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1. A Wider Problem

Global migration issues include human trafficking and migrant smug-
gling. Smuggling migrants encourages illegal immigration for financial
gain, often under abusive and dangerous circumstances. Recruiting,
transporting or incarcerating people for exploitation — often within the
same nation — is human trafficking. Several factors contribute to both
of these crimes, including poverty, violence, and a lack of development
and distribution throughout the home country. Additionally, the legal
migration routes may be very limited. The fight against human traffick-
ing and migrant smuggling requires a global legal response, as well as
sustained reform in the home countries.! The Palermo Protocol to Pre-
vent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women
and Children (‘Palermo Protocol’) — which links organized crime, hu-
man rights, human trafficking and migrant smuggling — marks its twen-
ty-fifth anniversary this year.? The emerging legal regime includes the
Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime (‘UNTOC’) and
the Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air.?

East Africa is a complex region marked by resource conflicts,
ethnic unrest, and territorial conflicts. Ethiopia and Somalia are cur-
rently fighting civil wars. Djibouti serves as a crucial transit point for
migrants traveling from Ethiopia and Somalia to Yemen and Saudi
Arabia. Human trafficking often involves coercion, deceit or force. But
the country struggles to differentiate it from smuggling. Despite not
convicting traffickers for seven consecutive years, Djibouti remains on
Tier 3 of the United States’ State Department’s Trafficking in Persons
Report. The Djibouti government has also not revised its national anti-
trafficking plan or appointed relevant key committee members since
2022. Migrants, refugees and asylum seekers remain vulnerable. It is
not uncommon for men to be forced into domestic service, construc-
tion or agricultural work — and for women and girls to be trafficked for
sexual exploitation. Djibouti’s role in mixed migration flows is neces-
sarily tied to cross-border criminal networks.

This policy brief discusses human trafficking and smuggling net-
works in Djibouti as part of the East African region. It discusses some
of the illegal activities that such networks involve, the harm they cause,
and the measures Djibouti is and should be taking to combat them.

2. Human Trafficking and Smuggling Patterns in Djibouti
Crimes like smuggling migrants and trafficking people benefit from
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East Africa’s significant political, economic and security problems.*
Human trafficking and migrant smuggling generate vast amounts of
money and fuels organized crime networks, while harming regular
economies.’ Profits support other illicit activities, including drug traf-
ficking, violent crime, corruption and poor governance. Instability,
violence and disease are on the rise. Neither the sending nor the receiv-
ing countries can grow properly because of these social and economic
problems. Smuggling and trafficking of migrants resembles in effect a
vast conspiracy. Secret networks often operate during times of conflict,
environmental crises and famine. As economies suffer and crime rises,
trust in public institutions declines as criminals maximize profits, re-
inforcing social inequality.

Although a small country in the Horn of Africa, Djibouti has been
a significant crossroads for people, commerce and ideas between East
Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. The Afar Triangle and Depression
are geographically linked to the Great Rift Valley of East Africa along
which people have traversed for millennia.® As a result of its strategic
location along the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, the government has
been able to form profitable alliances with global and regional pow-
ers. But the location — combined with porous borders and weak law
enforcement — has also made trafficking and smuggling more preva-
lent. Smuggling networks are deeply embedded in Djibouti’s history,
economy and politics. Local entrepreneurs, social bandits, and network
leaders manage these networks.” Djibouti’s political climate, character-
ized by authoritarianism and inequality, has influenced these networks,
often making them a form of protest or resistance.?

Being part of the Eastern Migration Route, Djibouti serves as a
transit hub for migrants and refugees, including between Ethiopia and
Somalia (where smuggling overlaps with human trafficking) and from
Somalia to Yemen.’ The journey through the Eastern Migration Route
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involves walking through the desolate northern regions, enduring
harsh weather, and relying on smugglers.'” A major gathering place for
migrants waiting to be transported to Yemen across the Gulf of Aden
is the Obock region in Djibouti.

In 2023, 92,457 Ethiopian migrants arrived in Djibouti, marking
a 32 per cent increase from the previous year.!" In September 2023,
17,292 migratory movements were recorded at flow monitoring points,
averaging 618 movements per day.'”? Most migration movements in-
volved arrivals (45 per cent), transit to the Arabian Peninsula (41 per
cent), transit within Djibouti (5 per cent), transit to Ethiopia (7 per
cent), and departures (2 per cent).”* The number increased in December
2023: 29,636 migratory movements were recorded at flow monitoring
points, marking a 29 per cent increase compared to November. The
Obock region surge saw a 69 per cent increase in migration flows com-
pared to November.

Migrant smuggling along the Ethiopia—Djibouti—Yemen corridor is
a lucrative business, with prices depending on weather, time of year,
boat availability, fuel prices and government activities. Due to cashless
travel, smugglers can dematerialize their activities. It costs migrants
between 60,000 and 100,000 Djiboutian francs (USD 330 to USD 550)
to travel from Ethiopia to Saudi Arabia."* In recent years, Djibouti has
also become a popular destination for domestic workers, primarily
from Ethiopia."” There are now ‘bi-directional’ flows of irregular mi-
gration in Djibouti, with Ethiopians fleeing Yemen likely passing by
Yemeni camps and settlements.'

Migration patterns are different in Ethiopia, Somalia, Eritrea and
Yemen, where Ethiopia has the highest number of migrants.!” Djibou-
ti’s migration situation is shaped by the instability in the region, the
search for economic opportunities, and by environmental factors."
Djiboutian authorities are also fighting migrant smuggling networks
that facilitate mixed migration flows.

3. [Ethiopian Afar Smugglers and Accomplices

Djibouti and Yemen both suffer from increasingly sophisticated and
organized migrant-smuggling networks, with a variety of players.”” In
Djibouti, the networks are dominated by Ethiopian smugglers, mostly
from the Afar tribe due to geography, history and socio-politics. Ethio-
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pian Afar smugglers and accomplices facilitate illegal trade and move-
ment across borders. They exploit their knowledge of local geography
to transport goods, people and contraband. Due to their extensive
knowledge of the land and border crossings, the Afar people — who live
in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Eritrea — have informal mobility based on
family and cultural ties. Where formal employment is limited and state
presence is weak, smuggling presents a profitable alternative. Kinship
and trust play a very important role in smuggling operations. Using
unofficial infrastructure, maintaining their reputation, controlling key
migration routes, and navigating legal ambiguities, Afar smugglers at-
tract more recruits from Ethiopia and Europe.?® They challenge law
enforcement and contribute to regional instability.?! Conflict, poor gov-
ernance, social prestige, and economic despair drive their activities.

Due to increased irregular migration, Djiboutian authorities seek
to monitor closely smuggling operations with ‘dematerialized’ pay-
ment methods.”? Trade between Ethiopia, Djibouti and Yemen is fa-
cilitated by hawala traders.”> Weather, boat availability, fuel prices,
and government activities affect the price of migrant smuggling in
the Ethiopia—Djibouti—Yemen corridor.* Indirect participants include
rural communities near the Ethiopian border who provide shelter for
migrants and sell food, bottled water and SIM cards, resulting in a
multi-million dollar migrant-smuggling industry along the Ethiopia—
Djibouti—Yemen corridor.” Lack of effective enforcement, an inability
to investigate sex- or labour-trafficking cases, and failure to fully op-
erationalize the National Action Plan have plagued the nation.

Key actors in Djibouti include local facilitators, complicit officials,
informal networks, criminal enterprises, and extremist groups like Al-
Shabaab.?® These networks cause loss of life, psychological trauma,
economic exploitation, and undermine the rule of law, while posing
risks to public health and regional stability. The Djiboutian govern-
ment has made some efforts to address trafficking and smuggling, but
enforcement remains weak as we shall see.”’

4. Djibouti’s Response

Through domestic law, Djibouti has implemented the Palermo Protocol
and the Protocol against Smuggling of Migrants (both supplementing
the UNTOC).?® Djibouti is also part of the EU-Horn of Africa Mi-
gration Route Initiative (Khartoum Process) to improve East African
co-ordination and capacity.? In addition, the Constitution provides a
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comprehensive framework for combating human trafficking. Besides
harmonizing its laws with regional and international treaties, Dji-
bouti strives to evolve from a post-colonial legal system into one that
is transparent, rights-based, and economically competitive. The law
protects victims and outlines punishments for those involved in smug-
gling and trafficking.®® Several policies and legal frameworks have
been implemented to combat human trafficking, including specialized
law enforcement units.' There are four guidelines for combating hu-
man trafficking and migrant smuggling in Djibouti: awareness-raising,
capacity building, sub-regional co-operation with states, and victim
protection.” The government has also modernized its criminal code,
strengthened its judiciary, and amended the Constitution to combat mi-
grant smuggling and human trafficking.** However, Djibouti has not
fully implemented its 2015-2022 action plan.** And anti-trafficking
law enforcement efforts have been minimal.

Djibouti’s criminalization of trafficking is harsh.*> Law No. 133 of
2016 defines trafficking as an offence with reference to the Palermo
Protocol which defines it. Article 10 criminalizes forced labour or ser-
vice under certain conditions, imposing 10 to 15 years’ imprisonment
for labour and sexual trafficking. Article 8 provides aggravating cir-
cumstances (such as violence, abuse of power, crimes against minors,
and involvement with organized crime groups), increasing sentences
(10 to 20 years). Attempted trafficking is criminalized under Article 12,
imposing the same punishment as if committed. Article 13, in addition
to punishing trafficking, also recognizes accomplices. However, those
involved in an association or conspiracy to commit trafficking offences
may use Article 30 to avoid punishment. Even if there has not been an
act of trafficking, association or conspiracy to commit trafficking-relat-
ed offences is illegal under Law No. 133. The law, which has broad defi-
nitions and no exception for non-execution, targets intent and agree-
ment to commit trafficking. Because punishment is both preventive and
punitive, it is challenging to try to avoid it through legal technicali-
ties. Legal defence tactics include false accusations, mistaken identity,
withdrawal from the conspiracy, and lack of intent.

Notwithstanding Law No. 133, most potential human trafficking
crimes moved through the judicial system as sexual assault or migrant
smuggling charges, leading to more lenient sentences for perpetrators.
The Djibouti government prosecuted 80 suspected traffickers under
Law No. 133, but no convictions were achieved due to insufficient evi-
dence.* At the time of writing, the government had not convicted any
traffickers for seven consecutive years, and prosecutions remain rare.’’

Providing legal assistance to trafficking victims is part of Law No.
133. Housing and legal support are provided to trafficking survivors by
the government.®® Article 31 creates an obligation to provide psycho-
logical, medical and social assistance to trafficking victims. The Dji-
bouti National Gendarmerie has a unit dedicated to protecting women
and children and preventing trafficking. Their main strategy involves
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educating local communities about trafficking dangers, but they also
share intelligence and participate in cross-border co-operation. In ad-
dition to supporting victims, the unit makes sure they are safe and
reintegrated into society. Courts may also seize property related to a
trafficking offence under Article 17, and such assets can be used to
contribute to the emergency relief or victim assistance funds for traf-
ficking victims. Additionally, Djiboutian authorities have created the
Djiboutian Mixed Migration Taskforce and Migration Response Cen-
tres to address mixed migration flows. The Centres serve as opera-
tional hubs providing essential services such as registration, medical
care, and information to migrants in need. The Ministry of Justice has
also sent judges, prosecutors and advisors to trafficking seminars, and
a unit of the national police has been created to investigate and appre-
hend traffickers under the Ministry of Interior. Enhancing protection,
streamlining migration responses, and fostering collaboration among
stakeholders are among the goals of these initiatives.* Still, repatria-
tion and reintegration are not sufficiently addressed, and co-ordination
and co-operation remain lacking.*’

In Djibouti, the government is now looking at the issue from a
security perspective, with the primary concern being the protection
of the current regime, through increased application of Law No. 111
for the Fight against Terrorism and other Serious Infractions. Human
rights safeguards and national security objectives are intricately linked
in Law No. 133, which applies to the prevention, investigation and pros-
ecution of offences committed by foreigners in and outside of Djibouti.
Trafficking is hard to distinguish from migrant smuggling in Djibouti,
and its focus on terrorism might take resources away from trafficking.
While Law No. 111 focuses on punishment and security, potentially
criminalizing vulnerable populations, Law No. 133 puts more empha-
sis on victim-centred approaches. Both laws are in accordance with
international conventions and address serious crimes, and should thus
complement each other, even if Djibouti has not fully implemented its
trafficking action plan.

Djibouti is also active in international collaboration and partner-
ships, improving prosecution, victim protection and prevention.* The
current posture is one of managing the impact of irregular migration
and migrant smuggling within Djiboutian territory, rather than seek-
ing to curb the activity altogether. Djibouti has received international
assistance to combat migrant smuggling and human trafficking.* As
part of an anti-trafficking project, the UNODC aims to strengthen the
criminal justice system by supporting Djibouti’s efforts to enhance
criminal justice responses in Ethiopia and Djibouti. The UNODC is at-
tempting to create a Joint Investigation Team in Ethiopia and Djibouti,
strengthen law enforcement capabilities, foster regional co-operation,
and bring national laws into compliance with international norms. In
Eastern Africa, a major trafficking hotspot, this collaboration seeks to
improve human trafficking detection, prosecution and protection sys-
tems, exchange intelligence and co-ordinate cross-border investiga-
tions. By doing so, victims are receiving justice and perpetrators are
being held accountable.”® Nevertheless, human rights organizations as
well as the United States’ State Department have expressed concerns
over the Djiboutian government’s perceived inability to tackle migrant
smuggling and human trafficking within its territory.*

5. Requisite Reform in Djibouti

A serious overhaul in strategy, enforcement, and political will is need-
ed for Djibouti to become a regional leader in anti-smuggling efforts.
Due to its strategic location in the Horn of Africa and porous borders,
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Djibouti faces significant challenges in combating migrant smuggling
and human trafficking.* Djibouti’s approach to combating smuggling
and trafficking networks is weaker than some of its regional neigh-
bours.* Trafficking cases have been reclassified as smuggling in the
country since 2017, leading to minimal convictions. Law No. 133 exists
but it is rarely enforced. Civil society co-ordination is sporadic, and the
National Action Plan remains inactive. Political will and institutional
infrastructure are lacking, and there is lack of enforcement and co-
ordination. As a consequence, vulnerable populations remain at risk
and organized crime persists. The issue must be tackled by improving
legal frameworks and improving collaboration among stakeholders.

Djibouti should focus on strengthening anti-trafficking laws, cre-
ating effective anti-trafficking units, operationalizing the National
Committee to Combat Trafficking, updating the Penal Code, clarify-
ing the differences between trafficking and smuggling, and including
non-testimonial evidence. These measures can effectively combat hu-
man trafficking. By addressing gaps and lack of clarity in laws and op-
erational setups, Djibouti should aim to enhance victim protection and
improve prosecution results. The judiciary and law enforcement need
continuing training to better gather evidence. It is important to safe-
guard whistle-blowers. Border officials should be trained to enforce
Djibouti’s anti-trafficking law, especially since the country is a tran-
sit hub for undocumented migrants. Disrupting smuggling networks
can be achieved through risk profiling, regional intelligence sharing,
and community outreach. Human trafficking victims must be identi-
fied and supported through the National Referral Mechanism. A fully
operational referral system will boost victim protection and streamline
support services. Increasing data sharing and regional co-operation
will make it easier to identify trafficking networks and tackle systemic
issues. It also helps ensure victims’ safety and supports their rehabili-
tation.

Despite being a key migration corridor, Djibouti’s government has
made limited progress in dismantling smuggling networks.*” Djibouti
should develop a locally grounded, politically supported, and region-
ally connected system to effectively combat smuggling. Taking this
approach requires political will, community trust and international
co-operation. Since 2022, Djibouti’s government has not operational-
ized its National Committee, allocated funds, or drafted its National
Action Plan. The anti-smuggling strategy of Djibouti should prioritize
livelihoods, economics and empowering marginalized communities.
A rights-based approach can provide alternatives, foster trust, and end
cycles of exploitation.

Despite the overlap between migrant smuggling and human traf-
ficking in East Africa and the Horn of Africa, most human trafficking
occurs in Djibouti independently of Ethiopian migration.*® Yemen has
a high risk of human trafficking, especially for those who pay smug-
glers on arrival. Djibouti and Yemen’s migrant smuggling networks are
becoming more sophisticated and organized, with various individuals
playing different roles. Partnering with Ethiopia, Somalia and Yemen
can allow Djibouti to actively combat human trafficking by improving
rescue operations, data sharing, border management, and human rights
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protection. Civil society and non-governmental organizations must
also be engaged, along with religious and community leaders who hold
moral authority, dispel misinformation, challenge norms, support early
detection, mobilize communities, and promote social cohesion.

Due to its limited capacity and geopolitical importance, Djibouti
relies heavily on international aid. However, human rights and anti-
trafficking measures need to be improved to secure such support. Aid
has supported training programmes, anti-corruption measures, and
non-governmental organizations. Djibouti’s progress is slow and un-
even, and it will need sustained international pressure, targeted aid and
stronger political will to protect migrants and reduce trafficking.

6. Conclusions

Djibouti, a key transit point for migration and trafficking, faces chal-
lenges in combating the smuggling industry, which generates millions
of USD. The country faces limited resources, weak institutional capac-
ity and political inertia. To address this, Djibouti is receiving targeted
international support, such as from the UNODC, which is building an
emergency shelter near Lake Assal, providing specialized training to
Djibouti’s National Police, Gendarmerie, and prosecutors. However,
Djibouti has not convicted traffickers under its Law No. 133 since 2017,
and its legal tools are outdated. The country’s success depends on sus-
tained political will, better co-ordination, and stronger enforcement.
Djibouti has the potential to transform from a trafficking corridor into
aregional leader in migrant protection and human rights with targeted
reforms.

Recommendations include strengthening legal enforcement, es-
tablishing a National Referral Mechanism, revising and funding the
National Action Plan, enhancing border and migration controls, and
promoting regional and international co-operation. Policy recommen-
dations include developing a formal mechanism for sharing informa-
tion and intelligence, developing a uniform system of collecting data
on migrant smuggling, training security personnel, establishing more
migrant reception centres, creating a dedicated budget for combating
migrant smuggling networks, and considering alternative mechanisms
to law enforcement measures. These measures will help identify, refer
and support victims of trafficking, monitor irregular migration flows,
and promote regional co-operation. To combat human trafficking and
migrant smuggling, Djibouti should improve protective services, cre-
ate procedures for victim identification and referral, and increase ef-
forts to find, apprehend and convict traffickers.
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