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Forced Labour in Africa
Trafficking for forced labour has been a painful reality for African societies for decades1. Men,
women and children are exploited in domestic servitude, the farming sector (including the cocoa
industry), fisheries, and construction sites, among others. As forced labour in Africa is inevitably a
result of poverty and traditional forms of servitude (such as employing children as domestic
servants), unlike trafficking for sexual exploitation, it is often unrecognized and accepted by
society. Yet, Africa has the second highest prevalence rate (number of victims per thousand
inhabitants) of forced labour victims in the world, estimated at 4.0 per 1000 inhabitants2. The
International Labour Organisation estimates that the total number of victims of forced labour in
Africa is 3.7 million people – the second largest number after South-East Asia3. However, these are
only estimates and, taking into consideration that many victims are exploited in the informal
sector, the real number could be even higher.
From the painful past to the uncertain future
Even though the current rapid growth of human trafficking (also trafficking for the purpose of
forced labour) has been associated with the end of the Cold War era, the African continent has a
longer experience of forced labour and slavery. Colonial states organised and implemented various
forms of compulsory or even forced labour on the ruled population that lasted decades4. However,
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contemporary victims of forced labour in Africa are mostly exploited in the private economy –
often within the informal sector. The most commonly reported types of trafficking for the purpose
of labour exploitation are for those members of African societies trafficked outside the continent:
to the Middle East, Europe, Asia and other destinations. There are several documentary films,
stories and reports that show Africans trapped in a trafficking for forced labour situation in these
destinations5. African men and women are exploited in the domestic sector, agriculture and
various industries there. The media continuously report about forced labour trafficking victims
exploited in various destinations. A good example is UK government reporting stating that, after
the Vietnamese, Nigerians comprise the second largest group of trafficking victims in the United
Kingdom6. African workers are also mentioned as the second group among the victims of
trafficking for the purpose of forced labour in the context of preparation for the 2022 Soccer World
Cup in Qatar7. Sometimes, their exploitation is silently accepted by the relevant authorities, who
prefer to tolerate trafficking of foreigners rather than take action against the traffickers (who are
typically their own citizens).
Besides people from Africa being trafficked outside for the purpose of forced labour, there are
numerous victims of trafficking within Africa. These are the victims of internal trafficking, or
trafficking from one African country to another. Both groups comprise people mainly exploited in
the domestic sector. Men and women as well as children are often recruited to be domestic
servants, such as cooks, cleaners, gardeners and nannies. Besides the domestic exploitation,
victims are also abused on farms such as in the tobacco farming industry8 or cattle herding9. Other
sectors known for receiving victims of forced labour are the construction industry, mining, the
cocoa industry10 and begging11.
Forced labour – sexual exploitation nexus
An interesting pattern has been observed when several victims of human trafficking, exploited as
forced labourers, admitted that they had also been sexually abused12. Every third victim of forced
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labour admitted that exploitation was of two kinds: forced labour and sexual exploitation. Some of
the victims only become aware of their own victimisation once they had been sexually abused. As
long as they were in a situation of forced labour, they didn’t consider themselves as victims of
human trafficking crime.
Child labour
Among the victims of forced labour, special attention should be paid to children. Victims of child
labour are trapped as trafficked labourers in the begging industry, farms, mines and sweatshops.
Being more vulnerable by nature, their exploitation has more severe consequences. The ILO
analysed the impact of child labour on children and youth and concluded that often experience of
child labour results in severe consequences. For example, many former child labourers end up
working in the informal sector as part of the low paid, unqualified labour force13.
Good practices: towards eradication of forced labour in Africa
Prevention
Providing information on labour standards in the destination country.
Organisations such as labour unions14, but also various FBOs and CSOs from countries of
destination, can provide information on workers’ rights and duties in destination countries. The
information should include at least minimum wage requirements, working hours and holidays,
regulations regarding foreign workers’ contracts, and contact information for a relevant institution
if those rights are violated.
Such information can be distributed in countries of origin.15
Promoting alternatives to child labour.
In many instances child labour is an outcome of poverty and some local customs. Promoting
alternatives, such as additional classes for children who cannot attend normal classes, can reduce
the vulnerability of victims. Such programs exist, for example, in Lesotho16 and Kenya (in the latter
this is run by the Catholic Church), where evening programs for young shepherds give illiterate
children a chance to acquire basic education that will hopefully reduce their vulnerability.
Protection
Protecting victims of forced labour is an important part of the counter-trafficking effort, since
many unassisted victims are often re-trafficked. Besides standard assistance to victims that entails
legal, medical, and psychosocial interventions, victims often need additional training that will
provide new skills. HAART Kenya has developed a model for forming self-help groups comprising
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victims who support each other in the rehabilitation process. Once initial training on how to run a
successful business has been completed, the group members start their own businesses. Survivors
attend regular meetings in order to put some money aside as savings for future investments (it
works as a sort of microfinance fund), and also discuss their achievements and challenges and
support each other.
Prosecution
Although prosecution of traffickers is essential in counter-trafficking work, this set of activities is
usually reserved for law enforcement agencies. However, this does not mean that civil society
organisations and faith-based organisations have no role to play in prosecution. As most trial
procedures are not victim-friendly, in most cases victims need care and assistance before and
during the trial. Such assistance might be of a legal nature, or provided by a counsellor whose role
would be to prepare the victim for the trial.
Civil suits
In some instances, victims are unwilling or unable to take part in criminal proceedings, but they can
seek compensation for what they have been through. Assisting victims to seek redress from
traffickers (for example, recruiters and job agents) is another way of compensating victims and
obtaining justice. As many victims are unaware of this possibility or lack resources to cover the
initial legal fee, or are simply scared of taking part in a trial, various CSOs and FBOs could assist
victims in seeking compensation via a civil suit.

Conclusion. Towards eradication: the need for collaboration
As the labour market in Africa is very fragile and nearly 70% of those employed are in a situation of
vulnerable employment17, trafficking for the purpose of forced labour is likely to persist. Different
governments and non-state actors have developed and engaged in various strategies that are
aimed at combating this serious social problem. While we are still waiting for an effective drop in
the number of victims of forced labour, it is vital to stress the need for collaboration and
coordination of different anti-trafficking programs. Otherwise, the reduction of trafficking for
forced labour in one country will result in a higher number of trafficked victims in another one18.
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