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Abstract 

Child labour and child trafficking represent two intersecting violations of children’s rights 

across Africa, yet scholarly and policy discourse often treats them as distinct phenomena. 

This paper assessed the conceptual and empirical nexus between child labour and child 

trafficking on the continent, arguing that while not all child labour constitutes trafficking, 

trafficking frequently functions as an enabler or intensifier of hazardous labour. Drawing on 

evidence from interdisciplinary sources, and adopting the use of the Push-Pull Theory, this 

study examined how poverty, weak legal enforcement, gender inequality, and armed conflict 

create overlapping vulnerabilities. It found that child trafficking often begins as labour 

migration, with children being moved internally or cross-border into domestic service, 

mining, agriculture, and commercial sex work. Conversely, many children engaged in 

exploitative labour exhibit indicators of coercion, deception, or debt bondage, blurring legal 

definitions. The paper critiqued fragmented national responses that target trafficking 

separately from broader child labour systems, leading to protection gaps. It concluded that 

effective intervention requires integrated frameworks addressing root causes such as 

livelihood insecurity and education access, alongside cross-border cooperation and 

community-based monitoring. Without a holistic approach, anti-trafficking efforts may 

inadvertently push trafficked children into hidden labour arrangements, while labour reforms 

may miss trafficking dynamics. 
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Introduction 

Child labour and child trafficking represent two of the most pressing social challenges 

confronting Africa in the 21st century. Despite concerted global and regional efforts aimed at 

curbing their prevalence, both phenomena remain widespread and deeply entrenched in many 

African societies. The nexus between child labour and child trafficking lies in their shared 

roots of poverty, weak governance structures, socio-cultural practices, and the demand for 

cheap and exploitative labour. In many African countries, children are not only forced into 

hazardous work environments but are also trafficked across national and international borders 

for exploitative purposes ranging from agricultural labour and street hawking to domestic 

servitude and sexual exploitation. These practices not only strip children of their fundamental 

rights but also perpetuate cycles of poverty and underdevelopment across the continent. The 

African context presents a particularly complex environment where child labour and 

trafficking intersect. According to reports by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and 

UNICEF, Africa accounts for the highest incidence of child labour globally, with millions of 

children engaged in exploitative and hazardous work (Adepoju, 2005). Similarly, the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) highlights that children constitute a significant 

proportion of detected trafficking victims in Sub-Saharan Africa, with a higher percentage 

than in any other region of the world. This convergence of high child labour rates and 

widespread trafficking underscores the urgency of examining their nexus, not as separate 

issues but as interconnected dynamics driven by similar socio-economic and political forces 

(Amnesty International, 2016). 

Historically, child labour in Africa has been rationalized by cultural and economic 

factors. In rural communities, children’s involvement in farming, fishing, and trading has 

been viewed as part of socialization and skill acquisition. However, globalization, 

urbanization, and economic decline have transformed these practices into exploitative 

systems where children are denied education, subjected to long working hours, and exposed 

to dangerous conditions. Trafficking networks exploit this normalization of child work by 

luring or coercing children into exploitative arrangements under the guise of apprenticeship, 

migration opportunities, or financial support for struggling families. Thus, the thin line 
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between child labour and child trafficking often becomes blurred, as both thrive in contexts 

of desperation and weak institutional safeguards. Another dimension of the nexus between 

child labour and trafficking in Africa is the demand factor. The informal economy in many 

African states relies heavily on cheap and exploitable labour, making children prime targets 

(Adepoju, 2005). Industries such as agriculture, mining, construction, and domestic service 

frequently employ children, either directly through local recruitment or indirectly through 

trafficking syndicates. For traffickers, children represent vulnerable commodities that can be 

easily transported, coerced, and exploited due to their lack of agency, low bargaining power, 

and social invisibility. This demand-driven exploitation sustains trafficking networks and 

perpetuates child labour practices, making the two phenomena mutually reinforcing. 

From a governance perspective, the nexus is further complicated by weak state 

institutions, porous borders, inadequate law enforcement, and corruption. While many 

African countries have signed and ratified international conventions such as the ILO 

Convention on the Worst Forms of Child Labour (No. 182), the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (CRC), and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 

Child (ACRWC), enforcement remains inconsistent and often ineffective (Okyere, 2017). The 

persistence of child labour and trafficking highlights the gap between policy commitments 

and practical implementation. Moreover, conflict, displacement, and humanitarian crises in 

regions such as the Sahel, the Horn of Africa, and parts of Central Africa exacerbate 

children’s vulnerability, creating fertile grounds for traffickers and exploitative labour 

practices. At the societal level, poverty and inequality serve as the most significant drivers 

linking child labour and child trafficking. Families facing economic hardship often perceive 

children as economic assets rather than dependents, leading them to encourage or tolerate 

exploitative labour practices. In some cases, children are willingly entrusted to traffickers by 

parents who believe they are offering them better opportunities elsewhere. Additionally, the 

erosion of traditional social safety nets due to urbanization and modernization leaves many 

children without protection, particularly orphans, street children, and those from displaced 

populations. This socio-economic vulnerability forms the bridge through which child labour 

transitions into trafficking (Amnesty International, 2016).  

This study, therefore, seeks to explore the nexus between child labour and child 

trafficking in Africa, emphasizing the shared causes, overlapping dynamics, and implications 

for child rights and development. By interrogating these intersections, it aims to contribute to 
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a deeper understanding of how both phenomena reinforce each other and to propose holistic 

strategies that can disrupt this cycle of exploitation. 

 

 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative systematic review methodology to assess the nexus 

between child labour and child trafficking across Africa. Data was derived using secondary 

method. These includes; text from books, journal articles, mass media, and archival data 

etc.Thematic analysis identified patterns where hazardous labour conditions intersect with 

trafficking indicators, such as deception, coercion, and cross-border movement. Ethical 

considerations prioritised survivor-informed sources. 

Definition of Terms 

Child Labour 

Fassa et al. (2009) define child labour as any regular work performed by a child under 

age 15 that contributes to chronic stress, sleep deprivation, social isolation, or exposure to 

violence. Unlike economic definitions, this focuses on the outcome: if a child exhibits 

symptoms of depression, anxiety, or stunted social development due to work, it constitutes de 

facto child labour (Fassa, Parker, & Scanlon, 2009, p. 102). 

Basu and Van (1998) introduced a “luxury axiom” in economic literature, defining 

child labour as the full-time engagement of children in economic activities—including unpaid 

domestic work that is intensive, regular, and exploitative—when the adult household income 

is sufficient to avoid it. This distinguishes between light chores and exploitative labour that 

substitutes for adult work (Basu & Van, 1998, p. 417). 

Child Trafficking  

The World Health Organization (2022), defined child trafficking as a public health 

crisis: the systematic exploitation of a child’s vulnerability through movement or transfer into 

environments that harm physical, psychological, or social development”. More so, the 

African Union avers that child trafficking includes “any recruitment or movement of a child 
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for forced marriage, ritual servitude, or domestic servitude, recognizing cultural 

vulnerabilities without excusing perpetrators” (AU, 2014) 

According to the International Labour Organization (ILO) (2014), child trafficking as 

a subset of the worst forms of child labor. It involves any process by which a child is moved 

within or across borders for economic exploitation, including forced begging, domestic 

servitude, or agricultural labor. Crucially, the child’s consent is irrelevant because their age 

renders them incapable of informed consent. 

Gallagher (2010) defines child trafficking as a process comprising three elements: (1) 

an action (recruitment or movement), (2) a means (though not required for children), and (3) 

a purpose (exploitation). She stresses that “trafficking is not synonymous with smuggling; it 

is a human rights violation, not a migration crime”. This definition highlights the exploitative 

end goal rather than the illegal border crossing. 

Theoretical Framework 

Push-Pull Theory 

The Push-Pull Theory, originating in migration studies, was pioneered by geographer 

Everett S. Lee (1966), who expanded on Ravenstein’s 19th-century laws of migration. Lee 

posited that migration is influenced by factors at origin (push), destination (pull), intervening 

obstacles, and personal characteristics. Push factors include negative conditions such as 

poverty, unemployment, political instability, or environmental degradation, which drive 

people away from their home areas. Pull factors encompass positive attributes like job 

opportunities, higher wages, safety, or family networks that attract migrants to new locations. 

Crucially, Lee emphasized intervening obstacles (e.g., distance, immigration policies, cultural 

barriers) and individual perceptions, meaning the same objective condition may affect people 

differently based on their knowledge or resilience. Over time, economists like Michael 

Todaro (1969) integrated push-pull with labor market theories, highlighting wage differentials 

and expected income as key drivers. In contemporary social sciences, the theory has been 

adapted to explain internal displacement, rural-urban migration, and—relevant to this 

discussion—coercive phenomena like child labour and trafficking. While originally value-

neutral, critics note that push-pull can underplay structural power asymmetries and 

intermediaries’ roles. Nonetheless, its core utility lies in disaggregating drivers: “push” 
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represents compulsion from origin, “pull” represents enticement from destination, and the 

interaction explains movement as a response to imbalances. 

Using Lee’s framework, the nexus between child labour and child trafficking in Africa 

emerges as a continuum driven by overlapping push and pull forces. At origin, push factors 

include extreme household poverty (ILO, 2021, p. 34), low-quality or inaccessible education 

(UNESCO, 2022), parental unemployment, and climate-induced crop failures (e.g., Sahel 

droughts). These conditions compel families to view child labour as survival strategy, and 

simultaneously make children vulnerable to traffickers who promise paid work or 

apprenticeships. At destination, pull factors include demand for cheap, exploitable labour in 

agriculture (cocoa in Côte d’Ivoire), mining (coltan in DRC), domestic service, or street 

vending. Traffickers exploit information asymmetries: poor rural families may not know 

hazardous conditions awaiting children in cities or across borders. Intervening obstacles, 

weak border enforcement, corrupt officials, and porous migration corridors (e.g., Nigeria–

Gabon route), reduce risks for traffickers while increasing children’s entrapment. Empirical 

studies confirm this: A 2019 IOM report on West Africa found that 72% of trafficked children 

initially migrated voluntarily due to perceived pulls (e.g., “better life”), but ended in forced 

labour. Thus push-pull reframes child trafficking not as isolated crime but as pathological 

expression of migration driven by deprivation and demand. Policy responses must therefore 

address origin pushes (cash transfers, school retention) and destination pulls (supply chain 

scrutiny, labour inspections) simultaneously. Without this dual focus, disrupting traffickers 

alone fails, because push forces regenerate vulnerable flows. 

Patterns of Child Labour and Child Trafficking in Africa 

Across Africa, child labour and child trafficking are intertwined patterns rooted in 

poverty, inequality, conflict, and weak social protection—yet they manifest in distinct 

sectoral and regional ways. Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest prevalence and absolute 

number of children in child labour worldwide: around 87–92 million children (roughly one in 

five) are engaged in work that is age-inappropriate, excessive, or hazardous, with nearly half 

in explicitly dangerous conditions (Okyere, 2017). Agriculture dominates (smallholder 

farming, herding, fishing), but mining, domestic service, street work, and informal 

manufacturing and services are significant, especially in urban and peri-urban zones. 

Hazardous labour clusters around specific commodities and geographies: artisanal and small-

scale mining in the Democratic Republic of Congo (including cobalt extraction) exposes 



 
SAGBAMAN: ACADEMIC JOURNAL OF ARTS & HUMANITIES VOL 3(1). ISSN (PRINT): 2955-0890 ONLINE (2955-0904.                              

PP 119- 136. WEBSITE: HTTPS://JOURNALSIJBCOE.COM    -   JUNE 2026 

 

  

https://journalsijbcoe.com 125 

 

children to tunnel collapses, toxic dust, and extreme fatigue; cocoa cultivation in Côte 

d’Ivoire and Ghana continues to involve large numbers of children—many performing 

dangerous tasks such as machete use, agrochemical exposure, and night work; and inland 

fisheries like Ghana’s Lake Volta show persistent use of children for net hauling and diving. 

Structural drivers include rural poverty, limited access to quality schooling, climate shocks 

that destroy household livelihoods, and displacement from conflict and insecurity, all of 

which heighten reliance on children’s labour as a coping strategy (Akinyoade, & Uche, 

2016). 

The COVID-19 period and subsequent economic strain further intensified these 

pressures, with setbacks in progress that had been achieved in other regions. While many 

families see children’s participation in family farms as culturally normal, the boundary is 

crossed into child labour when tasks are hazardous, hours are excessive, or schooling is 

impeded; in Africa, that boundary is too often breached. Data systems are improving—

through ILO/UNICEF statistical profiles and sector-specific studies—but undercounting 

remains likely in informal economies and conflict zones. Overall, the pattern is one of high 

prevalence, sectoral concentration (agriculture/mining), and vulnerability magnified by crises 

and weak safety nets (Akinyoade, & Uche, 2016). 

Child trafficking in Africa overlaps with these labour patterns but adds coercion, 

deception, and movement (often internal, sometimes cross-border) for exploitation in forced 

labour and sexual exploitation. UNODC data show that in parts of North Africa children 

constitute a majority of detected victims, while in West and East Africa boys and girls are 

frequently trafficked for forced labour, including domestic work; girls are also 

disproportionately trafficked for sexual exploitation (UNODC, 2024). Detection has climbed 

in recent years, partly reflecting both rising risk and better identification, with Sub-Saharan 

Africa recording a large share of victims. Trafficking flows are predominantly intra-regional 

and internal: rural-to-urban routes channel children into domestic servitude, street vending, 

construction, and workshop labour; agricultural belts (cocoa, palm oil, cotton) and artisanal 

mining districts (gold and cobalt) absorb trafficked and recruited children; fishing 

communities on Lake Volta display entrenched patterns of child trafficking into hazardous 

tasks like underwater net disentangling. Cross-regional routes include movements from the 

Sahel and West Africa toward North Africa and onward to Europe or the Middle East, where 

forced labour or sexual exploitation can occur (Amnesty International, 2017).  
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These patterns are sustained by recruiter networks, debt-like arrangements with 

families, forged kinship guardianship, and impunity amid limited victim protection and slow 

prosecutions. Modern-slavery risk metrics underline structural vulnerabilities—conflict, weak 

rule of law, and poverty—while IOM’s child-specific datasets and country surveys reveal 

mixed trends across Southern and Western corridors. Effective responses blend cash-transfer 

social protection, universal basic education, farmer income support (living-income cocoa 

reforms), community-based child-labour monitoring and remediation, supply-chain due 

diligence (for cocoa, cobalt, and gold), and stronger criminal justice capacity with survivor-

centred services (Okyere, 2017). Where implemented at scale—non-punitive monitoring in 

cocoa communities, trauma-informed rescue and reintegration in fishing zones, and due-

diligence obligations in minerals—prevalence can fall, but gaps in coverage and enforcement 

sustain the overall burden. The evidence base—UNODC victim profiles, ILO/UNICEF 

regional estimates, sector studies on cocoa and cobalt, and IOM counter-trafficking data—

converges on a core insight: without robust social protection and dignified adult livelihoods, 

exploitative demand will continue to draw children into labour and trafficking circuits 

(UNICEF, 2019; UNODC, 2022). 

Factors that Drive Child Labour and Child Trafficking in Africa 

Child labour and child trafficking remain pressing challenges in Africa despite global 

efforts to protect children’s rights. Both practices rob children of education, security, and 

healthy development while exposing them to exploitation and abuse. A combination of socio-

economic, political, and cultural factors continues to fuel their persistence across the 

continent. This section discusses some major factors that drive child labour and child 

trafficking in Africa. 

Poverty and Economic Hardship 

The most significant driver of child labour and trafficking in Africa is 

widespreadpoverty. Many families, especially in rural areas, depend on children’s labour as a 

means of survival. Parents often engage their children in subsistence farming, street hawking, 

or domestic work to supplement household income. In situations where families cannot 

afford basic needs such as food, healthcare, and education, children become highly vulnerable 

to traffickers who lure parents with promises of better opportunities. For example, in West 

Africa, many trafficked children are taken to neighboring countries to work on cocoa 
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plantations or as domestic servants. The lack of viable economic alternatives makes families 

accept exploitative arrangements, perpetuating the cycle of child labour (Zubairu, & Iro, 

2020). 

Weak Educational Systems and Limited Access to Schooling 

Another factor driving child labour and trafficking is the limited access to quality 

education. In many parts of Africa, particularly rural communities, schools are either too far, 

poorly equipped, or unaffordable. The costs of uniforms, books, and fees further discourage 

parents from sending children to school. With education inaccessible, children are pushed 

into work at a young age. Traffickers exploit this situation by offering to place children in 

urban households where they can supposedly receive education while working, but in reality, 

most end up exploited. Moreover, the absence of effective enforcement of compulsory 

education laws in many African states allows child labour to flourish. Where schooling is not 

prioritized, work becomes the default path (Zubairu, & Iro, 2020). 

Cultural Practices and Social Norms 

Cultural traditions and social norms also sustain child labour and trafficking in Africa. 

In some communities, it is considered normal for children to contribute to family income 

through farming, trading, or apprenticeship. Practices such as child fostering—where children 

are sent to live with relatives or acquaintances for education or better living conditions—are 

often manipulated by traffickers. What begins as a cultural norm of communal child-rearing 

sometimes exposes children to abuse and exploitation. In addition, gender norms play a role: 

girls are frequently trafficked into domestic work or forced marriage, while boys are 

exploited in agriculture, mining, and street trading. These cultural attitudes make it difficult 

to distinguish between acceptable child work and exploitative child labour (ILO. 

(2024/2025). 

Weak Legal Frameworks and Poor Enforcement 

Although most African countries have ratified international conventions such as the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the ILO Conventions on child labour, 

implementation remains weak. Corruption, inadequate funding, and lack of political will 

undermine enforcement of child protection laws. Traffickers often operate with impunity 

because of porous borders, limited law enforcement capacity, and weak judicial systems. In 
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some cases, officials are complicit, accepting bribes to allow trafficking networks to thrive. 

Without strict legal action and accountability, traffickers find it easy to exploit children, while 

employers benefit from cheap labour. The gap between legislation and enforcement 

perpetuates both child labour and child trafficking across the continent (U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2021). 

Armed Conflicts and Humanitarian Crises 

Armed conflicts, political instability, and humanitarian crises create fertile ground for 

child labour and trafficking. In regions affected by insurgency, civil war, or natural disasters, 

children are among the most vulnerable. Conflicts in countries such as the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, South Sudan, and parts of Nigeria have displaced millions, leaving 

children separated from families and unprotected. Armed groups recruit children as soldiers, 

porters, or spies, while traffickers exploit displaced populations who lack security and 

livelihood. Humanitarian crises also disrupt education and weaken state institutions, leaving 

children with no option but to work in exploitative conditions (UNODC, 2024).. 

Implications of Child Labour and Child Trafficking on the Development in Africa 

The following are some of the major implications of child labour and child trafficking 

on the development of Africa: 

Erosion of Human Capital Development 

One of the most critical consequences of child labour and trafficking is the denial of 

education. Children engaged in forced labour often drop out of school or never attend in the 

first place, resulting in a generation of unskilled adults. This erosion of human capital reduces 

the pool of qualified professionals needed for Africa’s socio-economic advancement. Without 

education, children are locked into cycles of poverty, diminishing the continent’s 

competitiveness in an increasingly knowledge-based global economy (Bequele, & Myers, 

1995). 

Perpetuation of Poverty and Inequality 

Child labour and trafficking entrench poverty across generations. Families that rely on 

the income of child workers or fall prey to traffickers rarely escape economic deprivation. 

Children denied access to education and decent opportunities grow up to become low-wage 

workers, unable to break the cycle of poverty. This perpetuation of inequality widens the 
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socio-economic gap in African societies, hindering inclusive development and fueling social 

tensions. 

Weakening of Health Systems and Public Health Outcomes 

Children involved in hazardous labour, such as mining, agriculture, and domestic 

work, often face physical abuse, malnutrition, and exposure to dangerous environments. 

Trafficked children are also at high risk of sexual exploitation, leading to sexually transmitted 

infections, including HIV/AIDS. The long-term health consequences place additional burdens 

on fragile healthcare systems, diverting scarce resources that could have been invested in 

development projects. Poor health among young populations also reduces life expectancy and 

productivity, negatively impacting national development goals. 

Undermining of Democratic Governance and Rule of Law 

According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM) (2021), child 

trafficking thrives in contexts of weak governance, corruption, and limited law enforcement. 

Networks of traffickers often operate with impunity, eroding public trust in state institutions. 

The inability of governments to protect children reflects systemic governance failures and 

undermines the rule of law. Moreover, when children are denied rights and protection, 

democratic values are weakened, as these practices contradict the principles of justice, 

equality, and human dignity that should underpin governance in Africa. 

Loss of Future Workforce Productivity 

Africa’s development heavily depends on its youthful population, often regarded as a 

demographic dividend. However, child labour and trafficking compromise this potential by 

impairing the physical, cognitive, and psychological development of children. Instead of 

growing into healthy, skilled workers capable of driving industrialization and innovation, 

many become trapped in low-productivity jobs. This reduces the continent’s economic output 

and capacity to compete globally, limiting progress toward sustainable development goals 

(Bequele, & Myers, 1995). 

Social Instability and Insecurity 

The exploitation of children contributes to social instability in the long run. Children 

who experience trafficking, abuse, and exploitation are more likely to suffer psychological 

trauma, alienation, and social dislocation. Many become vulnerable to crime, radicalization, 
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and participation in armed groups or violent activities. The link between child exploitation 

and insecurity creates a vicious cycle, as instability deters investment, disrupts communities, 

and undermines development initiatives (Bales, Trodd, & Williamson, 2009). 

Negative Image and Reduced International Cooperation 

The persistence of child labour and trafficking tarnishes Africa’s global image, 

leading to reduced foreign investment and strained international relations. Global markets 

increasingly demand adherence to ethical labour practices, and African products associated 

with child labour—such as cocoa, gold, or textiles—risk facing boycotts or sanctions. 

Furthermore, countries perceived as failing to protect children may lose opportunities for 

beneficial trade agreements, development assistance, and international partnerships. This 

limits the continent’s integration into the global economy and delays sustainable 

development. 

 

 

Legal Frameworks and Interventions Targeted at Addressing Child Labour and 

Trafficking in Africa 

Thelegal frameworks and interventions targeted at addressing child labour and 

trafficking in Africa are anchored in a complex interplay of international conventions, 

regional instruments, and national legislations designed to mitigate the exploitation of 

children and uphold their fundamental rights. At the international level, the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) of 1989 and the International Labour 

Organization’s (ILO) Conventions No. 138 on Minimum Age (1973) and No. 182 on the 

Worst Forms of Child Labour (1999) constitute the bedrock of normative standards guiding 

African states. These conventions obligate signatory states to protect children from economic 

exploitation, hazardous labour, and all forms of trafficking, while also compelling 

governments to establish minimum age thresholds and prohibit slavery-like practices.  

Most African countries have ratified these instruments, signifying a collective 

commitment to eradicating child labour and trafficking. Complementing these global 

standards are continental frameworks such as the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare 

of the Child (ACRWC) of 1990, which provides a contextualized African response to child 
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rights violations, emphasizing the socio-economic realities of the continent. The ACRWC not 

only prohibits child labour and trafficking but also stresses the responsibilities of parents, 

communities, and states in ensuring the holistic development of children, thus bridging the 

gap between international legal prescriptions and African cultural dynamics (Bales, Trodd, & 

Williamson, 2009). On the regional level, the African Union (AU) has initiated action plans, 

notably the Ouagadougou Action Plan to Combat Trafficking in Human Beings, Especially 

Women and Children (2006), which provides a framework for cooperation among African 

states in prevention, protection, prosecution, and partnership. Such instruments are reinforced 

by sub-regional organizations like the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS), which adopted the 2001 ECOWAS Declaration and Plan of Action Against 

Trafficking in Persons, committing member states to harmonize laws, share intelligence, and 

coordinate cross-border efforts to dismantle trafficking networks. 

At the domestic level, African countries have enacted various legislative frameworks 

to translate international and regional obligations into actionable policies. For instance, 

Nigeria’s Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Enforcement and Administration Act of 2015 

establishes the National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP), 

which serves as a specialized body tasked with investigation, prosecution, rehabilitation of 

victims, and public sensitization. Similarly, South Africa’s Prevention and Combating of 

Trafficking in Persons Act of 2013 criminalizes trafficking, provides victim-centered 

measures, and aligns with both ILO and UN conventions. In Ghana, the Children’s Act of 

1998, coupled with the Human Trafficking Act of 2005, outlines legal protections and 

institutional mechanisms for combating child labour and trafficking, while the country’s 

Labour Act sets explicit age limits for employment (Human Rights Watch, 2019).  

These domestic legal instruments are complemented by national action plans and 

inter-ministerial task forces that integrate law enforcement, social welfare, and civil society 

actors in coordinated interventions. Beyond legal codification, African governments, in 

partnership with international organizations such as UNICEF, ILO, and the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM), have initiated programs focusing on prevention through 

awareness campaigns, education, and economic empowerment of vulnerable families, 

recognizing that poverty and lack of access to quality education remain the structural drivers 

of child labour and trafficking. For example, the ILO’s International Programme on the 

Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) has collaborated with African states to remove children 
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from exploitative labour, reintegrate them into schools, and provide vocational training for 

older adolescents. Similarly, the African Union’s Agenda 2063 and the Continental Education 

Strategy for Africa highlight the centrality of education in eliminating child exploitation and 

trafficking, linking human capital development to broader socio-economic transformation 

(Human Rights Watch, 2019). 

Despite these legal and policy interventions, the implementation and enforcement of 

frameworks remain uneven across the continent due to structural, institutional, and socio-

economic challenges. Weak judicial systems, corruption within law enforcement, porous 

borders, and insufficient resources hamper the prosecution of traffickers and the effective 

monitoring of child labour practices. Additionally, cultural attitudes in some African societies, 

where child work is normalized as a rite of passage or economic necessity, undermine the full 

enforcement of child protection laws. Nonetheless, success stories exist, such as collaborative 

rescue operations between Nigeria, Benin, and Togo that dismantled child trafficking 

syndicates, or community-based surveillance systems in Ghana and Malawi that integrate 

traditional leaders in monitoring child rights violations.  

Moreover, civil society organizations, including the African Network for the 

Prevention and Protection Against Child Abuse and Neglect (ANPPCAN), have played 

critical roles in advocacy, victim rehabilitation, and community sensitization, thereby 

complementing state-driven efforts. Taken together, the legal frameworks and interventions 

against child labour and trafficking in Africa represent a multi-layered approach combining 

international obligations, regional solidarity, and domestic action, all underpinned by 

partnerships with civil society and global institutions. However, achieving sustainable impact 

requires not only strengthening institutional capacities and harmonizing legal frameworks 

across borders but also addressing root causes such as poverty, inequality, and lack of 

educational opportunities. Without tackling these structural drivers, legal instruments risk 

remaining aspirational rather than transformative in securing African children’s rights to 

freedom, dignity, and development. 

Recommendations 

The following are some recommendations that provide practical steps for 

governments, civil society, and international organizations. They include: 
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i. Strengthening Legal and Policy Frameworks: A robust legal framework is essential 

in addressing child labour and trafficking. Many African states are signatories to 

international conventions such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC), the Palermo Protocol, and International Labour Organization (ILO) 

Conventions 138 and 182. However, enforcement remains weak. Governments should 

harmonize national laws with these treaties, criminalize all forms of child trafficking 

and hazardous labour, and establish special courts for speedy prosecution of 

offenders. Clear policies with measurable targets and adequate funding should also be 

adopted to ensure that anti-trafficking and child protection initiatives are not merely 

symbolic but practical and enforceable. 

ii. Expanding Access to Quality Education: Education is a critical tool in preventing 

both child labour and child trafficking. Children who are out of school are more likely 

to be trafficked and subjected to exploitative work. Governments, in partnership with 

donors and NGOs, should prioritize free and compulsory education, while addressing 

barriers such as school fees, inadequate infrastructure, gender inequality, and 

insecurity. Vocational training programs should also be introduced to provide older 

children with marketable skills, reducing their vulnerability to traffickers. Incentives 

such as school feeding programs and scholarships can motivate families to send their 

children to school rather than into exploitative labour markets. 

iii. Addressing Poverty and Socio-Economic Vulnerabilities: Poverty is a root cause of 

both child labour and trafficking in Africa. Many families, struggling with 

unemployment and food insecurity, push their children into work as a survival 

strategy. To reduce these vulnerabilities, governments should expand social protection 

schemes such as conditional cash transfers, livelihood support programs, and access 

to microcredit for poor households. Rural development projects that improve 

agricultural productivity and infrastructure can reduce dependence on child labour 

while offering families sustainable alternatives. Tackling poverty at the household 

level is fundamental to breaking the cycle of exploitation. 

iv. Strengthening Community Awareness and Engagement: Community participation 

is vital in combating child labour and trafficking, as traffickers often exploit local 

ignorance and cultural practices. Awareness campaigns should educate parents, 

traditional leaders, and children themselves about the dangers of trafficking and the 
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value of education. Community-based child protection committees can serve as early-

warning mechanisms by reporting suspicious movements of children and offering safe 

spaces for victims. Involving religious institutions, women’s associations, and youth 

groups can amplify these efforts and foster a culture of zero tolerance for child 

exploitation. 

v. Enhancing Regional and International Cooperation: Given the transnational 

nature of trafficking, African countries must work together to strengthen border 

controls, share intelligence, and harmonize anti-trafficking laws. Regional bodies such 

as the African Union and ECOWAS should facilitate collaborative strategies, while 

international partners like the ILO, UNICEF, and Interpol can provide technical and 

financial support. Bilateral agreements between neighbouring countries can ensure 

that trafficked children are rescued, rehabilitated, and reintegrated rather than re-

victimized. 

Conclusion 

In sum, the nexus between child labour and child trafficking in Africa underscores the 

deep-rooted structural inequalities, poverty, weak governance, and socio-cultural practices 

that continue to expose children to exploitation. Both phenomena are interlinked, as 

trafficking often serves as a conduit through which children are forced into exploitative 

labour, while the high demand for cheap, unprotected labour perpetuates trafficking networks. 

The cycle not only robs children of their rights to education, health, and dignity but also 

undermines Africa’s long-term human capital development. Addressing this challenge 

therefore requires a multi-dimensional approach that combines stronger legal frameworks, 

effective enforcement, socio-economic empowerment of vulnerable families, cross-border 

cooperation, and community-based sensitization to break the chains of exploitation. 

Ultimately, tackling child labour and trafficking is not just a moral and legal imperative but a 

critical step toward sustainable development and the protection of Africa’s future generations. 
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