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operations are sponsored by the EU and its member states (Amnesty 
International, 2020).  

Given the severity of the situation, and the lack of academic 
engagement with it, a systematic description of human trafficking for 
ransom in Libya is urgently needed. There also is a need to explain 
why this egregious situation has persisted. This book aims to 
contribute to a description of the phenomenon and explain why it 
persists. It is based on empirical research that studies the situation on 
the ground, as it is perceived by refugees, migrants, and other 
stakeholders with knowledge of, and engagement in, the situation. 
The research takes an emic perspective, in order to view the situation 
from within. Previous studies have followed the trajectory of 
Eritreans caught up in human trafficking for ransom and, hence, this 
study draws on the knowledge that is available.  

Methodology and aim of research 

This book is largely based on the work of the research team Social 
Dynamics of Digital Innovation in Remote non-Western 
Communities (SDDI) of Tilburg University. The fieldwork was 
undertaken between 2019 and 2021. It includes observations, 
interviews, and online/offline interactions with people on the move, 
as well as other actors and resource persons, on the Central 
Mediterranean route in Libya, the Horn of Africa, Northern Africa 
and Europe. The researchers also analysed documentaries and 
photographs of situations (see Chapter 3: Skin in the Game: Methodology 
of an Ethnographic Research with Exposure to Trauma). The fieldwork 
focused on Eritrean refugees and migrants and, to allow for a 
comparative perspective, people from other nationalities were 
included. The study was conducted as an explorative ethnographic 
case study. It followed a qualitative methodology, except for the 
research by Selam Kidane (Chapter 8: Trust Works: Delivering Trauma 
Recovery Understanding Self Help Therapy (TRUST) to Refugees from Eritrea), 
which used a mixed-method methodology. 

A detailed analysis of the methodology is provided in Chapter 3, as 
well as in each of the individual chapters. Each chapter is presented 
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as a stand-alone presentation of the empirical material. However, 
together, these chapters contribute to the aim of this research, which 
is to: describe the phenomenon of human trafficking for ransom of Eritreans on 
the Central Mediterranean Route to, and within, Libya, and explain why human 
trafficking for ransom has persisted. 

Organisation of this book 

This book is divided into three parts. The theoretical and 
methodological considerations are provided in the first part. The 
second part presents the empirical findings on human trafficking for 
ransom of Eritreans from Eritrea to, and in, Libya. The third and last 
part focuses on the human trafficking cycle in Libya and discusses the 
revolving door situation for refugees and migrants in Libya. This 
includes a larger set of interviews, including with people from a non-
Eritrean background. 

Part 1: Theoretical and methodological considerations 
Part one of this book sets out the theoretical and methodological 
considerations. Chapter 2, Living in an Information Black Hole: Theoretical 
Framework Explaining Human Trafficking for Ransom in Migration, 
provides a reflection on the adequacy of theoretical frameworks 
available to study human trafficking for ransom and proposes 
alternative frameworks based on theoretical plurality. In Chapter 3, 
Skin in the Game: Methodology of an Ethnographic Research with Exposure to 
Trauma, the methodology is presented and the researchability of 
human trafficking for ransom is investigated. This chapter looks at 
whether or not, and how, research can be conducted on a topic that 
may (re-)traumatise both participants and researchers. Chapter 4, 
Human Trafficking for Ransom: A Literature-Review, presents a review of 
the extant academic literature on human trafficking for ransom. The 
final chapter in this part, Chapter 5, The Past is not Past: The History and 
Context of Human Trafficking for Ransom in Libya, presents a spatio-
temporal context that situates the research in time and place.  

Part 2: Human trafficking for ransom of Eritreans 
The second part of the book presents the empirical data on human 
trafficking for ransom of Eritreans to, and in, Libya. Chapter 6, 
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of (re-)traumatisation, and this requires specific support to be 
integrated in the design of such studies. 

Chapter 4, by Lorger and Gotlieb, presents the results of a systematic 
literature review of human trafficking for ransom. In the academic 
literature, human trafficking for ransom is described as a fairly new 
phenomenon, driven by digital technology. The literature thus far has 
focused mostly on the situation in the Sinai desert (from 2009 to 
approximately 2014). Only a small number of publications were 
uncovered on the situation of human trafficking for ransom beyond 
the Sinai. In relation to including human trafficking for ransom in 
Libya, despite a thorough search, including snowballing and 
purposive searches, the authors were only able to identify a few 
academic works.  

However, the extant literature does provide a relatively coherent 
description of human trafficking for ransom. The modus operandi 
used in trafficking for ransom in Libya is similar to that used in the 
Sinai, pointing to the fact that it is an extension of this practice. The 
review finds that human trafficking for ransom has evolved through 
international criminal networks that include, among others, top 
Eritrean military officials, Eritrean smugglers, and smugglers and 
traffickers from other countries like Sudan, Egypt and Ethiopia. The 
chapter concludes that there is an urgency to document the situation 
in Libya in more detail, to eradicate the practice, prevent it from 
spreading to new locations, and bring those responsible to justice. 

In Chapter 5, Wirtz, De Vries and Van Reisen consider the spatio-
temporal context (current and historic) of human trafficking for 
ransom in Libya. The chapter considers the 13 centuries of 
uninterrupted human trafficking and slavery in the region. 
Understanding this history is vital to understand the current situation 
of human trafficking for ransom in Libya. As well as the legacy of this 
trade in people, this practice is taking place in the context of the 
conflict following the fall of President Gaddafi and the civil war 
between General Haftar and the United Nations (UN)-backed 
government.  







https://www.unodc.org/res/human-trafficking/2021the-protocol-tip_html/TIP.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/res/human-trafficking/2021the-protocol-tip_html/TIP.pdf
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is widespread and systematic and the victims are both men and 
women.  

Wirtz finds that sexual violence in Libya can be roughly grouped into 
three categories: (1) sexual violence as a tool of subjugation, to 
degrade and humiliate (and control) the victims; (2) sexual 
exploitation for profit, such as forced prostitution and for sexual 
services; and (3) sexual violence as an opportunistic crime. Sexual 
violence in Libya is largely perpetrated with impunity. It happens 
against a history and culture of sexual violence that stretches back to 
the times of Gaddafi. It has also been used as a weapon of war and 
has been normalised to some extent. The lack of legal status and 
protection of refugees and migrants in Libya exposes them to sexual 
violence, within and outside human trafficking situations. Wirtz 
concludes, that sexual violence is part of a culture of violence that is 
embed and that contributes to the human trafficking cycle. 

In Chapter 16, Wirtz, Smits and Van Reisen consider the effect of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on migrants and refugees in Libya and its 
neighbouring countries. COVID-19 changed the dynamics of 
movement, not only in Libya and the Horn of Africa, but worldwide. 
The pandemic led to restrictions on movement and the closure of 
borders. In response, the smugglers adapted their routes and modus 
operandi. The situation became advantageous to human trafficking 
groups, as the demand increased and the opportunities diminished, 
driving up prices. The routes became more dangerous, as greater risks 
were taken.  

The border closures, lockdowns and quarantines prompted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic were indisputable obstacles. The theory of 
push and pull would predict that when more obstacles are in place, 
the pull decreases. Hence, migration flows should have greatly 
diminished during the pandemic. However, from April to October 
2020, over 24,000 people arrived in Malta and Italy from Libya and 
Tunisia. This is three times the number for the whole of 2019. Hence, 
it appears that such theories do not explain the reality of migration as 
it happens on the ground. The findings of this chapter suggest that 
other mechanisms are at play. This chapter builds on the previous 
findings of Kidane (2021), who found that traumatic mindsets 
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ransom and to arrange the payment. ICTs also enable them to control 
the flow of information, plan routes and logistics, and stay 
anonymous (Van Reisen, Smits, Stokmans & Mawere, 2019). This 
modus operandi has evolved with the introduction of new 
technologies. Human traffickers have adapted their strategies with the 
development of ICTs, increasing the impact of their ransom demands 
with videos of the torture, as well as audio recordings (Van Esseveld, 
2019).  

After the construction of a high-tech fence between the Sinai desert 
and Israel and anti-terrorism activities, the human trafficking routes 
through the Sinai were cut off (Van Reisen & Mawere, 2017; Van 
Reisen, Smits & Wirtz, 2019). However, this high-tech fence has not 
stopped human trafficking for ransom. It has simply moved the 
problem from the Sinai to elsewhere. From 2012 onwards, this form 
of trafficking has appeared in Libya and the surrounding countries, 
including Sudan and Chad (Van Reisen, Smits & Wirtz, 2019). Human 
trafficking for ransom has also been reported in Mexico (Meyer & 
Brewer, 2010), South America (Cooper, 2021), Thailand and Malaysia 
(Van Reisen, Gerrima, Ghilazghy, Kidane, Rijken & van Stam, 2018), 
Yemen (Michael, 2019), North Macedonia (MacGregor, 2020), 
Greece (Callaghan, 2019) and other places. With the phenomenon 
constantly changing and geographically spreading, it is important to 
assess the relevance of the concepts and theories available to explain 
human trafficking for ransom.  

In this chapter, we consider the availability of new technologies in the 
digital era, such as mobile phones and computers, as a critical factor 
in human trafficking for ransom and, more generally, as a critical 
aspect of the movement of migrants and refugees. The mobile phone, 
as a contested space of access, is not only vital to human trafficking 
for ransom, but also to migration more widely. The Mixed Migration 
Centre has collected data on the phone access of migrants and 
refugees moving from the Horn of Africa towards Northern Africa 
and Europe (Frouws & Brenner, 2019). This data shows that, at least 
somewhere on the route, around 85% of migrants and refugees have 
access to a phone (either a smartphone or a non-smartphone). In 
addition, of all the routes analysed (seven different migration routes 
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originating from West Africa, the Horn of Africa, and Afghanistan), 
the route from the Horn of Africa to North Africa/Europe had the 
most cases of lost or stolen phones, with about 15% of the migrants 
and refugees interviewed who had used this route reporting that their 
phone was lost or stolen along the way (Frouws & Brenner, 2019).  

The data reported by the Mixed Migration Centre (Frouws & 
Brenner, 2019) also suggests that human traffickers and human 
smugglers are (one of) the main source(s) of information. In their 
report, Frouws and Brenner (2019) analysed the sources of 
information for migrants from the Horn travelling towards North 
Africa and Europe. Migrants indicated that, at the start of their 
migration route, family and friends in the country of destination were 
their first source of information (56%), followed by smugglers (37%), 
and family and friends in the country of origin (20%) (in this study 
migrants were able to choose multiple first information sources). On 
route, the importance of smugglers as a source of information 
increased, with smugglers becoming their main source of information 
(53%), followed by friends and family in the country of destination 
(50%), and others ahead on the route (33%) (Frouws & Brenner, 
2019). 

Furthermore, the Mixed Migration Centre found that migrants who 
had access to a phone on the route had access to a wider range of 
information channels than migrants who did not (Frouws & Brenner, 
2019). Migrants without phone access reported their main source of 
information to be smugglers, whereas migrants with phone access 
were also able to use friends, family, and social media to receive 
information (Frouws & Brenner, 2019). Another report by the Mixed 
Migration Centre (2020) found that, specifically for Eritreans, 
smugglers are the main source of information on the migration route. 
In this report, 79% of Eritreans interviewed said that while on route 
they received information from people who they identified as 
smugglers.  

So, how can we explain the critical role of ICTs in migration generally 
and human trafficking for ransom in particular? The push and pull 
theory, which says that pull and push factors determine the decisions 
of migrants and refugees to stay or move, has continued to dominate 














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































