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Introduction

The West African region has become one of the most alarming areas for the international community in the last years. It encompasses a series of connected threats which have made the region vulnerable to the expansion of transnational criminal networks. Thus, West Africa has become a place of attraction for groups of organised crime and illicit trafficking, which provide these criminals millions of dollars.
Human trafficking is a global worrisome issue. West Africa has been particularly affected by this human security threat. The region is an area of origin, crossing and destination, where criminal networks move with impunity. The figures have risen severely, and Niger desert, like the Mediterrean sea, has grown  into a cementery.
In this paper, we show a particular interest in the case of Ghana, the most developed country in the West African region according to different indices. However, it is country of source, transit, and destination for people subjected to forced labor and sex trafficking. Even Ghana has become “a transit point for West Africans subjected to sex trafficking in Europe, specially Italy and Germany” (US Department of State, 2016, p.180). Recent reports document a growth in the number of victims of sexual and labor trafficking in the country.
Within this context, we want to highlight the situation of girls and young women from the rural Northern regions specifically, who move to urban centers to seek work and are at risk for criminal networks.
This proposal emphasises the study of human trafficking in the West African region as a disquieting issue for the international security. The main thesis is that there is a link between vulnerability of some social groups (women and children principally) and the expansion of criminal networks in the region. Thus, the objectives of this research are: (1) to study human trafficking in West Africa, with special attention to women and children; (2) to expose the case of Ghana as a country of origin, crossing and destination; (3) to analyse the situation of young women at risk for sex and labour trafficking; and (4) to develop a study warning on detected vulnerabilities of these girls to become victims of criminal networks.
The analysis will be carried out through the study of bibliography and reports on human trafficking, as well as through the information from the field work developed in Ghana by the author.
The paper is organised as follows. Section 1 described main security problems in West Africa, with special attention to criminal networks. Section 2 introduces the global context of human trafficking and its situation in that African region. Section 3 shows how this problem affects the study case, Ghana, and reports the empirical results obtained by field work. Section 4 concludes.




1. Security threats in West Africa: criminal organised groups

The Western region of the African continent has gained importance nowadays in the international security context. One the one hand, it has a key strategic role, outlined during last years due to its economic, commercial and demographic potential. The region has become a meaningful scenario because of the large concentrations of youth, specially in Nigeria (soon it will be the third most populated country in the world). Since 2010, West Africa is the African region with better results in economic growth (AfDB, OECD and UNDP, 2014, p.8). As it is pointed out in the African Economic Outlook 2016, the growth of the gross domestic product (GDP) of the region is expected at 5.5% during the 2017 (AfDB, OECD y UNDP, 2016, p.33). And if economic global tendencies of moderate rise continue, the region could reach its previous crisis levels, over 6% (AfDB, OECD y UNDP, 2015, p.21). 
These are young societies where 32% of the population is between 10 and 24 years old and where the average of child per mother is 5.6 (United Nations, 2011; United Nations, 2014).
The area has an important economic and commercial potential, so it increasingly attracts the attention of more international actors. Its natural resources –oil, gas and minerals− are attractive for international powers.
All these aspects places West Africa in the international market competition and they will transform the region in the following decades into a decisive territory for the competence of the main international actors.
On the other hand, West Africa has caught the attention of the international community due to the huge challenges concerning state fragility and violence it faces. The region encompasses a series of threats to security which are interconnected: from poverty and underdevelopment to gross violations of human rights, environmental and humanitarian catastrophes, privatization of violence, massive population displacement or political instability, among others. Those security problems have a destabilization power throughout the region and, in some cases, those threats reach an international sphere. It is the case of terrorist group acts or criminal group activities, who lead illicit trafficking routes towards Europe. The nexus between those threats increases West African States’ vulnerability to violence and creates a destabilization effect along the different countries, where the challenges cross the borders (Marshall, 2006).
The lack of State authority[footnoteRef:1] and weak governance presents in most countries of the region and their porous borders facilitate the expansion of transnational criminal networks (OECD, 2011, p.56). This area is place of attraction for groups of organised crime and illicit trafficking, like drug, arms, minerals or human beings, which provide these criminals millions of dollars in a grey economy (Mail & Guardian, 2014). [1:  One of the main problems in West Africa is state fragility, as reflected by different indicators. Take for instance Worldwide Governance Index, of the World Bank, Fragile States Index, of the Fund for Peace or the Fragile State Index and War List, of the Center for Systematic Peace.] 

Concerning human smuggling and trafficking networks, recent data evidences transregional trafficking flows have lived a rise in recent years, since trafficking in persons is usually thought of as a ‘transnational organised crime’ (UNODC, 2014: 14). Thus, “criminal groups profit from these illegal activities, weakening […] States’ ability to exert control over their territories and citizens” (UNODC, 2016a: 6).
The region is in a worrisome situation. This tragedy has awaken the warnings of both regional and international governments. Recently, the Security Council of the United Nations has approved the 2359 Resolution, authorizing the deployment of a Joint Force for the Group of Five for the Sahel States (FC-G5S)[footnoteRef:2] in order to “address the threat of terrorism […] as well as the serious challenges posed by transnational organised crime in the Sahel region, including arms and drug trafficking, the smuggling of migrants, trafficking in persons, and its increasing links” (United Nation, 2017).  [2:  The Group of Five (G5) Sahel States is made up for Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger.] 



2. The tragedy of human trafficking

In the following pages, the attention will be focus on human trafficking, a crime that has been spread along West African region during the last years. Moreover, it has become one of the major global threats, since the figures have been in constant rise during the last decade and have overcome the international community. Human trafficking is the slavery of the XXIst century.
It is one of the fastest-growing transnational organised crime markets. Human trafficking is an extremely profitable business, since the International Labor Organization estimates generates US$150.2 billion in profits each year (International Labour Office, 2014).
The international definition of trafficking in human beings worldly accepted was first time defined in December 2000, through the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children to the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, commonly known the Palermo Protocol. Thus, trafficking in person is understand as: “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. 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” (UNODC, 2004: 42).
It is important to note the difference between trafficking and smuggling. According to Human Smuggling and Trafficking Center, human trafficking “involves exploiting men, women, or children for the purposes of forced labor or commercial sexual exploitation” while human smuggling “involves the provision of a service—typically, transportation or fraudulent documents—to an individual who voluntary seeks to gain illegal entry into a foreign country.” In sum, “human smuggling is a crime against a state while human trafficking is a crime against a person” (Human Smuggling and Trafficking Center, 2013: 2).
The destination of victims of human trafficking can be wide: forced labour, sexual exploitation, force begging, forced marriage, child soldiers, removal of organs or selling children (UNODC, 2016b). The most common purpose of trafficking is forced labour, as it has been repoted by IOM. Since 2011 until 2015, “forced labour accounted for approximately 70 per cent of the trafficking victims assisted by IOM during the period” (International Organization for Migration, n.d.). The victims are use for working in construction, fishing, mining, agriculture and domestic labour. 
The second most common purpose is sexual exploitation, which has undergone a decrease: “it accounted for 27 per cent of IOM cases in 2011, 20 per cent in 2012, 14 per cent in 2013 and 17 per cent in 2014” (International Organization for Migration, n.d.).
Even though sexual exploitation is the second most common purposed of human trafficking in the wolrd, it is the most commonly reported form of this crime in Western and Southern Europe. According to UNODC, 67 per cent of human trafficking victims were used for this purpose in 2016 (UNODC, 2016b: 72). Moreover, the greatest annual profits come from forced sexual exploitation, an illegal industry that generated US$99 billion in 2014 (International Labour Office, 2014).
Migratory flows are closely related to human trafficking dynamics. Refugees and forced migrants are a vulnerable group that easily become a victim of these criminal groups (UNODC, 2016b). Among them, women and children are specially in risk: “79 per cent of all detected trafficking victims [in 2016 were] women and children” (UNODC, 2016b: 1). There is a worrisome pattern since the last two years in the context of migrants and refugees: the increasing number of unaccompanied and separated children who migrate and end up victims of human traffickers for sexual exploitation (it is frequent among West African girls) (UNODC, 2016b: 61).



2.1. West Africa as a critical point for human traffickers

West Africa is one of the regions where more criminal activity is developed. It is a post-conflict area[footnoteRef:3], with important rates of refugees and internal displaced people as well as arms flows. These conditions make easier human trafficking activities, through abduction and recruitment of vulnerable victims, like refugees and migrants, women and children. West African victims of human trafficking are highly represented in Western and Southern Europe (UNODC, 2016b: 75). Traditional migration routes to Europe have changed. The Senegal route is practically inactive due to the reinforcement of security measures. Nowadays, migration movements are concentrated through the central route, crossing the Saharan desert to Libia, since there is a lack of policial controls. Thus, criminal networks have driven the attention towards this area particularly. Both hard conditions and criminal activities have become the desert into a human cementery.  [3:  West Africa has been scene of several civil wars.] 

The number of human trafficking victims identified in this route is constantly growing. However, a real approximation to these numbers is very difficult due to most incidents are underreported (UNODC, 2016b: 116). Places like Agadez, Arlit or Zinder, in Niger, are the gateways for thousands of migrants who arrived to Northern Niger from different part of the West African region with the hope of arriving Europe. Nevertheless, these cities are the point of operations of criminals, who trafficked with these migrants, heading them to other routes through the desert.
Many of this people end up dying along the travesty. It was the case of 92 people that were found in Arlit in October 2013 (Hirsch, 2013), abandoned and left to die. More recently, in May 2017, 44 cadavers were founded in the Niger desert, including women and babies (France24, 2017). During these weeks, more episodes have occurred: at the end of June 2017, 50 people have died in an area of Northern Niger, near to the Lybian border (Naranjo, 2017).


3. The study case: Ghana

Ghana has become one of the main countries “of source, transit, and destination […] for men, women, and children subjected to forced labor and sex trafficking” in the African continent (US Department of State, 2017). According to the 2017 Trafficking in Persons Report prepared by the US Department of State Ghana is placed on Tier 2 Watch List for the third consecutive year.
Despite human trafficking activities developed in the country have reached an international scope, it is mainly a domestic trafficking. As it is highlighted in the cited report, “Ghanaian boys and girls are subjected to forced labor within the country in fishing [Lake Volta], domestic service, street hawking, begging, portering, artisanal gold mining, quarrying, herding, and agriculture” (US Department of State, 2017: 184). Moreover, “Ghanaian girls, and to a lesser extent boys, are subjected to sex trafficking” within the country (US Department of State, 2017: 184). 
Recent studies report a growth in the number of victims of sexual and labor trafficking in the country (US Department of State, 2016). It has also been detected an increase in the abuse of women (“serious physical abuse”) who are recruited for domestic jobs, whose destination is mainly the Middle East (US Department of State, 2017). 
To take into account the human trafficking outlook in the country, it is necessary to know that migration forms part of Ghanaian life. During the last years, it becomes “one of the countries most affected by the phenomenon of irregular migration in West Africa” and it “is the top five in the whole of Africa” (Bazaanah, 2016). Regarding migrations movements abroad, United Kingdom and Italy are two of the main destinations of Ghanaian migrants[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Accroding to the IOM, in 2016 there was a greatest arrival of Ghanaian migrants to Italy by boat compared to previous years (Brennan Weiss, “Ghana is safe and stable, but its young people are still risking their lives to cross to Europe”, Quartz Africa, June 13, 2017).] 

The unequal distribution of wealth between the South –where economic life is concentrated– and the North has caused internal migratory movements. In recent years, “the gap between urban and rural areas has doubled –rural poverty is now almost 4 times as high as urban poverty compared to twice as high in the 1990s.” (Cooke, Hague and McKay, 2016: 1).
This situation explains the internal dynamics of migration for different purposes, which at the same time determines human traffickers’ strategies. The Northern regions are the principal focus where migratory movements depart, for instance, the Brong-Ahafo region, towards Lybia, passing through Burkina Faso and Niger. (Weiss, 2017). These departure points of migrants are the places where traffickers act.






3.1. The Kayayo women: a vulnerable group for human trafficking networks?

In this research, there is an interest in underlining the special situation children and young women face in West Africa. In this region, many children grow up in poverty and they have to leave school and begin working to support their families. The extreme poverty sometimes forces families to sell their children to human traffickers (Guacci, 2014).
The destiny of these children is domestic labour, cocoa industry, mining, begging or sexual exploitation (UNODC, 2016b: 11). For their part, “Ghanaian girls and young women from the rural Northern regions [who] move to urban centers [as far south as Accra] to seek work as porters […] are at risk for sex trafficking and forced labor” (US Department of State, 2017: 184). Those are our body of study, considered as one of the most vulnerable population groups and whose risky situation has not been reported.
Women and children constitute 79 per cent of all detected trafficked victims in the world. In the case of Ghana, child labor is very often and it mainly affects to poor families. Sometimes the work children do “deprives […] their childhood, their education, potential and dignity, and is harmful to their physical and mental development.” (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014: 36). In extreme cases, which are unfortunately frequent, “child labour involves children being enslaved, separated from their families, exposed to serious hazards and illnesses and/or left to fend for themselves on the streets in large cities – often at a very early age” (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014: 36).
In Ghana, child labour is very common for fishing, mining and agriculture[footnoteRef:5], domestic labor and household chores, quarrying and construction, begging or sexual exploitation. In numerous cases, the own parents are who hand their children over to traffickers, after promises of providing an education and employment. However, these false intermediaries exploit the children, for example, “boys in fishing on Lake Volta and girls in domestic servitude in surrounding towns” (US Department of State, 2016: 19). [5:  Ghana is, after Côte d’Ivoire, the largest producer of cocoa in the world. This creates a North-South migration of workers, and in many occasions children are forced to join them (https://www.human-dignity-foundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/InterPol-AKOMA-Final-assessment-report-Casentini.pdf).] 

Main problems are concentrated in the Northern regions, the poorest of the country. Thus, in 2014 “the proportion of rural children engaged in child labour (30.2%) was about two and a half times the proportion in urban areas (12.4%)” (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014: 37). According to Ghana Living Standars Survey (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014: 38), around “20% of children living in rural areas do hazardous forms of child labour”, specially in the Ashanti, Brong Ahafo, Upper East and Upper West regions. 
From these regions depart many girls to work in the Southern cities. The route they begin is full of obstacles and they become vulnerable victims of human traffickers. It is the case of Kayayee –or Kayayo in singular–. They are women –mainly girls less than eighteen years old– working as porters at the markets and on the streets. They work carrying goods, foods, hardware on their head, for their clients, people who go to the market for buying everything. They can also be hired for other services, like carrying luggage.
The author has developed field work in Ghana, interviewing these girls, with the objective of knowing their insecurity situation and identifying them as a risky group for human traffickers. The analysis was based on a field survey developed in a selected area considered as highly interesting for the research objective: the Makola Accra market. This zone of Ghana is a point of attraction for people coming from different parts of the country, chiefly the Northern region, since it is the capital and there are more work opportunities. In the market, many women and young girls live under insecurity conditions. That displays the lack of opportunities for many of them in the Ghanaian society, and also shows a situation of labor exploitation. The Makola Market is a hub for migrants, therefore it is a field of activity for organised crime groups.
The poor situation of Northern families, the area where the Kayayee came from, is one of the main causes girls engage as Kayayee. In the Northern regions, poor families are very extended, with men having children from different women. That has as consequence parents cannot take care of their children, and cannot pay the school, so the migration of these girls, who drop out school or have never attended it, become the best alternative. They are totally dependable on agriculture and that is why dry season is the period where more girls arrive to the market (Bawa Kuyini, 2011). Sometimes, they are forced to get married, which also has as result they leave the school (UNFPA, 2012). These girls have a situation of abandonment and insecurity, which is exposed in the market and that become them in a vulnerable group for human traffickers.
The target group was selected taking into consideration social composition and accessibility. The sample unit is of 22 women and girls interviewed, between the ages of 10-25 years.
 
Detected patterns:
· The 22 women are from the North of Ghana, from poor farming families. 
· Almost all the kayayee the author saw in the market were little girls and teenagers. Those over the 20 were an exception.
· Most of them do not know their age, especially the youngest.
· Most of them are in Accra alone, their families remain at the Northern region. Two of them were pregnant and three of them havd babies with them.
· Concerning the remittances back to the family, some of them remit everything they earn, others (most of them) the big part of their salary, and only one said she does not send money to the family.
· All of them said they have seen little girls working in the market as kayayee.
· Most of them hesitate about the questions related to security problems. Most of them pointed out as main security problems those: robbers; exploitation by clients, who slap them; men presence at places where they sleep, where they can abuse of them; rainy seasons; mosquitos.







4. Main conclusions

· The insecurity conditions these girls live in are a risky factor for them to become victims of exploitation and human trafficking.
· The common patterns identified show the vulnerable sector is girls from the Northern regions, who migrate (forcibly or not) to the South.
· Poverty is the main cause of mobility for these girls, therefore it exits a relation of poverty, migration and vulnerability to fall into the nets of criminals.
· Human traffickers act in place of concentration of population, like the Makola Market.
· The study of kayayee situation, totally unknown and ignored, shed light on young girls who are forced to migrate and who can easily become a victim of traffickers.
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