Affairs to apply 

for these documents legally. But once they get them, they 

remove their photos from the ID documents and pass-

ports and sell them to criminals. Then they come back to 

the Department to ask us how come they share the same 

details as someone else.’ 

Home Affairs deputy minister Malusi Gigaba says South 

African passports are amongst the most secure passports 

in the world, but British authorities have pinpointed 

Nigeria and South Africa as the source countries of either 

fake or pinched passports used by unwanted immigrants 

to the UK. In 2007, British police caught a man who had 115 

fake Nigerian and South African passports, stamped with 

‘indefinite leave to remain’ in the United Kingdom, in his 

possession. Also last year, a New Delhi court ordered the 

deportation of a Nigerian national who was found holding 

a fake South African passport. 

The findings have prompted moves in the UK to 

introduce visas for South Africans. South African tem-

porary passports are already banned by UK immigration 

authorities.

Gumbagumbas rule the borders
The deluge of illegal immigrants from Zimbabwe into South 

Africa every day is estimated at between 1000 and 5000 every 

day since the middle of 2007, with many fleeing from the so-

cial and political crisis in the country. Records show that only 

2000 out of every 5000 illegal immigrants from Zimbabwe 

arrested by police are deported. The rest slip through the 
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cracks, procuring false papers to support their stay.

A Zimbabwean pastor connected to the opposition par-

ty MDC, Tsharai, and his wife Ellena*, paid to be smuggled 

into the country courtesy of criminal elements, commonly 

called ‘gumbagumbas’, who operate at the border between 

the two countries. Tsharai explained how the gumbagum-

bas treated Ellena and him: ‘They put us on a bus from the 

Zim side and asked us to pay extra money to “calm the offi-

cials” on the South African side. There were a number of us 

on the bus, including unaccompanied children as young as 

12. But before we got to the border, we were ordered off the 

bus. They told us to cross on our own.’

About a kilometre into South Africa, the couple saw ‘a lot 

of dead bodies, mainly boys, girls and women.’ At that spot, 

they were approached by some men. ‘They were Nigerian 

and South African. They told the girls and young women 

among us that they could take them to Johannesburg and 

help them get jobs. Then, right before our eyes, they raped 

some of the girls and women and there was nothing we 

could do because they would have killed us,’ Tsharai said.

‘Legalise prostitution’
The girls and women Tsharai saw being raped or enticed to 

make the trip to Johannesburg in search of opportunities, 

have most likely ended up in brothels in town and cities 

around South Africa, a country classified as a source, transit 

and a destination for trafficked humans. Experts and NGOs 

concur that the largest number of people who are trafficked 

into South Africa feed the commercial sex industry in the 

country and beyond. It’s mostly Mozambican women who 

are trafficked into South Africa for this purpose, they say. 

According to these experts, Mozambican women are some-

times sold to miners in the West Rand for US$65 per head, 

and to brothels for US$100. Nigerian syndicates reportedly 

traffic Malawian women into and through South Africa.

Vusi Ndukuya of Amazing Grace Childrens Home – a 

grassroots child welfare organisation in Malelane, near the 

border crossing points to Mozambique in SA – estimates 

that: ‘Every month, up to 100- 150 Mozambique and Swazi 

children and women are trafficked along the Maputo corri-

dor to Johannesburg, then are later trafficked to Europe or 

Asia.’ Early this year, Mozambican police arrested 2 truck 

drivers with 40 children between the ages of 5 and 15 en 

route to South Africa.

The South African government has, however, so far 

done very little to fight the traffickers. Since 2004, the US 

State Department has classified South Africa as a Tier Two 

country, a classification reserved for countries ‘that do not 

fully comply with the minimum standards and are not 

making significant efforts and the number of people being 

trafficked is increasing’.

Much of government’s reported lethargy has to do with 

the state of the South African Police Service (SAPS), says 

Kerwin Lebone, a senior researcher on crime at the South 

south africa

Top	left:		 	Lorraine	Mary	Machira	at	the	BP	station	next	
to	the	traffic	light	where	she	begs.

Top	middle	and	right:	Machira’s	daughter,	Siphilanzima,		
	 and	baby	Bref.	They	beg	at	the	same	traffic	light.
Left:	 	The	friend	from	Limpopo,	who	had	a	baby	

with	the	same	mysterious	father.
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African Institute of Race Relations (SAIRR). ‘Ten per cent 

of SAPS officers are corrupt. There is no discipline in the 

force. Currently, 46 000 cops out of the 163 000 in service 

are reservists. That is 35 per cent of the entire force. What 

chance is there for effective law enforcement, given this 

scenario?’ he said. 

On another note entirely, SAPS assistant commissioner, 

Ben Groenewald, gave as his opinion that ‘things would be 

much more manageable if prostitution would be legalised. 

There would be regulations prescribing the involvement of 

state organs. Pimps and sex workers would have contracts 

that would enable the involvement of the justice depart-

ment if such involvement would be needed,’ he says. 

Without absolving poor law enforcement in South 

Africa from the authorities’ responsibility, there just might 

be something to that.

* The names of the couple have been changed to protect their 

identities.
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In a bid to escape compulsory military 

service in Eritrea, 30-year-old Negasi Aria 

paid a broker US$400 to smuggle him out of 

the country through Sudan to Egypt. From 

the land of the Pharaohs, he hoped to sneak 

into Israel, the mythical Promised Land.

Negasi started the perilous journey with 

35 other Eritreans. ‘We entered through the 

Sudan border in a truck through the desert 

in the south of Egypt. It took us a few days to reach Aswan,’ 

he said.

But he was promptly arrested on arrival in Egypt and 

spent three months behind bars in Qanater-al-Khayriya 

Prison. He is out now, having managed to obtain refugee 

papers from the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR). 

Today, Negasi spends his time hanging out in a café in 

the Cairene neighbourhood of Ard-El-Lewa, a favourite 

haunt for young Eritrean immigrants still looking for an 

opportunity to be smuggled into Israel.

They may be frustrated, watching the days go by, but 

Negasi is philosophical about his chances and about his 

future. ‘Those who try to sneak into Israel have one or two 

options. Either to stay in their country and die of hunger 

and poverty or be shot by border guards while trying to get 

in. Those who run away opt for adventure and the risk of 

being shot,’ he said.

Since the beginning of 2008, Egyptian border guards 

have shot and killed 23 illegal immigrants sneaking 

through the country en route to Israel in search of work and 

a better life. Over 480 have been arrested during the same 

period. Of these, 210 are Eritreans, 129 are Sudanese and 

the rest hail from other African countries.

According to the latest statistics, 24.5 per cent of the 

estimated 4,000 Sudanese in Israel are from the predomi-

nantly Muslim war-torn western province of Darfur. The 

bulk of Sudanese in Israel, an estimated 61 per cent, are 

from southern Sudan. 

The journey from Eritrea through Sudan and Egypt to 

Israel is made in two stages, investiga-

tions revealed. The first leg of the journey 

involves getting into southern Egypt from 

Sudan. The second stage, from Egypt to 

Israel, is considered the most dangerous 

part of the trek, perhaps because trigger-

happy Egyptian border police have the 

license to kill illegal immigrants. 

A Sudanese refugee called David, who 

managed to survive the dangerous journey and found his 

way to Israel, recounted his ordeal in an interview with 

the Egyptian weekly, Al-Ahram: ‘We were smuggled across 

the wilderness of Sinai at night. There were Egyptian and 

Israeli military patrols and we were in constant danger of 

hitting a minefield. It was a hellish journey but we made it 

to the “Promised Land”,’ he said. 

Testimonies like his do little to discourage the hundreds 

of hopefuls who throw caution to the wind to make the per-

ilous journey to Israel where a labourer can earn US$4 an 

hour doing manual work.

It costs between US$400 and US$1000 to smuggle a per-

son from Eritrea or Sudan to Israel through Egypt. However, 

those immigrants who cannot raise the required amounts 

are given a discount – on condition that they can persuade 

other hopefuls to join the illegal caravan through the Sinai 

Desert. 

This was confirmed by a South Sudanese immigrant 

called Duda in Cairo. ‘Every now and then, I am contacted 

by a smuggling broker who is ready to get me into Israel 

as long as I have the money, but I don’t have what they are 

asking for. The broker has promised to reduce the fee from 

US$400 to US$200 for me if I can bring him four others who 

want to go to Israel from Egypt,’ he said in an interview.

The Bedouin connection
FAIR established that Bedouin tribesmen rule the business 

of smuggling people across the Sinai Desert, and that they 

work with Sudanese and Egyptian intermediaries. The 

Bedouin have been involved in smuggling for thousands 
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of years, dealing mainly in arms and narcotics. In recent 

times, they have expanded their business to include human 

traffic. As desert dwellers with excellent tracking skills, 

they are the experts to rely on if you want to be smuggled 

across the 70-mile border between Israel and Egypt that 

separates the Negev Desert from the Sinai Peninsula. 

This stretch is favoured by the Bedouin and their col-

laborators because it is Israel’s least secure boundary with 

Egypt. The area in question does not have chain-link fences 

in many areas. Even if such a barrier was built, it would not 

last long, due to the shifting winds of the desert that would 

quickly bury the fence.

 Sheera Frenkel, an Israeli journalist who reports for The 

Times of London from Tel Aviv, confirms the porosity of the 

border in graphic detail.

‘There’s this image of Israel’s border as a massive con-

crete barrier. But Israel’s southern border, ever since a 

peace treaty with Egypt, is just a barbed wire fence, some 

of it just five feet high.’ Both Israeli and Egyptian border 

police guard the perimeter sparingly, she says. ‘Even if offi-

cials get an alert in advance of an approaching group, she 

says, by the time the soldiers arrive, the fleeing people have 

often moved across and are gone.’

Once the Bedouin smugglers have secured enough 

people, they confine them to their own tribal areas in the 

Sinai Desert until they have arranged for private vehicles to 

sneak them across the border. The wait can take anything 

from a few days to a few months, depending on when the 

window of opportunity opens to allow them through. From 

there, the illegal immigrants have to sneak through barbed 

wire fences to cross into Israel, hoping they do not get shot 

or arrested in the process.

This reporter made telephonic contact with a broker 

under the pretext that he, the reporter, wanted to emigrate 

to Israel through the back door. At first, the man said he 

knew nothing about the issue of crossing. After that, how-

ever, he phoned the reporter a few times to interrogate 

him: how had he gotten the phone number? How could the 

man make sure that the reporter wasn’t working with the 

police?

According to south Sudanese immigrant Duda, brokers 

and smugglers do not deal with people who are not known 

in their community. ‘These people depend on Eritreans 

and Sudanese to bring them the migrants so that they can 

get their commission,’ he explained.

Often, illegal immigrants have to contend with unscru-

pulous smugglers who take their money but later abandon 

them in the middle of nowhere. This is how Peter, another 

illegal South Sudanese immigrant, was caught.

‘I paid a smuggler US$1,000 to get me into Israel. He 

accompanied us to Sinai. When we got there, he told me to 

get public transport to Taba. I got on a microbus. He said to 

me: if you are stopped by Egyptian police, tell them you’re 

going to work in Taba. Then he left me. At the next check-

point, the police stopped me but they didn’t believe I was 

going to Taba to work. They knew I was an illegal immigrant 

trying to get to Israel. That’s how they arrested me. I spent 

one year in prison on the charge of attempting to sneak into 

Israel,’ Peter said.

Doing time in ‘racist’ Egypt
One year in prison is the minimum sentence that illegal im-

migrants face once they are tried and convicted by a military 

court in Egypt. The number of illegal immigrants behind 

bars serving time in Egyptian prisons – particularly Qanater-

al-Khaiyiya, Burg-el-Arab and Port Said – currently stands  

at 1250.

According to Mohammed Bayoumi, a legal aid lawyer 

working with the Egyptian Human Rights Association, the 

increase in the number of immigrants who come to Egypt 

with the intention of sneaking into Israel has led govern-

ment to distribute them to prisons around the country. He 

said it is likely that the number of jailed illegal immigrants 

has increased following a recent security campaign against 

Eritrean asylum seekers.

Investigations at Qanater-al-Khaiyiya prison revealed 

that though Eritreans and Sudanese illegal immigrants are 

in the majority, there are also Nigerians, Somalis, Ivorians, 

Burkinabes and even Egyptians serving time.

An Egyptian diplomatic source said the Foreign Ministry 

has been working closely with the UNHCR to distinguish 

genuine asylum seekers from illegal immigrants. The latter 

will remain detained until they are deported to their coun-

tries of origin, he said.

Recently, the Israeli government announced that it 

would deport 7000 illegal immigrants from different parts 

of Africa back to their countries. To date, Israel has granted 

asylum to 600 Sudanese refugees, issued temporary resi-

dence permits to 2000 Eritreans and mounted an intensive 

campaign to arrest illegal immigrants who managed to slip 

through the security dragnet.

FAIR established that there are two types of Africans 

who try to enter Israel illegally from Egypt. The first type 

are refugees already in Egypt, the majority of whom are 

Eritreans and Sudanese: especially those the UNCHR has 

refused to relocate to Western countries. The second type 
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are immigrants seeking opportunities in Israel. Of these, 

the Sudanese are the most likely to resort human smuggling 

because they have a long history as refugees in Egypt.

Sudanese refugees cite harsh socio-economic condi-

tions and excessive racism in Egypt as the main reasons why 

they want to relocate to Israel. Of  the Sudanese refugees 

who are now resident in Israel, 71 per cent report verbal and 

physical abuse as the main reason for their fleeing Egypt. 

Some 86 per cent had refugee status with the UNHCR in 

Egypt, though those crossing the border spent an average 

of six months in detention upon arrival in Israel. Others 

have remained in detention indefinitely. 

Airports and harbours close up,  
but the desert remains wide open
A 2008 US State Department report on human trafficking 

classifies Egypt as a transit country through which many 

nationalities are couriered on their way to Europe or Israel 

through the Sinai Desert with the aim of feeding into the 

commercial sex industry. But besides being a point of 

transit, Egypt is also a destination: FAIR has established 

that some Egyptian cities are hubs for sex tourism and  

‘enslaved’ domestic work.

Apart from nationals from sub-Saharan Africa, others 

come from South-East Asia and from the former Soviet 

republics, Moldavia and Uzbekhistan as well from Eastern 

Europe. The Suez Canal has proved to be an easy passage 

way for human trafficking. Criminal gangs, notably the 

Russian mafia, operate a ring for smuggling aboard ships 

that use the canal. The Russian mafia is predominantly 

comprised of Russians who emigrated to Israel following 

the break-up of the Soviet Union. 

Israel has implemented a number of reforms to curtail 

the activity of human traffickers, including tightening 

immigration controls at Ben Gurion International Airport 

and the Haifa and Ashdod seaports. As a result, virtually all 

traffic networks in this part of the world have come to rely 

on the Bedouin tribesmen. And even the strongest regula-

tions and measures will likely never even make a dent in 

the latters’ age-old business.

Two	Nigerian	men	sit	in	a	border	area	north	of	Sinai	near	Israel	as	they	wait	to	be	smuggled	into	Israel.
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Edem Djokotoe. TI editor Edem Djokotoe resides 

in Lusaka, Zambia. A veteran journalist with 

vast international experience, he has built up an 

impressive body of investigative work and has two 

books to his credit. He writes a weekly column 

in the Zambian Post newspaper and combines 

this with wide media training and consulting 

assignments in the SADC region. In the course of this TI, he has led 

the team both as investigative journalism trainer and as editor for the 

contributions and the final dossier. Ghanaian-born Djokotoe is a member 

of the FAIR Advisory Council.

Ken Opala left East and Central Africa’s largest 

newsroom, Nation Media Group, in the capacity of 

deputy investigative editor. He founded the Africa 

Investigative News Service (AINS Media), where 

he is the executive editor. In 2003, Opala won the 

Global Natali Lorenzo Prize for Human Rights 

Reporting, one of the world’s most prestigious 

journalism awards organised by the European Union (EU) and the 

Brussels-based International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) Award. Six 

years earlier, in 1997, he had scooped the CNN African Journalist of the 

Year Award in Johannesburg, South Africa. Other prizes include the Kenya 

Print Journalist of the Year 2000 and the Peter Jenkins Award for East 

African Conservation Journalism, in 2002.

Eric Mwamba has been a die-hard investigative 

journalist since the age of 20, working in a variety 

of fields and at a variety of levels in newsrooms. 

He has been editor in chief of 2 Rives, a general 

news and information periodical published in 

Brazzaville, and from 2006–7 of Africa News, a pan-

African news magazine based in Abidjan. He com-

bines his FAIR Board membership with membership of the Francophone 

Press Union, and of Amnesty International’s journalists section in Ivory 

Coast, combining in-depth and often risky corruption investigations 

with activities for better and freeer media in Africa. Mwamba writes for 

pan-African and international media as well as for the local press in Ivory 

Coast. Originally Congolese, Mwamba has lived in Abidjan since 2004.

Finnigan Simbeye. After doing a training stint 

in his home country and further journalism 

studies in France, Tanzanian journalist Finnigan 

Frazer Simbeye joined Thisday and Kulikoni in 

November 2005 as senior reporter. Currently chief 

reporter at the same media, Simbeye also works 

as a correspondent for the French African Report 

magazine, an online publication called Central and Eastern Europe 

Market Watch and the Botswana-based  Inside Southern Africa Trade 

(Insat) magazine. He was also recently elected to the FAIR board. ‘I 

decided to be an investigative journalist to hail people and institutions 

that have contributed significantly towards improving people’s lives and 

to expose corruption, bigotry and the heavy-handed public officials who 

have turned the lives of millions in the world into hell.’  Simbeye’s reports 

on corrupt tenders in 2008 led to the fall of the Tanzanian government. 

Anas Aremeyaw Anas. An undercover investigative 

reporter with the Ghanaian Crusading Guide 

newspaper, Anas is credited for breaking major 

trafficking rings in Africa and has been awarded 

Ghana’s ‘best journalist of the year’ as well as 

‘investigative journalist of the year’ for two years’ 

running. His trafficking stories also won him three 

major international awards in 2008: the US State Department Hero Award 

on Trafficking, the Kurt Schork Award in international journalism and 

the Every Human Rights Award. Anas was also runner up in the Global 

Shining Light Award 2007, the CNN Multi-Choice African  Journalists 

Award and a two time winner of UCIP’S Excellence in International 

Journalism Award. He currently leads the undercover unit at his 

newspaper.

Musikilu Mojeed, 36, is chief correspondent 

with The Punch, Nigeria’s largest circulating 

daily. Mojeed has won numerous academic and 

professional awards including the prestigious 

Wole Soyinka Prize for Excellence in Investigative 

Reporting. In 2004, he was a double nominee for the 

Nigerian Media Merit Awards’ Defence Reporter of 

the Year. A widely travelled journalist, Mojeed is a FAIR Board member 

as well as a member of the US-based Investigative Reporters and Editors 

(IRE), the Committee for Concerned Journalists and the Nigerian Union 

of Journalists.

Vusumzi ‘Vusi’ Melane is a young journalist based 

in South Africa. Passionately following social 

developments in the post-apartheid country, 

he has published articles on social, cultural and 

educational beats for The Sowetan newspaper. 

He also contributes social reports to a monthly 

magazine, Real. Melane has recently started to focus 

on investigative reporting, exposing corruption and violence in a South 

African prison. For the purposes of this TI, Melane gathered statistics 

and expertise from a wide variety of sources in South Africa, providing an 

understanding of the crucial role South African human traffic networks 

play continentally and internationally.

Prudence Mbewu. Having grown up in the Transkei 

bantustan in the hardest days of apartheid, and 

later doing any number of odd jobs to provide for 

her young children, Prudence Mbewu’s talent for 

hearing and narrating ordinary people’s stories 

landed her a job as a columnist for Southern 

Africa Magazine (published in the Netherlands) 

in 2005. In her columns, and in the book she co-authored in 2007, she 

reflects South African life as it is, straight from the streets, with no time 

for political correctness or diffusion of issues. In spite of having had no 

formal journalism training, Mbewu’s streetwise communication and 

interviewing skills achieved what no other South African journalist has 

achieved to date: a glimpse into the very hidden reality of ‘blind beggar 

trafficking’ in this country.

Magdy Samaan is deputy head of the news 

department of Al-Shrouk Al-Gadid Daily Newspaper 

in Cairo, Egypt. He investigates civil society subjects 

ranging from sky-rocketing fuel prices to refugees, 

religious freedom and human rights. He also works 

freelance for international news agencies AFP and 

DPA, and contributes to magazines Cairo Times, 

Cairo Magazine and Business Monthly. 
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