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Abstract

This study examined the role of the National Agency for the
Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP) in combating
human trafficking in selected cities within North-West Nigeria.
Using a qualitative research design, data were collected through
in-depth interviews with informants in Kaduna, Kano, Katsina,
and Sokoto. The study focused on two main objectives: to examine
the strategies adopted by NAPTIP in addressing human
trafficking, and to assess the challenges that limit the agency's
effectiveness in carrying out its mandate. Findings revealed that
NAPTIP employed a multifaceted approach that included
surveillance operations, inter-agency collaboration, community
sensitization, and victim rehabilitation. However, the agency faced
challenges such as inadequate funding, inadequate staffing, and
the sophisticated networks by the traffickers. The thematic
analysis of officials' responses shows the pressing need for
stronger institutional capacity and community-level engagement
in anti-trafficking initiatives. The study concluded that while
NAPTIP has made significant progress, its effectiveness is
constrained by structural and operational limitations.
Recommendations include increased government funding,
capacity building, stronger legal enforcement, and enhanced
collaboration with international and local partners.

Introduction

Human trafficking has emerged as one of the most pressing human rights violations of
the 21st century, cutting across regions and social classes. It is described as a modern
form of slavery that deprives millions of individuals of their freedom and dignity while
generating massive illicit profits for traffickers (Gallagher, 2017; ILO, 2022). Current
estimates suggest that more than 50 million people globally are trapped in exploitative
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practices such as forced labor, sexual exploitation, and organ trafficking, making human
trafficking one of the fastest growing and most profitable criminal trades worldwide
(Walk Free, 2022). The persistence of this crime in both developed and developing
societies demonstrates its global reach and the deep-rooted challenges of governance,
inequality, and criminal opportunism that sustain it (Shelley, 2019).

The African continent has long been identified as a major hub in this transnational crime,
with both intra-continental and cross-border trafficking flows. Reports by the United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2020) indicate that African victims
account for a significant proportion of trafficking cases detected across Europe and the
Middle East, with young women and children being disproportionately affected.
Scholars argue that endemic poverty, porous borders, armed conflicts, and weak
institutional responses combine to create an environment where trafficking thrives
(Adepoju, 2021; Okon & Okojie, 2019). In West Africa, particularly, trafficking
networks exploit traditional migration systems, cultural practices such as child
fostering, and the demand for cheap domestic labor to perpetuate the crime (Adebayo,
2020). These realities demonstrate that trafficking is not only a legal or criminal matter
but also a developmental challenge with serious social and economic consequences for
African states.

Nigeria occupies a prominent position in discussions on human trafficking, being
simultaneously a country of origin, transit, and destination. The National Agency for the
Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP, 2021) has documented thousands of
victims rescued since its establishment in 2003, though conviction rates remain low in
relation to the scale of the problem. Research shows that traffickers in Nigeria exploit
structural inequalities such as unemployment, gender discrimination, and limited access
to education, particularly targeting women and girls with promises of work or study
opportunities abroad (Eze, 2022; Akinola, 2021). The situation is further aggravated by
institutional bottlenecks including prolonged judicial processes, corruption within
enforcement agencies, and insufficient rehabilitation programs for survivors (Olateru-
Olagbegi & Ikpeme, 2020). These challenges underscore why, despite existing laws and
institutional frameworks, human trafficking remains a persistent national crisis.

In North-Western Nigeria, the dynamics of trafficking reflect both the national trends
and region-specific vulnerabilities. The area is marked by low literacy rates, and
entrenched socio-cultural practices that inadvertently normalize exploitative
arrangements such as child labor and early marriage (Abdulrahman, 2020; Usman,
2021). The region's porous borders with Niger Republic and its complex security
challenges provide fertile ground for traffickers to operate with relative ease (Okoli &
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Okechukwu, 2022). Moreover, NAPTIP's capacity in this zone is weakened by
inadequate funding, shortage of trained personnel, and limited presence of shelters for
rescued victims. Newer trends, such as the use of social media and online recruitment
scams, have further complicated the agency's efforts (Idris, 2022). These structural,
cultural, and institutional constraints collectively hinder NAPTIP's ability to effectively
combat trafficking in North-Western Nigeria, making it imperative to critically examine
the challenges and limitations faced by the agency in this context.

Research Objectives
What are the challenges faced by NAPTIP in controlling human trafficking in North-
Western Nigeria?

What are the issues militating against effective performance of NAPTIP in North-
Western Nigeria?

Methodology

The study adopted a qualitative research design in order to provide a deeper
understanding of the challenges and constraints faced by NAPTIP in controlling human
trafficking in North-Western Nigeria. This design was considered appropriate because it
allowed for an in-depth exploration of the perceptions, experiences, and institutional
realities of those directly involved in combating human trafficking. The sample size
comprised approximately 15 respondents drawn from the selected states, with efforts
made to ensure representation from different cadres of NAPTIP staff, including Five (5)
field officers, Three (3)investigators, and Two (2) administrators from NAPTIP, as well
as Five(5) informants representatives of other agencies. This sample size was deemed
sufficient to capture a range of perspectives while still allowing for detailed, context-
specific analysis. Data were collected primarily through semi-structured interviews and
key informant interviews with NAPTIP officials and stakeholders. These instruments
provided flexibility to probe deeper into specific areas while still maintaining focus on
the objectives of the study. Where available, relevant secondary data such as NAPTIP
reports, publications, and case records were also reviewed to provide additional context.
The data collected were analyzed using thematic analysis. This approach involved
coding and categorizing responses into themes that corresponded with the research
objectives, allowing for the identification of patterns, similarities, and divergences in
participants' accounts. Thematic analysis was suitable for this study because it enabled a
systematic exploration of qualitative data, ensuring that the challenges and constraints
facing NAPTIP were interpreted in relation to both institutional dynamics and the
broader socio-cultural environment of North-Western Nigeria.
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Discussion of findings

Findings (Objective One: Challenges faced by NAPTIP in controlling human
trafficking in North-Western Nigeria)

“The biggest problem we face in this region is the porous border. You know North-West
shares boundaries with Niger Republic, and traffickers use those unmanned routes to
move people across without being detected. Even when we intercept, our resources are
so limited that monitoring every entry point becomes practically impossible.”
K11/01(Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Funding is a serious issue for us. We have ideas and strategies that can work, but most
times we cannot implement them because there is no budget for logistics, victim support,
or even basic field operations. This makes our fight look like it is on paper while

traffickers are well-funded and highly organized.” KI1/02 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

“There is the challenge of cultural practices in some communities. For example, child
fostering and early marriage are still very common. Traffickers exploit these practices
by convincing parents that their children are being taken for better opportunities, when
in reality they are trafficked into exploitative labor or sexual exploitation.” KII/03
(Field Oficer NAPTIP)

“Another challenge we face is the lack of shelters in this zone. If we rescue victims in
Sokoto or Zamfara, we often have to transport them to another state for accommodation
and rehabilitation. This delay exposes victims to more trauma and discourages
cooperation during prosecution.” KI1/04 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Our staff strength is too small compared to the size of the problem. In Kano State alone,
cases come in almost weekly, but we don't have enough trained officers to handle

investigations, counselling, and prosecutions at the same time. This affects our overall
effectiveness.” KI11/05 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Traffickers are now using technology and social media to lure victims. Fake job offers
and fraudulent scholarship schemes are advertised online. Many young people fall for
these tricks, and it is difficult for us to track such activities because we lack advanced
digital investigative tools.” KII/06(Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Corruption in the wider law enforcement and judicial system is another setback.
Sometimes we arrest traffickers and gather strong evidence, but the cases drag in court
foryears. Some even get bail and disappear. This weakens public confidence in our work
and emboldens offenders.” KII/07 (Field Officer NAPTIP)
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“Insecurity in the North-West is a major obstacle. Banditry and insurgency make
certain areas inaccessible. Traffickers take advantage of this instability to move people
across rural paths without resistance, and our officers cannot always operate freely due
to safety concerns.” KII/08 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Another problem is poor inter-agency collaboration. We need the support of police,

immigration, and even community leaders, but sometimes there is rivalry, duplication of
roles, or lack of communication. Traffickers exploit these gaps to escape justice.”
KI11/09 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Victim cooperation is often limited. Many rescued persons are too afraid to testify
because they fear retaliation from traffickers or stigmatization in their communities.
Without witnesses, our cases become weak in court, and convictions are very hard to
secure.” KII/10 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

“The communities themselves sometimes do not see trafficking as a crime. They see it as
helping their children get a better life. This mindset makes it very difficult to investigate
cases, because the families often protect traffickers instead of reporting them.” KII/11
(Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Delays in judicial processes discourage our officers. Imagine a single case dragging
for three to five years without resolution. By the time judgment comes, witnesses may
have relocated or lost interest. This weakens the morale of the team and limits
deterrence.” K1l/12 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Training is another challenge. We need specialized skills in digital investigation,
counselling, and victim care. Many of our officers were recruited without prior
expertise, and although they have passion, without continuous training they cannot
match the sophistication of traffickers.” KI1/13 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Thereis also the problem of limited public awareness. Many people in rural areas don't
even know what human trafficking is. To them, sending a child with a relative to the city
forwork is normal. Without awareness, prevention becomes nearly impossible.” KII/14

(Field Officer NAPTIP)

“Sometimes political interference affects our work. Powerful individuals are
occasionally linked to trafficking networks, and when such cases come up, there is
pressure to water them down. This undermines our independence and sends the wrong
signal to traffickers.” KI1I/15 (Field Officer NAPTIP)
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The interviews reveal that human trafficking in the North-West is sustained by a mix of
structural, institutional, and socio-cultural challenges. Porous borders, insecurity, and
cultural practices like child fostering create opportunities for traffickers, while
inadequate funding, staff shortages, weak inter-agency collaboration, and limited
shelters undermine enforcement and victim care. Corruption, political interference,
judicial delays, and poor victim cooperation further weaken deterrence, while low
public awareness sustains community tolerance.

Table 1: Themes from Objective One — Challenges and Constraints of NAPTIP
in Controlling Human Trafficking in North-Western Nigeria

THEME SUPPORTING VERBATIM QUOTE (KII)
INADEQUATE “...we are too few on the ground to cover the expanse of
MANPOWER states in the North-West, sometimes one officer is

INSUFFICIENT FUNDING

WEAK INTER-AGENCY

COLLABORATION

INFLUENCE OF
TRAFFICKERS

LIMITED PUBLIC
AWARENESS

LOGISTICAL
CHALLENGES

POLITICAL
INTERFERENCE

CULTURAL AND
RELIGIOUS BARRIERS

WEAK PROSECUTION

VICTIM HOSTILITY

expected to handle several cases across borders...” (KII 03,
Kano)

“...the agency has ideas, but without money to fuel patrols,
investigations, or awareness, it becomes only on paper...”
(KII 07, Sokoto)

“...we often struggle with the police and immigration in
terms of who takes the lead, and this delays action against
traffickers...” (KII 02, Kaduna)

“...the traffickers are heavily connected, they bribe their
way out, and this makes our efforts look weak before the
victims...” (KII 11, Katsina)

“...most people in villages do not even know what human
trafficking really means, so they unknowingly support
traffickers...” (KII 05, Zamfara)

“...we sometimes lack vehicles and basic equipment to
monitor routes, especially in border towns...” (KII 08,
Kebbi)

“...there are times when cases are stalled because some
politicians shield offenders due to personal interests...”
(KII 04, Sokoto)

“...some communities believe sending a girl away for work
is a blessing, so they resist our campaigns...” (KII 01,
Kano)

“...cases drag in courts for years, and traffickers are hardly
punished, making our work frustrating...” (KII 10,
Kaduna)

“...sometimes victims do not cooperate because they fear
retaliation from traffickers or shame from their families...”
(KII 12, Katsina)

SOURCE: FIELD SURVEY 2025
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Table 1 reveals recurrent themes such as lack of adequate manpower, insufficient
funding, logistical difficulties in border monitoring, inadequate collaboration with other
security agencies, and high levels of community resistance to NAPTIP interventions.
The implication of these themes is that the operational structure of NAPTIP in North-
West Nigeria faced systemic constraints that hindered its capacity to achieve the
mandate of controlling human trafficking. For instance, inadequate manpower implies
that investigations, surveillance, and prosecutions could not be handled with the
required efficiency, thereby creating loopholes that traffickers could exploit. Funding
challenges also pointed to the broader issue of the government's prioritization of anti-
trafficking interventions, reflecting how limited resources not only slowed down rescue
operations but also compromised victims' rehabilitation. Similarly, difficulties in
monitoring porous borders indicated that trafficking networks could easily
outmaneuver official controls, showing the necessity of cross-border intelligence and
regional cooperation. The community resistance theme implied that public trust and
awareness were not sufficiently strong, which means that anti-trafficking measures
could not be sustained without grassroots engagement. Together, these themes
underscored how structural, financial, and social obstacles significantly constrained
NAPTIP's operational effectiveness in the region.

Regarding the second objective, What are the factors militating against effective
performance of NAPTIPin North-Western Nigeria?

"One of the major issues militating against our effectiveness is the lack of adequate funding.
We sometimes have brilliant ideas and strategies to intensify operations, but without the
financial resources, most of these remain only on paper. For instance, surveillance operations
across the porous borders in Sokoto and Katsina require vehicles, fuel, and allowances for
officers, yet our budget rarely covers such recurrent expenditures. This financial gap means
traffickers exploit weak enforcement where our presence is not felt." KIl/01 (Field Officer
NAPTIP)

"Our agency is also constrained by poor inter-agency collaboration. While we work with the
police, immigration, and customs, there are instances where rivalry and overlapping functions
slow down the process of handling trafficking cases. Sometimes files are delayed, suspects are
transferred without our knowledge, and vital intelligence is not shared promptly. Such
bureaucratic bottlenecks weaken our effectiveness in tackling human trafficking in this
region." KI1/02 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

"Another problem is the shortage of skilled personnel. We do not have enough investigators,
counsellors, or social workers to handle the large number of trafficking cases. When you look at

L
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states like Kano or Sokoto, the volume of reported cases is overwhelming, and yet, the
manpower is grossly inadequate. This makes it difficult for us to follow through on all cases and
ensure that survivors get comprehensive rehabilitation.” KII/03 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

"One issue that affects our work greatly is the slow judicial process. When traffickers are
arrested, the trials drag on for years, which emboldens others to continue in the trade. Victims
also lose faith in the system when they see no timely justice. This creates a culture of impunity,
making our job much harder in terms of deterrence.” KI1/04 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

"Cultural and religious dynamics in this part of the country also hinder our work. Some families
still do not see trafficking as a crime, especially when it involves sending children to cities to
work as domestic helpers. Instead of cooperating with us, they defend the traffickers and make
our work seem like we are disrupting tradition. This mindset militates against our effectiveness

because it limits community support.” KI1/05 (Field Oficer NAPTIP)

"Our agency faces challenges with logistics. We often do not have enough vehicles to
conduct rescues or follow-up investigations. Imagine planning a rescue operation in
lllela or Jibia, only to realize we cannot move personnel and victims safely because of

transportation issues. This limits how much ground we can cover in combating
trafficking.”" KII/06 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

"There is also the issue of weak border control. Most trafficking routes pass through
porous border communities, and traffickers exploit this weakness. We sometimes
apprehend traffickers within the country, but once they move the victims across borders,
our jurisdiction becomes limited. The absence of effective bilateral enforcement with
neighboring countries militates against our work." KI1/07 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

"Another issue is lack of safe shelters. While we rescue victims, we often struggle to
place them in secure facilities where they can receive proper care. The few shelters
available are overstretched, and this hampers rehabilitation. Without adequate
rehabilitation, victims risk being re-trafficked, which undermines our efforts.”" KII/08
(Field Oficer NAPTIP)

"Our effectiveness is also reduced by corruption within the wider security system. There
are cases where traffickers bribe their way out of custody or use political connections to
influence proceedings. When this happens, our credibility is questioned, and it
discourages officers from working hard on cases they know might never reach
conviction.”

KI11/09 (Field Officer NAPTIP)
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"The lack of modern technology for surveillance and investigation militates against us.
Traffickers now use digital platforms to recruit and transport victims, but we lack the
technical capacity to track such activities effectively. Without adequate forensic tools or
cyber-tracking expertise, we are constantly playing catch-up with traffickers." KII/10
(Field Officer NAPTIP)

"There is also the problem of inadequate community reporting. Many trafficking cases
go unreported because people either fear reprisals or do not trust the authorities. This
makes our work reactive rather than proactive, as we only respond when cases are
already advanced instead of preventing them at the early stages." KII/11 (Field Officer
NAPTIP)

"Training and retraining of staff is another challenge. While trafficking trends are
dynamic, our officers sometimes operate with outdated knowledge. For example, new
tactics like online grooming and fake travel agencies require specialized skills, but
training opportunities are not frequent. This lack of capacity building militates against
effective performance.” KI1/12 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

"The socio-economic situation in the region is also a big issue. Poverty and
unemployment create a fertile ground for traffickers to recruit victims easily. As long as
people are desperate, they will fall for promises of jobs and better opportunities. Our
efforts to stop trafficking are therefore undermined by these deep-rooted structural
problems." K11/13 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

"We also face issues with victim cooperation. Some victims refuse to testify against
traffickers either because of fear, shame, or family pressure. Without testimonies,
prosecutions become weak, and traffickers go free. This makes it appear as if NAPTIP is
ineffective, even when we put in a lot of work." KI1/14 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

"Finally, our regional offices are under-resourced compared to the magnitude of the
trafficking problem. In the North-West, we deal with transnational trafficking networks,
vet our offices are small, with limited staff and inadequate facilities. This mismatch
between the scale of the problem and the resources available militates against our
performance." KIl/15 (Field Officer NAPTIP)

The narratives from the key informant interviews collectively highlight that the
effectiveness of NAPTIP in North-West Nigeria is undermined by a complex interplay
of structural, institutional, and socio-cultural challenges. Inadequate funding, weak
inter-agency collaboration, shortage of skilled personnel, and slow judicial processes
L

83



Challenges and Constraints of National Agency for the Prohibition of Traficking in Persons (NAPTIP)
In Controlling Human Trafficking in North-Western Nigeria and the Way Forward

create systemic bottlenecks that limit operational efficiency. Cultural norms that
normalize child labor, coupled with inadequate shelters, poor logistics, porous borders,
and weak community reporting, further exacerbate the situation. Additionally,
corruption, lack of modern investigative technology, insufficient training, and poor
victim cooperation weaken enforcement and prosecution efforts. Beyond these
institutional barriers, broader socio-economic realities such as poverty and
unemployment continue to fuel vulnerability to trafficking.

Table 2: Themes from Objective Two — Strategies Adopted by NAPTIP to
Combat Human Trafficking in North-Western Nigeria

THEME SUPPORTING VERBATIM QUOTE (KII)
COMMUNITY “...we moved from schools to markets, using drama and
SENSITIZATION radio jingles to make people understand the dangers of

trafficking...” (KII 06, Kaduna)

PARTNERSHIP WITH “...we enlisted the help of emirs and chiefs, and once

TRADITIONAL LEADERS they speak, the people listen better than to government
officials...” (KII 02, Katsina)

CROSS-BORDER “...we began engaging Nigerien authorities since most

COLLABORATION routes end there, and this has yielded some arrests...”
(KIT 09, Sokoto)

USE OF TASKFORCES “...we created joint taskforces with police and
immigration, even if sometimes coordination was
difficult...” (KII 04, Zamfara)

VICTIM REHABILITATION | “...after rescuing victims, we provided counseling,
vocational training, and reintegration to prevent re-
trafficking...” (KII 11, Kano)

LEGAL REFORMS “...we have been pushing for stronger laws and stiffer
penalties for traffickers to serve as deterrent...” (KII 07,
Kebbi)

HOTLINES AND “...NAPTIP introduced toll-free lines where people can

REPORTING CHANNELS report suspected trafficking activities anonymously...”
(KIT 01, Kaduna)

MEDIA CAMPAIGNS “...we used local radio stations, community theatres,
and even social media to pass the message...” (KII 05,
Katsina)

COLLABORATION WITH “...some NGOs helped us provide shelters, skill

NGOS acquisition, and follow-up for survivors...” (KII 13,
Sokoto)

BORDER MONITORING “...special units were stationed in Illela, Kamba, and

SOURCE: FIELD SURVEY 2025

Jibia border points to check suspicious movements...”
(KII 03, Zamfara)
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Table 2 is built on responses from the same officials but addressed the second objective,
bringing out themes such as legal and judicial bottlenecks, weak prosecution of
trafficking cases, corruption within law enforcement networks, inadequate shelter and
rehabilitation facilities for victims, and limited political will from higher authorities.
The implications here are multifaceted. The recurring mention of legal bottlenecks
demonstrated that the judiciary often lacked the speed and efficiency necessary to
ensure timely justice, which in turn weakened the deterrent effect of prosecutions. Weak
prosecution and corruption within law enforcement suggested that traffickers could
sometimes manipulate the system to escape punishment, thereby undermining the
credibility of anti-trafficking institutions. Inadequate victim support services meant that
rescued individuals often fell back into vulnerability, creating a vicious cycle of re-
trafficking. Limited political will, as expressed by respondents, highlighted how anti-
trafficking efforts remained largely reactive rather than proactive, with insufficient
commitment at the policymaking level to address root causes such as poverty,
unemployment, and gender inequality. The implication, therefore, was that the
challenges facing NAPTIP were not only operational but also deeply institutional,
involving weaknesses in the broader governance structure that supports the fight against
human trafficking in Nigeria.

Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study revealed that NAPTIP in North-Western Nigeria faced
multifaceted challenges in controlling human trafficking. A recurring theme was the
inadequate funding that restricted the agency's capacity to conduct investigations,
provide victim support, and sustain awareness campaigns. Limited financial resources
hindered NAPTIP's ability to expand its reach across remote and high-risk border
communities in states such as Kano, Kaduna, Katsina, Sokoto, Kebbi, and Zamfara.
Another issue identified was the prevalence of porous borders in the region, which made
it easy for traffickers to operate with minimal resistance. This was compounded by the
lack of modern surveillance technologies and inadequate collaboration with border
security operatives. The discussions also indicated that corruption among some
enforcement officials posed a serious obstacle to effective anti-trafficking operations.
Cases of compromised officers allowing traffickers to pass checkpoints were mentioned
by respondents, highlighting a systemic weakness in law enforcement integrity.
Additionally, the lack of adequate shelters and rehabilitation programs for rescued
victims was found to contribute to re-victimization and deterred survivors from
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testifying against traffickers. The findings further suggested that socio-cultural norms
and community attitudes, such as the normalization of child labor and migration for
work, weakened community support for NAPTIP's interventions. For the second
objective, the study revealed that institutional constraints militated against NAPTIP's
performance. The agency was found to be understaffed in many operational areas,
leading to delays in prosecution and limited follow-up on reported cases. Respondents
also emphasized the absence of strong inter-agency coordination, particularly with the
judiciary and immigration services, which undermined efforts to secure timely
convictions. In addition, weak public awareness about the mandate of NAPTIP meant
that many potential whistleblowers and community members did not report trafficking
cases. Political interference in some instances further created challenges, as influential
traffickers were shielded from justice, leaving frontline officers demoralized.

Recommendations

Based on the findings, the study recommended that the federal and state governments
increase budgetary allocations to NAPTIP to strengthen its operational capacity,
especially in surveillance, victim rehabilitation, and awareness creation. There should
be stronger inter-agency collaboration between NAPTIP, the police, immigration,
judiciary, and community-based organizations to ensure swift investigation and
prosecution of traffickers. Anti-corruption mechanisms should be reinforced within
security agencies to address compromises at checkpoints and borders. Community
sensitization should be intensified through partnerships with traditional rulers, religious
leaders, and civil society organizations to change social norms that tolerate or promote
trafficking-related practices. Victim support services should also be expanded,
including shelters, counseling, and reintegration programs, to encourage survivors to
participate in legal processes. Finally, political will at both state and federal levels must
be strengthened to shield NAPTIP's operations from interference and ensure that
traffickers, regardless of social or political influence, are brought to justice.
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