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Abstract

Within the vast field of fraud and corruption in public services, the impact such
malfeasance has on migrants’ risks of being forced to pay a bribe during their
irregular or even regular migration journey across the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) area of free-movement has increasingly become a topic of
concern for research. In particular, to identify the key contributing factors for why the
Central Mediterranean Route (CMR) remains the most frequented route for migrants
moving from West Africa across the Sahel to Libya. Most of the existing research on
the CMR has pointed to corruption being a major contributing factor to irregular
migration along this route.

At the same time, hardly any more detailed evidence is available concerning how and
what the consequences of the acts set by corrupt border and security officials are,
who should apply simplified border procedures, provided that all required documents
are in place. This study shows that a free-movement protocol and simplified border
procedures alone are not guarantors for corruption-free border authorities. In
particular, it has become evident that corruption cannot only be linked to “bad apples”
or “weak oversight mechanisms” but has evolved into a system-inherent flaw in the
border management and security structures across the ECOWAS. Most importantly,
the study has found robust evidence that the rampant corruption across the Sahel
significantly influences the migrants’ decision on how to migrate from their
homelands, where most of the time, obtaining a personal passport requires bribing
an official to get it issued. Corrupt officials are also swift in identifying new
opportunities to extort bribes from migrants at any stage of their journey, regardless
of whether they choose to use legal or irregular pathways.

The information collected from migrants for this study has confirmed that this direct
encounter with corrupt officials also determines how migrants move across borders,

pushing them into the grey area of irregularity and inevitably into the hands of



facilitators or smugglers, who make a good living from the vulnerability of migrants,
in particular women and girls.

In conclusion, the information and data presented in this study opens an opportunity
to enhance the knowledge of the risks migrants are exposed to while travelling across
the Sahel. This offers a unique chance to adjust and better target the actions of
national and international stakeholders aimed at eradicating corruption due to the
calamitous consequences corruption has in so many ways on the well-being of

migrants moving along the CMR.
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1. Introduction

Since 2015, Europe’s attention has been captured by the arrival of irregular migrants,
mostly by land via the so-called Balkan route leading from Turkey to Greece and
further up to the EU member states Slovenia, Croatia, and Hungary, as well as by sea
to Italy. Most of them are searching for a chance to secure a new and better life.
Although migration flows towards Europe were not a new phenomenon and had
happened repeatedly in the past, like the exodus of Albanians leaving their country
for Italy by boat in 1991 or fleeing the wars in former Yugoslavia between 1991 and
1999. The dramatic increase in the number of Syrian refugees arriving on Europe’s
shores via the dangerous Mediterranean Sea crossing from Libya has transformed it
into a “migrant and refugee crisis” in the eyes of the general public, leaving the EU
struggling to find solutions for the large volume of people attempting to cross its
external borders (Spindler, 2015).

Whereas this wave of refugees and migrants arriving in the EU was - at least for some
time - overwhelmingly welcomed by the EU member states and the general public
because of what has been reported about the war in Syria and the atrocities and
hardships experienced by those who tried to find refuge in neighbouring countries,
this has changed over time to more anti-immigration rhetoric. A new tone and
sentiment against migration was pushed forward by populist political parties in
countries confronted with a high influx of refugees and migrants, with the latter
mainly labelled as “economic migrants” (Piekutowska & Kuzelewska, 201 8).

Contrary to forced international displacement, which pushes people across borders
due to armed conflicts and persecution potentially constituting a justification for
claiming international protection, all other migrants are instead facing a choice to
take either the risk and move via irregular channels whenever there is no legal
pathway to migrate or to stay where they are. Migrants who search for alternatives to

a challenging and possibly unbearable life in their home country, caused by the



absence of good governance and the lack of opportunities to make a living, are some
of the primary root causes of irregular migration. Researchers have found ample
evidence that rampant corruption can become a primary driver of migration, making
it a significant push factor for people to migrate (Carling & Talleraas, 2016; Dimant,
Krieger, & Meierrieks, 2013). An International Organization for Migration (IOM) report
from 2022 states that more than four in five migrants interviewed in Libya, the
majority of them planning to reach Europe via the Mediterranean Sea crossing,
indicated the main reasons for them to decide to leave their country of origin is trying
to escape from extreme poverty, the lack of jobs opportunities, as well as the hope
to find better work abroad (IOM, 2022, p. 5). The most promising way for them to do
so is by moving clandestinely on their own or seeking the help of smugglers or
facilitators for crossing international borders and getting through checkpoints all
along their way to reach their desired country, which often is Libya, becoming the
main departure point at the southern Mediterranean coast for them to reach Europe
by boat.

Bribing law enforcement officials has become part of the modus operandi related to
cross-border smuggling or trafficking, specifically for border officials to “turn a blind
eye” to such illegal activities. A report sponsored by UNODC, focusing on Southeast
Asia (Lelliott & Schloenhardt, 2021), points out that corruption related to borders is,
in particular, rampant in recruitment, obtaining fraudulent documents, or while
moving through border crossings by land, sea, or air. The same report further
illustrates that smuggling of migrants on any larger scale might be impossible without
such collusion by corrupt officials. Due to poor internal and external oversight, border
entities seem especially vulnerable to corruption. This is also apparent in the level of
autonomy and discretionary authority border officials may enjoy because of being so
far away from their central authorities. The researcher also found evidence that

corruption can become systemic at border crossings or security checkpoints, where



parts of the bribes collected by low-ranking officers are passed onwards to their
superiors to give them their cut (Lelliott & Schloenhardt, 2021, p. 26). So, whereas
the fact that corruption and borders are closely interlinked when it comes to the
smuggling of migrants seems to be undisputed, the question remains if an area where
people are free to move across borders with only minor limitations would typically
provide fewer opportunities for border officials to request a bribe. In this case,
corruption may just move on to other areas where this type of collusion is still needed
to remain “under the radar” of government officials in charge of border, migration, or
security issues in general.

This research has looked specifically at the area of the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS), where citizens can enjoy the free-movement of persons,
goods, and services across member states, based on an agreement reached in 1975
by 15 West-African governments (Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS), 2016). In this context, “free-movement” means that any citizen of any
ECOWAS member state with a valid travel document can spend up to three months in
any of the other ECOWAS countries. Despite this general provision allowing their
citizens to move freely, every member state still has the right to deny entry to an
ECOWAS citizen if considered inadmissible by its laws and regulations. Because of this
free-movement right, it seems paradoxical that migrants are still required to pay
bribes when crossing internal borders. It seems that new restrictions have been
imposed on travellers, again opening a window of opportunity for government
officials to ask for or even extort bribes from migrants in exchange for giving them
unhampered passage through a checkpoint or an official Port of Entry (PoE).
Corruption within the security sector, with entities suffering from under-resourcing in
budget and workforce, inevitably leads to weak accountability and poorly managed
borders. It is also well known that this is fuelling illegal activities, such as human

smuggling and drug trafficking, even supporting organised crime networks involved



in arms smuggling and financing terrorism. According to some researchers (Hodgson
& Jiang, 2007; Rose-Ackerman, 1978), the issue of corruption is mainly seen from an
economist’s perspective, including the negative consequences it has on doing
business and collecting revenues for the state budget. Therefore, research on the
causes and impact of corruption at borders currently focuses mainly on identifying
the linkages between organised crime and corruption to better track down criminal
networks that utilise corruption for their specific purposes and illegal businesses in
the country of destination, in particular in the European Union. One of the reports
also points out (Gounev & Bezlov, 201 3) that prostitution and illegal drug trafficking
are having the most corruptive effects in the EU, both heavily relying on law
enforcement officers to be complicit and share information about investigations,
operations, or even getting directly involved in the illegal activities. Only when it
became more apparent that tackling the issue of irregular migration at the borders in
the destination countries is already too late to have any significant impact, researchers
started to look at routes instead, also scrutinising the factors in countries of transit
that may support illegal activities, letting criminal networks thrive and reap high
returns on investments.

Two reports that also examined the network behind the constant flow of migrants to
Libya and further to Malta and Italy on unseaworthy boats in 2017 (Micallef) and 2019
(Micallef, et al.) described the existence of a “human conveyor belt” providing logistic
support to the smuggling of migrants along migration routes from Western Africa up
to the Libyan coast at the Mediterranean Sea. These reports provide a piece of the
first evidence that bribes paid to security forces have become a significant factor in
the money paid by irregular migrants to their smugglers. Some of the smugglers
interviewed during this research came forward with a concrete price tag for the
payments they are handing out to military patrols to escape arrest when intercepted

in the desert (Micallef, et al., 2019, p. 57).



One of the starting points for this research is a report published by Frouws and
Brenner (2019), which specifically looked at and described the role that corruption
has in fuelling migration flows by influencing people’s motivation to leave their
country of origin but also increasing their chances to reach their intended final
country of destination. According to that research, between half and up to a hundred
per cent of the migrants leaving from West Africa had to pay a bribe during their
journey before they reached Libya, despite having always moved just within the area
of free-movement of the ECOWAS. The same report states that it would be much more
difficult for migrants to move irregularly across borders if concerned border staff were
not corrupt. Consequently, corrupt practices are the main factor for facilitating or
enabling irregular migration, soliciting bribes for speeding up border processing for
those who can pay for a faster passage through the controls or avoid being checked
for various reasons.

Research carried out by the Clingendael Institute (Hoffmann, et al., 2017) found that
additional financial and technical resources given to police and security forces to track
down irregular migration have mainly led to an increase in the number of checkpoints
where migrants were repeatedly forced to pay fixed amounts as a bribe. Considering
the high number of people passing through all these checkpoints, bribes have become
a substantial source of income for government officials along these migration routes.
Now, this study looks at the distinct types of corruption (modi operandi) migrants are
exposed to and if there are differences in the levels of corruption experienced by
people of different gender, ages, or belonging to a marginalised group or ethnicity.
From the above, it is clear that the presence of corrupt government officials along the
CMR significantly increases the chances for migrants to reach Libya’s coast for their
intended departure to Europe. Since it is evident that the services provided by a
network of facilitators, or smugglers, are helping to mitigate the risks and the direct

exposure of each irregular migrant to “negotiate” an individual amount to be paid to



a corrupt official, this makes it more predictable for them how much money is needed
to get to Libya.

This research has collected data and information to perform a more in-depth analysis
of how and to what extent corruption impacts the movement of irregular migrants
across the Sahel before reaching Libya and if the assistance provided by international
donors to the countries to fight corruption within their organisation and ranks is
sufficient and adequately targeted to have any significant impact on this
phenomenon. Countries with government institutions that are reasonably free from
corruption and where the citizens can trust the rule of law determine the level of
needs and expectations that citizens have in their government. The very same is true
the other way around. Weak institutions undermine the quality of public services, such
as health care, education, security, and justice, providing a wide range of
opportunities for corruption or where a bribe can be solicited. Although there are
many theories in contemporary literature which can explain or make it easier to
understand the causes of corruption and why it is so difficult to root them out, it is
very likely that only a combination of those explanations takes into account that each
country or region has its own context. These differences will also define how, why,
and to what degree corruption occurs in tribal communities, the various public sectors
or in law enforcement (Heywood, 2015). The latter is very likely also the case for the
ECOWAS region, where small countries might depict a more homogenous picture of
corruption across the country, whereas the vast countries along the Sahara Desert
have a more diverse population and hence different needs, besides experiencing
various degrees of poverty and poor governance institutions depending on which part
of the country one is looking at. For example, the research done by Goel and Nelson
(2010) explains that geographically large countries with a low density of people living
in remote areas are more prone to corruption because it is more difficult to be

monitored or exercise proper oversight over public officials in places so far away from



the central government. Also, political stability, or rather the lack of it, can often be
associated with the level of corruption (Lederman, et al., 2001), where the risks are
certainly higher in politically unstable countries, provinces or tribal areas, as it seems

to be the case in the Sahel.

1.1 Key theories used to explain corruption in the ECOWAS
In an attempt to explain the level of corruption seen in the ECOWAS area, this study
argues that two leading theories are the most likely explanation for the level of
corruption migrants experience while transiting through an otherwise area of free-
movement. One of them is the formula developed by Klitgaard (1988), describing the
level of corruption being the result of the equation of “monopoly” plus “discretion”
minus “accountability” - or in a more illustrious way: c=m+d-a. The second theory that
comes into play in the ECOWAS region might be the so-called “fraud triangle”, a model
developed by Cressey (Schuchter & Levi, 2016). The three elements of his theory of
the fraud triangle are “pressure or motivation,” plus “opportunity,” plus
“rationalisation.” In the context of the Sahel, all three main elements of the fraud
triangle are amply present in each of the countries. Social surveys have confirmed that
a quasi-institutionalisation of smuggling has happened in this region, which goes
hand in hand with systematic corruption and, therefore, has become a “normal” that
is deeply rooted in everyday practices (Raineri & Ba, 2019). These formulas and
models are well suited to explain the level of corruption seen in the ECOWAS, deriving
from the theory of human behaviour referred to as a “rational choice” (Hall & Taylor,
1996), where individuals calculate and carefully weigh the expected costs and benefits
of a specific action before they decide to do it. With this in mind, people may try to
reach the ultimate goal of maximising personal gain, be it to reach a particular country
or to get more money and power - the true motivation to do something which

everyone knows that it is wrong is most of the time the same.



1.2 Some of the consequences of corruption in the ECOWAS

The omnipresence of corruption throughout the ECOWAS region has led to a gradual
loss of legitimacy on the side of central authorities, particularly in some peripheral
regions of the Sahel where the state is only represented by local elders or local officials
of a provincial administration, who may or may not care much what has been decided
on the central level. Such semi-informal structures prepare a fertile ground for the
spread of organised crime networks involving local and tribal populations, often
straddled across artificially drawn borders by the former colonial powers. Those crime
networks will try to utilise, in the best way they can, the constant flow of migrants
moving through the Sahel region, becoming a significant economic factor for an
otherwise very poor and futile stretch of land abandoned or left behind by the central
authorities, forcing them to find resources by themselves so to cover their own needs
as good as they can.

This study tries to find evidence through the analysis of primary data collected from
migrants transiting through the ECOWAS region if the two fundamental elements of
the fraud triangle are present in a country, namely “pressure or motivation” and
“opportunities” to commit fraud, even if regulations become more liberal and security
conditions are changing over time. Any government official who feels like being
untouchable by any superior authority will find opportunities to steal or coerce money,
or any other kind of benefits, from anyone in a weaker position if there is no fear of
being held accountable. At the end of this research, the study also sheds some light
on the scope and type of support that these countries currently receive in fighting
corruption from the side of international organizations and donors, as well as
identifies areas for improvement in the way such support should be tailored to the

real needs of the local citizens and the migrants that suffer the most.



2. Literature Review

Numerous researchers have been trying to dissect the root causes of the constant
flow of migrants from Sub-Saharan countries across the Sahara Desert toward the
Mediterranean coast of Libya. Many of them concluded that rampant corruption in the
country of origin is directly causing an increase in the levels of migration flows across
the African continent, forcing men and women of all ages and children to embark on
these perilous voyages (Frouws & Brenner, 2019; Micallef, et al., 2019). The main
finding of the research done by Teodorescu et al. (Theodorescu, 2018; Frouws &
Brenner, 2019; Chéne, 2018) is that where there is smuggling, there is corruption,
making them two closely related crimes. Along migrant smuggling routes, smuggled
migrants have become a source of regular income for smugglers, law enforcement
and local communities in parallel. Therefore, it is also necessary to pay more attention
to how different forms of corruption have emerged due to changes in the power
governmental authorities can exercise on migrants. Alatas (1990) describes
corruption as being either of a “transactive” or an “extortive” nature. A transactive
corruption refers to a kind of agreement between the taker and the giver in a pursuit
to attain advantages for both sides, whereas extortive corruption is plainly based on
exercising power over a weaker individual.

According to the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen 1., 1985; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2009),
the decision to migrate is the product of beliefs that a valued goal can be achieved
and the expectation that the benefits of migration are considerably higher than the
costs, both of them strongly determined by constraining and facilitating factors.
Based on this theory, it can be assumed that human social behaviour is reasoned and
planned so that people consider all information available to them to evaluate and
weigh possible or likely consequences against each other. The plan to migrate from
Western Africa to a country as far away as Europe is neither a decision that is made

overnight nor is the available amount of information about the dangers of a trip across



the Sahel not enough to inform anyone who has a smartphone and access to the
internet or social media correctly. Therefore, the general critique of this theory is that
it does not take all the other variables of human behaviour, like motivation, personal
and moral norms, and past behaviour, into account, is not fitting into the context of
this study and the type of migration along the CMR. The constant flow of migrants
from West Africa to Libya is a process that has been ongoing since right after the
Libyan Revolution in 2011 (Micallef, 2017), and sea departures from Libya especially
picked up with the arrival of refugees from Syria, trying to reach Europe primarily by
departing directly from Libya.

The same considerations also play a significant role in the decision-making process
to migrate or not, which Kley (2011) sees as a three-stage process, where the move
from the “considering migration” (pre-migration) to the “planning migration” stage
requires that every individual has to “cross the Rubicon” (Gollwitzer, 2012). Passing
on to the final third stage means that someone has reached a point where the decision
or the course of action cannot be changed any more since it is perceived as too costly
due to investments and other (social) commitments already made. The decision to
migrate or not is a rational choice that every individual has to make on their own,
provided there are no other push factors which may not give an alternative choice at
all. In this study, the rational choice theory is used to explain the phenomenon of
corruption experienced by migrants from the side of government officials, other
security actors, local administrations, or local communities across the Sahel. This
theory explains that a rational-thinking person is also ready to accept corrupt income
based on different factors, such as insufficient salary, underbudgeting, or being
neglected by central authorities, and a low probability of getting caught. All this may
lead to instating a system immanent framework of corrupt officials even in the most

vital areas of public administration.



Over many years, researchers have focused on analysing different push and pull
factors to explain why specific migration patterns are happening (van Hear, et al.,
2018; Dorigo & Tobler, 1983), whereas the effect of constraints and facilitators has
rarely been analysed systematically (Kley, 2017). At the same time, there are many
ways in which corruption can become a direct driver of migration (Poprawe, 2015;
Cooray & Schneider, 2014) or has a direct impact on the drivers of migration (Graf
Lambsdorff, 2003; Gyimah-Brempong, 2002) as such. In the end, corruption can
generally be singled out as the primary facilitator for irregular migration (OECD, 2015;
UNODC, 2011) since being irregularly in a foreign country makes migrants especially
vulnerable to extortion by government authorities and consequently more ready to

pay a bribe to solve a problem with authorities.

3. Methodology

Although researchers who have looked at irregular migration flows via the CMR
(UNODC, 2011; Micallef, 2017; Micallef, et al., 2019) are stressing the significant role
that corruption plays in a migrant’s voyage across the borders in the Sahel, only
limited research has analysed the different variations of corruption migrants are
facing. The research methodology used in this study takes a combination of
guantitative and qualitative research approaches to cover the whole range of
information needed to analyse not only the individual statements from migrants
related to the level and type of corruption experienced along the CMR but also to
assess the programs and assistance already provided by international organisations
active in this field across the ECOWAS. This study will, for the first time, conduct a
more in-depth analysis of to what extent corruption affects the flow of migrants all
along their movement from the country of origin up to the point where they enter
Libya. Also, if corruption differentiates in gender or belonging to a marginalised

group, and if yes, could this imply different levels of exposure to corruption?
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Secondly, the study assesses the international donor community’s assistance
programs supporting countries that are part of the CMR and whether their anti-
corruption efforts are appropriately integrated into their programming or not. The
use of mixed research methods in this study will help to compensate for the limited
availability of key informants to be interviewed while allowing crosschecking of the
information received with the primary data collected from the first-hand experiences
made by migrants to improve the validity of the information, to create a more in-depth
understanding of the aim of the study, as well as to examine different ways how the
research problem can best be approached.

Mixed methods research was selected for this study since it has shown its advantages,
especially in psychology and sociology (Denscombe, 2008), which is a good match for
the research questions this study wants to answer. In these specific fields, this
alternative methodological approach is now recognised as the “third research
paradigm” (Gunasekare, 2015), complementing the more traditional research
methods of qualitative and quantitative research (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). While
for the quantitative research part, the primary data collection is done through a
standardised field survey, the qualitative research component involves in-depth
interviews with key informants to explore the different respondents’ viewpoints and
perspectives on the specific research topic. This technique has the advantage that the
interview can be conducted in a conversational format, using primarily open-ended
qguestions leading to a discovery-oriented question-and-answer approach (Rutledge &
Hogg, 2020). Since the researcher can decide to what level of depth the questions
shall be further elaborated, this provides the opportunity to have very detailed
information available to shed more light on the interviewee’s individual perspective,
experience, feeling, and opinion on a particular topic or issue, allowing the gathering
of rich, insightful, and meaningful data for exploring in particular new or under-

researched topics (Karantinou, 2015).



3.1 Research questions

The primary question this study will answer is if corruption is a critical contributing
factor supporting the irreqular movements of migrants across the Sahel, although
they would be able to enjoy the benefits of an area of free-movement and greater
liberty as an ECOWAS citizen to travel and reside in each other country more easily.
The study also examines if there are differences in the impact and exposure that
corruption may have on the migrants directly and if there is evidence for any change
from extortionary corruption happening at border crossing points to the more
consensual type of transactional corruption, and if this expands all along the way of
a migrants’ journey. By looking at the phenomenon of corruption from a more
differentiating perspective, this study will also determine if there are differences due
to gender, age, or ethnicity experienced by migrants during their movement across
borders in these countries.

The last question this study will answer is if international assistance programs are
taking these changes in corruption patterns into account while designing their
programs and projects or, more or less, fail altogether in addressing corruption in

these countries of transit adequately.

3.2 Conceptual Framework
Researchers have found solid evidence that socioeconomic development in
developing countries increases migration rather than reduces it (de Haas, 2007;
Clemens, 2014). Consequently, the assumption that poverty is “the” main root cause
of migration is misleading, even when most of the migrants might mention poverty
and the lack of opportunities to make a good living as their main reasons to migrate,
apart from other compelling causes of being either forcibly displaced or pushed to
migrate due to an armed conflict, government repressions, or the general societal

breakdown of a community due to ethnic rivalries (Carling, 2017). Besides these root
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causes for migratory flows along with the CMR, the researchers also found proof of
the significant role corruption plays in the way migrants decide to travel, in particular
when they choose to use irregular pathways.

This research builds on the concept described by Ajzen (1985) and Fishbein (Fishbein
& Ajzen, 2009) as a type of “planned behaviour”, which defines the way how the
decision to migrate is made in the process of small individual decisions made in order
to reach the ultimate valued goal, where the costs affiliated to this process are clearly
influenced by constraining and facilitating factors. So, by leaving the push and pull
factors related to migration aside, the evaluation done by each migrant to continue
to migrate or not, even when serious challenges may lie ahead in countries of transit,
is based on the availability of corrupt officials as the key facilitating factor. Gollwitzer
(2012) describes this decision-making process as moving forward step by step until
“the Rubicon” is crossed. Consequently, this means that abandoning the migration
process is no longer a viable option for the individual migrant because of the costs
already incurred, which is also the baseline for this study. Finding evidence if there
are new manifestations of corruption replacing the bribes previously paid directly to
immigration officials at Points of Entry or if it has shifted to other locations along the
route migrants are taking is another main goal of this study. The answer to this
guestion is quite relevant since all member countries of the ECOWAS are supposed to
guarantee an area of free-movement for their citizens, provided they possess a valid
travel document. Nevertheless, the same protocol also allows member states the right
to refuse admission to any community citizens deemed inadmissible under the
member state’s domestic law (Opanike & Aduloju, 2015), and primary data collected

from migrants travelling along the CMR shall prove or disapprove this assumption.



3.3 Mixed quantitative and qualitative research approach

This study follows a mixed quantitative/qualitative research approach based on the
academic literature review, in-depth interviews with stakeholders, and data collected
from migrant interviews inside Libya. By taking this approach, the research can benefit
from combining these two methods of collecting evidence and different kinds of data
from very different sources, providing a better understanding of the research context
and allowing triangulation of the different data sets. Subsequently, this will increase
the validity of the information collected to inform data analysis and conclusions
equally. The research and interviews were conducted between May and August 2022
and composed of a systematic collection and analysis of information and material
available from open sources, including articles and reports published online by
international organizations that are part of the United Nations, academic scholars,
think tanks, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and media reports, as well as
primary data collected through interviews with key informants and the responses
received from migrants in Libya to the questionnaires as part of IOM’s Displacement
Tracking Matrix (DTM) flow monitoring data collection. The need to take a mixed
approach in this study is because the questionnaires that are used to collect
information from migrants need to remain generic in their details since the memory
of what has happened and who were the respective counterparts, they had to deal
with is - at best - patchy after several weeks and months after their travel.

The majority of the migrants interviewed in the field study have been residing in Libya
for quite some time, sometimes having experienced extreme hardship while staying
in Libya. Therefore, the questionnaire remained focused on a limited range of details
and information, which migrants may recall rather well even after several weeks or
months and might be willing to provide a statement about so as not to implicate
themselves in any wrongdoing or to break the law of that country. This study is

designed not to raise any fears that a possible retaliation can happen if their
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statements would end up in the hands of law enforcement officers and consequently

may push them back to their countries of origin.

3.4 Data collection

The security restrictions imposed on international staff working inside Libya made it
necessary that the collection of primary data from migrants had to be entirely
outsourced to professional enumerators regularly contracted by the IOM. A detailed
guestionnaire of nine questions, further divided into sub-questions asking for more
specific information related to the answer given to the main question, was drafted
and used to guide the data collection process. These enumerators underwent a one-
day online training before the data collection was started. First of all, to provide
background information on the scope and objectives of the data collection exercise,
but also to allow them to ask questions about the questionnaires and get clarifications
on terms or concepts they need to know to obtain correct and reliable data from their
interviewees. A total of 40 enumerators have been involved in this field survey, spread
across 32 municipalities called Baladiyas, out of a total of 100 denoted as the second-
level administration subdivision of the Libyan public administration. These have been
further broken down to 93 smaller rural settings where migrants moving along the
CMR from the ECOWAS region may stay or take up temporary or permanent residency,
out of a total of 667 counted across Libya. These Muhallas are considered to be
composed of one village or a small collection of villages located in the vast rural and
desert area in Libya. The data collection exercise was conducted between 01-16
August 2022, with 724 migrants interviewed for this study.

Though this process of collecting data from migrants is a standard process for the
IOM in Libya, performed regularly since late 2016, the issue of irregular migration and
the often reported gross violations of human rights because of extortion of ransoms

from migrants and the need to bribe prison guards to get released from arbitrary
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detention is closely watched by security services at the margins of such data collection
exercises. Besides, once having crossed into Libya, the movement of migrants from
the South of Libya towards the northern coast of the Mediterranean is an exclusive
business for smuggling rings and local militias alike. So, the responses would
inevitably become contaminated with data that were still fresh in the memory of the
migrants, but the incidents reported have not happened while still in the ECOWAS area
but possibly in Algeria, Tunisia, or Libya itself. Therefore, the study is working with
two data sets - one with the total number of migrants interviewed for this study, which
is 724. These data are suitable to answer the question concerning corruption
experienced in their own country of origin, particularly related to the need to pay
extra to have a passport issued.

The second set of data had to be adjusted by eliminating the data from 131 migrants
because their individual travel routes also included Tunisia or Algeria, with both
having a totally different and much stricter border control regime in place than the
ECOWAS countries. This would have increased the opportunities - and likeliness - of
being forced to pay a bribe along their journey to avoid being detained or forcibly
returned to an ECOWAS country. So, a reduced number of 593 data sets was used to
analyse their individual encounter with corruption upon crossing internal ECOWAS
borders or their need to look for job opportunities while in transit through the
ECOWAS region. The elimination of the data was inevitable to ensure that the
information shared relates only to their journey within the free-movement area of the
ECOWAS and will not be contaminated with experiences made while moving through

other countries that are not part of the ECOWAS.

3.5 Quantitative research component
The focus of this study is to shed light on the level and scope of the corruption

migrants encounter while transiting through the area of free-movement across the
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ECOWAS countries, as far as it can be traced back directly to government officials in
the migration and security sector. In this case, corruption is assumed to be a key
facilitator for the smuggling of migrants and trafficking of persons from West Africa
through Libya and further onto Italy and other EU countries.

The primary data stemming from interviews conducted with migrants residing inside
Libya, guided by a structured questionnaire with precisely pre-defined questions
(Annex 2), was collected by professional enumerators using a cloud-based data
collection tool called KoBo. The IOM uses this software application for field data
collection because it works very well even in the quite challenging environment of
Libya. This software tool is free, open source, and is commonly used by many
organizations operating in humanitarian crisis environments or countries with poor
or unreliable telecommunication networks. Once the target number of migrants was
reached, broken down by gender and the countries to be covered, the set of data was
downloaded as an Excel file in an anonymised and depersonalised format, which
allows the analysis and proper correlation of the data collected from each individual,
but prevents that any specific persons can be linked to it or being identified. The data
collection exercise was designed to have a minimum of 600 migrants originating from
all 15 ECOWAS countries, except Niger, to be interviewed. Niger was eliminated from
this list because it is the last ECOWAS country along the CMR before reaching Libya;
therefore, Nigerien citizens would not be able to use the free-movement protocol at
any stage of their trip to Libya. Each migrant interviewed was asked to answer a set
of nine questions, some of them subdivided by giving additional options to get more
specific and detailed information on the answers given to the main questions, all
related to their experiences made concerning corruption during their journey from
their country of origin through the ECOWAS area until reaching Libya.

The minimum threshold of having around 30 per cent of female respondents was

chosen to have an adequate number of females represented in the study and
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interviewed for the purpose of statistical relevance, but also to have the chance to get
more detailed accounts about their gender-related experiences made during their
journey. This number also reflects the overall distribution between female and male
migrants residing in Libya over recent years, which remained relatively stable at
around one-third of the total number of migrants estimated to be in Libya. Due to the
volatile security situation inside Libya and the general vulnerability of migrants while
residing in Libya, the study did not collect any information related to experiences
made after they crossed into Libya in order not to put them in danger of possible
retaliation by local security forces or their smugglers. The data collection also
refrained from touching upon issues that might cause psychological harm or bring
traumas back to their mind caused by the violence some migrants might have

experienced during their long voyage across the Sahel.

3.6 Key informant interviews
The information collected in the desk review was used to define the questions for the
in-depth interviews with the key informants. This component was required since the
collection of data related to the international support for anti-corruption initiatives in
the region is not entirely publicly available and difficult to access. Nevertheless, three
key informants from an international organization that is present in all ECOWAS
countries and regularly implements anti-smuggling or counter-trafficking programs
also on a regional scale were willing to provide statements about the prevalence of
corruption in their respective countries. They also gave a general judgement of anti-
corruption programming by their own or other international organisations that are
generally active in this specific area of work. The semi-structured questionnaire
(Annex 1) was designed in a way to provide solid evidence concerning the
commonness of corruption in the ECOWAS region, which later can be corroborated

and triangulated with the data collected by the field survey on the migrants’ individual
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experience with corruption while travelling across the Sahel. This also allows us to
potentially spot different modi operandi or pinpoint emerging trends or changes over
the recent years since the previous reports on the CMR were published. The semi-
structured questionnaire, composed of five generic questions related to the level and
types of corruption that could potentially impact the movement of migrants across
international borders or while in transit through the ECOWAS region was distributed
and used to guide the interviews with the key informants.

One of the key informants is based in Mali, whereas the second one works in Niger
and has, in addition, a sub-regional responsibility. The third key informant, situated
in Senegal, covers the entire West Africa region by exercising a regional function out
of Dakar. The need for collecting this kind of information from key informants is
essential since there is only limited information on this kind of work available on
public websites or social media due to its sensitivity, as well as the limitations on what
can be published openly without fearing potential criticism by the host country.
Besides the scarcity of public information related to this topic, the staff of
international organisations are generally reluctant to discuss corruption openly, but
even less so, the issue of what seems to be effective or what should be done by
international organisations differently to change that.

Therefore, the interviews were limited to only three interviewees willing to provide
answers to the questionnaire. These interviews were conducted remotely over two
days in July 2022 through online conference calls. As requested by the key informants,
the information gathered during these interviews has to remain anonymous since,
otherwise, statements could potentially cause unwanted repercussions from their
national counterparts if traced back to their work with concerned governmental

entities.
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4. The role of corruption in facilitating irregular migration across the Sahel
The overarching question this research intends to answer is if corruption is still a
critical contributing factor in facilitating irregular - or hampering regular - movements
of migrants across the Sahel, even though most migrants would be eligible to enjoy
the benefits of free-movement of the ECOWAS. Based on this protocol, there should
not be any need to bribe government officials at Ports of Entry to pass through, nor
to pay off security or police officers to avoid being arrested and forcibly returned to
the country of origin upon checks at checkpoints along the transit routes. The findings
from the information gathered from migrants about their experiences related to the
need to bribe government officials while moving across the ECOWAS region may
explain this kind of dichotomy. At the same time, the interviews conducted with
project managers working for international organizations active in regular and
irregular migration in several ECOWAS countries provide more insight into the
effectiveness of international technical aid provided to the government authorities in
question.

Research done on the routes used by migrants to move from West Africa towards
Libya (Jegen, 2019) has proven that smuggling of any licit or illicit goods was always
an essential part of the political landscape. Migratory flows are a substantial boost for
the local economies of isolated communities living at the Sahel's margins.
Furthermore, the business of smuggling migrants has become the most profitable
sub-category within the smuggling business after the fall of Ghaddafi in 2011 (Tinti &
Westcott, 2016). The same research also found that international pressure has
occasionally forced governments along the route, particularly Niger, to take action
against migrant smugglers. The impact, however, was very limited, with only those
smugglers being punished who either refused to pay the claimed bribes or had

previously constrained relationships with local officials for various reasons.
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In the case of northern Niger, the migrant smuggling business has also brought
substantial benefits to the entire local economy, from restaurants providing catering
to big groups of migrants or selling foodstuff, water, and clothes to migrants in
preparation for their trip across the Sahara Desert into Libya. The evidence found in
the literature (Tinti & Westcott, 2016; Jegen, 2019; Moretti, 2020) shows that border
officials are easy to bribe or that collecting “fees” for free trespass follows a more
systematic pattern, which is an intrinsic part of how the security actors are set up.
This needs to be kept in mind when discussing the root causes of the level of
corruption experienced along these migratory routes. For all the various security
actors, governmental or local para-police or military ones, supposed to prevent and
combat illegal migration across their territories, the collection of such “informal”
payments may be less a moral failing than a budgetary necessity since they are often
not being paid at all or adequately funded by their central authorities (Flynn, 2015).
With hardly any other source of possible financial income, it might not be that much
of a surprise that state officials accept bribes or “gifts” despite not being supposed
to. In some instances, these bribes and contributions from smugglers are the primary
sources for them to keep their service up and running in the first place. As an example
taken from the same research, Niger’s state anti-corruption agency stated in an
interview with a newspaper that state security forces would not be able to carry out
their services if no bribes were collected from smugglers or migrants. The report
further concludes that security forces would not be able to purchase basic supplies
like spare parts and fuel for their vehicles or even food without these bribes.

This kind of under-resourcing of governmental entities distant from the central
authorities may explain why corruption is so deeply embedded in local administration,
as it is now the fact in many countries in the Sahel, particularly in Burkina Faso, Niger,
and Mali. As a consequence of this “outsourcing” of many of the sovereign functions

of governmental institutions to non-governmental actors in areas of local
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administration, like the provision of civilian services or public security, central
authorities have given up a lot of power and created a dependency on the support of
local chiefs and traditional tribal hierarchies to maintain the state’s grip in such
peripheral regions (Raineri & Ba, 2019, p. 17). The primary adverse effect that this
may cause is that the combination of public functions, traditional authorities, and
leaders may lead to a kind of patronage network, which in almost all cases, clearly
deviates from the principles of good governance as we know. The mixture of public
and private interests, as well as the grey areas where politics and private business
interests overlap, can explain why Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso perform substantially
worse in the evaluations of good governance, in particular in the areas of
accountability and transparency (Mo Ibrahim, 2020). This also seems to be a
significant supportive factor for these countries’ high vulnerability to corruption

(Thurston, 2012).

4.1 Free-movement, but still a need to bribe government officials
In total, 15 countries of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)
are part of the free-movement area, following the adoption of the first protocol
relating to the Free-Movement of Persons, Residence and Establishment (ECOWAS,
2016) in 1979. The protocol defines the rights of each ECOWAS citizen to enter,
reside, work, or establish a business in the territory of other member states. This is
similar to what the Treaty of Rome in 1957 had in mind, allowing the free movement
of persons, goods, and services across the borders of the Schengen zone. On both
continents, these freedoms have facilitated intraregional mobility, which is also a
political testimony to the recognition that human mobility is crucial for regional
economic integration and development. Despite the many benefits such a free-

movement protocol can provide, national borders between the countries remained
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relevant due to differences in the political and socio-economic landscape between the
member states and their often very diverging interests in issues related to migration.
The ECOWAS protocol grants each citizen with a valid travel document and an
international health certificate the right to enter and stay for up to 90 days on the
territory of other ECOWAS states without needing a visa or other type of entry permit.
Traditionally, “intraregional mobility” and “migratory flows” across national
boundaries had a long-standing tradition in West Africa, in particular when compared
with other parts of the world, and by this, being able to level the disparities in the
economic and labour markets, different Gross Domestic Product (GDP), as well as
differences in demographic trends and shifts between the ECOWAS countries.

The influence of former colonial powers, or now the European Union, has forced some
West African governments to dedicate greater policy attention to irregular migration
at the national level (Moretti, 2020), also by signing bilateral security and readmission
agreements with EU countries that might not necessarily be aligned with regional
priorities (Jegen, 2019, p. 9). In recent years, however, there has been more frequently
a need to restrict the movement of people through tightening border controls due to
increased insecurity in the region, as well as the rapid spread of communicable
diseases like Ebola, SARS, or COVID-19, which have added health-related challenges
to the countries to keep their borders fully open (Adepoju, 2015). What can usually
be considered to be a domestic affair of a state aimed at curbing the influx of illegal
weapons, protecting public health against the spread of a pandemic outbreak, or
preventing the spill-over of an armed conflict into one’s territory (Maigari, et al.,
2020), border closures, or the enforcement of movement restrictions in general, have
become a new source of income for corrupt officials across the region.

When it comes to the question of whether corruption is a facilitator for irregular
migration, there is a general consensus in the literature that corrupt border, port, or

security officials make it easier for human traffickers or smugglers to move their
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“clients” within a country across borders unharmed (Micallef, et al., 2019; Chéne,
2018; Frouws & Brenner, 2019). In this context, corruption not only protects the
traffickers and facilitators from being prosecuted but also prevents due process from
being followed, which otherwise would result in irregular migrants being returned to
their country of origin. In this way, there is a win-win situation for both sides, while
the risk for the government official to be held accountable and punished is relatively
meagre. Since Ports of Entry and checkpoints are geographically mainly located in
remote areas very distant from the capital and the central authorities, ensuring
adequate supervision is hard to implement. Consequently, government officials
deployed there are provided with a wide range of discretion in exercising their powers,
opening amplepportunities to extract bribes (Ferreira, et al., 2007).

Experts in the field of human trafficking and migrant smuggling (Lelliott &
Schloenhardt, 2021) agree that these crimes cannot thrive on a large scale without
the collusion of corrupt officials, undermining national and international anti-
trafficking and counter-smuggling efforts. According to their research focusing on the
nexus between corruption and borders in Southeast Asia, the former plays a
significant role in facilitating cross-border smuggling of human beings, weapons, and
the movement of foreign terrorist fighters, which in turn can cause increased
instability and further disrupt an already not properly functioning state. In the case of
the Sahel region, corruption certainly increases the level of instability and the risk of
conflict spreading across borders in already weakened countries with largely
uncontrolled borders due to a lack of adequate border infrastructure or sufficient
technology to monitor cross-border movements. This failure of a country to protect
its own sovereignty further undermines the legitimacy and credibility of state
institutions, as well as weakening conflict-resolution and peace-keeping efforts,
helping to prolong armed conflicts and push people to leave the affected areas.

Ironically, corruption can also have the opposite effect, namely that it may also help
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diminish violence or limit armed conflicts where a corrupt system in an otherwise
fragile state is offering alternative sources of income to finance local armed groups
or militias (North, et al., 2009, p. 42), hence avoiding that violence erupts because
there is no need to fight about financial resources.

To improve the understanding of how corruption facilitates migrant smuggling and
human trafficking, more clarity is needed about the context in which such types of
corruption can or may occur. Traditionally, the place where corruption thrives and law
enforcement officials often ask for bribes are foremost the official border crossing
points, as well as security checkpoints along traffic routes, and at transit hubs for
migrants. Corruption is a well-known factor that facilitates the travel or the transit
movement of irregular migrants by offering them unhindered passage through
immigration controls at land, air, or sea border crossing points, as well as letting them
pass unchecked through security checkpoints. Corruption may also enable the
unlawful stay of persons in a country by paying off law enforcement officials to look
in the other direction or to prevent law enforcement from investigating such crimes
at all.

Research has also revealed that corruption may become systemic at border crossing
points or checkpoints inside the territory, where bribes received by low-rank officers
are usually also passed on to their superiors (Lelliott & Schloenhardt, 2021). This is
also confirmed by the key informant interviews conducted for this research, who
stated that governmental jobs at Ports of Entry are sometimes sold to those who can
pay a pretty significant amount to the recruiting senior managers in the border
services upfront, counting on the chance to recoup the investment in the years to
come while being able to collect bribes at the immigration counter. The same key
informants also mentioned that sometimes, migrants hand over the bribe directly to
the officials at border crossing points, whereas in other instances, the smugglers and

traffickers pay the bribes themselves on behalf of the migrants. Such group or bulk

26



payments significantly reduce the risk of the official being caught red-handed but also
make sure that every migrant contributes a share of the bribe handed over to those
officials. This practice has also been confirmed by other research done concerning
the role of border authorities in corruption at borders or in transit IOM, 2021; Frouws
& Brenner, 2019; Merkle, Reinold, & Siegel, 2017).

How is it possible that corruption is so rampant in a region where strict border
controls have been replaced by a free-movement protocol, allowing citizens to cross
into the other country with a minimum of restrictions? The data collected from
migrants’ interviews, as well as the information provided by the key informants,
confirm that apart from some differences in the implementation and strict adherence
to the protocol by individual ECOWAS member states, border closures and movement
restrictions caused by political instability and the rise of terrorist activities across the
Sahel have been imposed repeatedly. Since terrorist groups also need to raise money
to keep their operations running, a higher degree of inter-connectedness between
terrorism and the smuggling of migrants fuels irregular migration by offering free
passage to those who can or want to pay.

While border closures due to the outbreaks of communicable diseases which could
reach pandemic levels like Ebola, SARS, or, more recently, COVID-19, have a particular
purpose of protecting public health by limiting the movement of people across
borders, and hence also the spread of the disease. In this context, movement
restrictions are very controversial and give those who perform the checks an
extremely high level of discretion to let someone pass through or not. The IOM
pointed out in their report that although COVID-19 related conditions and restrictions
remained in place, at least on paper, migrants could still move across closed borders
and transit clandestinely through the ECOWAS to reach Libya (IOM, 2022). However,
what is still missing from the literature is how such illicit movement across borders

can still happen and if there is any contributing factor which makes it easier to keep
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the flow of migrants still going. Whereas the closure of official border crossing points
in response to pandemic outbreaks has mainly a substantial impact on local border
communities, those who want to cross into the neighbouring country due to economic
needs or maintain social ties will use their specific knowledge of the local
geographical conditions to cross the border hidden from the authorities and with
minimum risk for being caught or fined for illegal border crossing. In these cases,
there will be hardly any need to collude with border officials and bribe them.

A combined health and border assessment conducted by IOM Liberia (2015) in
response to the Ebola outbreak and the long-lasting border closure by Liberia with its
neighbouring countries showed that despite closed border crossing points, local
border communities on both sides of the border still managed to move across and
meet their families or cater for their most pressing needs without being challenged
by border authorities. There were neither reports about incidents where the
authorities increased their level of surveillance along the closed border, nor have there
been a need to pay a bribe to officers to get away with the irregular crossing or
smuggling of the goods they need.

This situation is quite different regarding the movements of people unfamiliar with
the local landscape and are more significant in numbers. When migrants move across
borders clandestinely or in bigger groups, there is inevitably an incentive for the
facilitator to secure upfront the support from government officials, local tribes, or
nomadic groups with good knowledge and experience of the land or desert they need
to cross, in order to avoid any troubles during the movement. Literature confirms
(Lelliott & Schloenhardt, 2021), corroborated by the information received from the key
informants’ interviews, that the smuggling and trafficking of migrants across the
region would be almost impossible without law enforcement officials or local armed

groups being complicit and bribes being paid to them.
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The same fact is also evident in the primary data collected by the field survey, where
43.9 per cent of those who chose to take the legal pathway and passed through official
border crossing points reported still having been forced to pay government officials
at least once during their journey. This provides strong evidence of corruption
remaining one of the key facilitators when it comes to the movement of migrants
along the CMR, which is also the central hypothesis of this study. The data analysis
used for this study is one of the first systematic surveys on the specific and detailed
experiences of migrants moving from West Africa, through the ECOWAS area, before

reaching Libya.

4.2 Analysis of the primary data collected from the field survey
Due to the fragile security situation in Libya and the general restrictions related to the
movement of international staff outside Tripoli, the field survey among migrants
originating from ECOWAS countries was conducted with the help of professional
enumerators. Besides the standard questions about their routes and other
demographic data regularly collected at so-called “flow monitoring points,” additional
guestions were asked specifically tailored to assess the level and the types of
corruption experienced by these migrants before reaching Libya. A set of nine
questions, further divided into several pre-defined, more detailed responses that are
of interest for this study, collected a complete set of information providing a
comprehensive overview of the challenges migrants have faced, starting from their
point of departure and the possible need for issuance of a passport, allowing them to
benefit from the facilitated border regime under the ECOWAS free-movement
protocol. This specific set of information has a very high significance for this study
because the possession of a valid travel document is not only the precondition - under

normal circumstances - for friction-free travel across the countries of the ECOWAS
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region but also means a substantial first investment in the decision to migrate in
particular as far as Libya and potentially further on to the European Union.

The data and information collected on this crucial starting point are very interesting
since this will - or may - also determine the possible routing of the migration journey,
as well as influence to a high degree, the vulnerability of every individual migrant to
be exposed to the need to pay their way through PoEs or at checkpoints along their
route. The data collected from a total of 724 migrants originating from 13 different
ECOWAS countries provides a good insight into the first stage of a migrant’s journey
along the CMR. Significantly, 55.5 per cent, of the migrants interviewed left their
country of origin without having a valid passport. The possession of a valid travel
document is a precondition for an ECOWAS citizen to be eligible to travel under the
facilitated border regime of the free-movement protocol across ECOWAS, which could
be either a national identity card or a passport. Table 1 below gives a more detailed

insight into this data collection set.

Table 1: Genuine passport available upon departure from the country of origin

With Without Through official Extra payment
In the Country of Origin passport passport channel required
Total 322 402 — —
Total — — 266 118
Females 124 147 105 45
Males 198 255 161 73

Suppose a citizen leaves the country of origin only with a national ID card. In that
case, the person will not be able to enter any other country outside ECOWAS. Hence
they would need to move across that border either clandestinely or try to obtain a
fake passport before reaching Libya. Therefore, the question about having a passport

obtained in the country of origin is crucial since this will further determine if the
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person would, at any later stage of the journey, become an irregular migrant because
of not having the required travel documentation. The data shows that only slightly
less than half of all migrants had a passport in their possession when they left their
country of origin, while the majority left without having a genuine passport in their
hands. The aspect of obtaining a passport and the smooth process is very relevant to
this study. If this process already requires bribing a governmental entity in the
citizen’s own country to get this document, which is typically every citizen’s right and
should not be a matter of discretion by the respective authorities, this changes much
in the decision-making process for each migrant. The data presented in Table 1 also
shows that, despite going through official channels, 118 of 266 migrants were still
required to pay more than the regular fee for having a passport issued and hence
were forced to bribe an official to receive a service they have a right to. When the data
are broken down by gender, this shows another relevant fact of the study: females
are 2.5 percentage points less pressured to pay a bribe for being issued a passport
than males, with about 42.8 per cent compared to 45.3 per cent. The data in Table 2
below provide more details on the prevalence of bribes paid for the issuance of

passports in certain ECOWAS countries, according to migrants’ reports.

Table 2: Extra payments upon issuance of passports (5 main ECOWAS countries)

Country Total number issued Extra payment Prevalence of bribing
reported in %
Cote d’Ivoire 10 7 70.0
Ghana 47 13 27.7
Mali 35 24 68.8
Nigeria 125 58 46.4
Senegal 28 11 39.3

The high bribery rate of 44.4 per cent reported on all passports issued through official

channels must be seen as a strong indicator of corruption being a systematic problem
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in the passport issuance process in several, if not all, ECOWAS countries. The top five
countries in numbers of passports issued through official channels and where extra
payments were requested are the same where the majority of the migrants arriving in
Libya are coming from. The data obtained from migrants originating from Cote
d’lvoire and Mali suggest that in close to 70 per cent of all passports issued to
migrants covered by this survey, a government official needed to be bribed. This is
quite a significant and relevant factor for consideration in this study, especially during
the first phase of the migration process, where financial and social investments need
to be made before the final decision about migrating can be made.

Another critical factor for the decision to migrate - or not - is that families might pre-
finance the migration journey of one of their sons, daughters, or other relatives
(Rahman, 2017) by selling land or other possessions of value in support of their
journey. For making an informed decision on the amount that is deemed to be suitable
to cover all the needs and expenditures during this travel, reliable information is
required about the cost of travelling, length of the journey and routing, but also any
other possible “unexpected costs” like bribes at Ports of Entry or checkpoints. An
indicator of the availability of such information to migrants during this decision-
making stage can be deduced from the survey data about whether they had to seek
opportunities to earn money for financing their onward travel while transiting through
the ECOWAS area or not. Remarkably, almost two-thirds of all migrants who provided
an answer to this question - only two did not provide a statement to this question -
reported that they did not need to earn money during their journey through the
ECOWAS region until reaching Libya. A more detailed breakdown of data concerning

the need to look for a job or not, divided by gender, is available in Table 3 on the next

page.
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Table 3: Did not need to look for job opportunities while in transit

Migrants who answered Did not need to look Needed to work to Share of “no need to
this question for work finance the travel work in transit” in %
Total 459 263 63.6
Males 277 175 61.3
Females 182 88 67.4

This provides solid evidence for the assumption that the costs for travelling through
the ECOWAS area and the amount of money considered to be sufficient to cover all
the living expenditures until reaching the interim final country of destination are
already well known before the decision is made. Therefore, the first significant finding
of this study is that for most migrants, the travel was pre-financed, and the money
was already available at the time of departure. This also strongly supports the
mentioned theory of planned behaviour, particularly related to the assumption that if
there is certainty about factors that may facilitate or hinder the successful
performance of the planned action, this generally makes it easier to come to the final
decision.

This also confirms that the level of corruption is somehow predictable and
guantifiable in terms of the financial means needed to reach the final destination in
the shortest possible time. This hints at the existence of a well-established business
which can offer tailored travel arrangements to their clients based on the type of
travel, including clandestinely. This assumption is further corroborated by a
statement given by one of the key informants in the individual interviews, which states
that migrants are already factoring in the amount of bribes they are estimating being
forced to pay throughout their travel, similar to extra costs to be added to an already

fixed “travel package”.
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4.3 Corruptive behaviour as part of the challenges encountered in transit
Another strong evidence for the existence of a range of travel packages offered by
smugglers, providing services similar to a travel agency and which may even be
booked in advance, is that four times more migrants have reported having used a
“facilitator” throughout their travel than not. Considering that more than half of all
migrants (51.6 per cent) did not possess proper travel documents upon departure and
therefore needed to move across the borders clandestinely, consequently requiring
the support of a facilitator anyway at some point, it is a kind of surprise that almost
80 per cent of all who had a genuine passport reported that they also used the help
of a facilitator. In more concrete numbers, out of the 591 migrants who answered this
question, only 287 stated that they possessed a valid passport upon departure from
home, whereas 305 did not. In both instances, the share of those who have used
facilitators during their journey across the ECOWAS is almost identical at 70.4 per
cent for those with a passport and 80.6 per cent without a passport.

Since the use of a facilitator has obviously become a standard approach for migrants
along the CMR to manage their travel to the country of destination, more details about
the specific use of a facilitator by migrants during their travel might also be of interest.
Table 4 below displays more detailed information on the share of migrants having
used a facilitator during their journey, either with or without a passport, divided by

gender.

Table 4: Number of migrants with a passport using the services of facilitators

Migrants using the services

of facilitators on the way Total Males Females
Passport available upon departure 287 180 107
With passport - facilitator used 228 145 83
No passport - facilitator used 246 140 106
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A direct comparison between the shares of migrants who used such services from
facilitators and who did not, depending on having a passport or travelling without, is

provided in the chart below (Figure 1).

Use of facilitators

Without passport
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With passport

1]
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No facilitator used Facilitator used OTota

Figure 1: Use of facilitators during the journey

Of course, there are differences in the challenges encountered while moving across
international borders, even when eligible to enjoy the benefits of facilitated border
procedures because of a free-movement protocol, and how that could be solved.
However, one thing a travel agent does not do is bribe an official to ensure their
customers’ easy passage. Therefore, the study looked specifically at challenges
migrants encountered while crossing the borders between the ECOWAS countries.

The data displayed in Table 5 provides a comprehensive overview of the problems
they have faced when passing through official Ports of Entry and how they are
interrelated. Naturally, only those who possess the required travel documents would
try to pass across an international border by showing up at the immigration counter
and requesting to be let through, provided that all the conditions under the free-
movement protocol are met. Despite having everything in order, there were still a lot
of problems encountered by many migrants. The challenges ranged from spending

more time at the Port of Entry than other fellow travellers, having been interrogated
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or even sent back to the country the migrant wanted to enter from, or being asked to
pay a bribe to be allowed to pass through. A total of 281 migrants reported that when
they crossed through an official PoE, they faced a problem, whereas only 107 reported
not having had any issues while going through immigration. That is three times the
number of those who did not face any issues, with the most significant share of issues
encountered having been “solved” by paying some money to the immigration officer.
The pure numbers shown in Table 5 below prove that females were explicitly targeted
and more frequently asked to pay money at the immigration counter - almost double

the number of those who did not experience any issues at the PoE.

Table 5: Challenges encountered at PoEs within the ECOWAS area

No Paid Refused Sent Waited Detained Interrogated
problem money crossing back longer
Total 107 129 10 1 81 10 90
Males 69 65 4 1 42 5 39
Females 38 64 6 0 39 5 51

Since multiple answers to the same question were accepted, the issue of waiting
longer than others and being interrogated might have fed into the number of having
been forced to pay a bribe. Nevertheless, the high figure of bribes being paid at PoEs
is still striking and a strong indicator that corruption continues to hamper the free-
movement of ECOWAS citizens, despite travellers fulfilling the conditions and thus
being eligible for simplified border procedures.

The chart on the next page (Figure 2) provides a more detailed account of the different
types of problems encountered by migrants when moving across the internal ECOWAS
borders at official PoEs, divided by gender, and compared with the total number of

travellers.
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Figure 2: Challenges while passing through an official Port of Entry

The data collected in the survey also allows a more detailed analysis of the purpose
the services requested from facilitators were supposed to solve. Again, it does not
come as a major surprise that “solving issues with authorities” was the most frequently
reported service migrants have asked facilitators to deal with. Besides the most
sought service of solving issues with authorities, smooth travel was second on the top
of the range asked by migrants. Table 6 and the chart on the next page (Figure 3) give
detailed breakdowns of the data related to which services migrants asked facilitators

to solve for them.

Table 6: Number of migrants that used facilitators for certain services

No Solve Obtain Get Health
facilitator Smooth issues documents permissions  assistance
used travel authorities
Total 117 298 342 26 32 48
Males 69 166 199 18 18 37
Females 48 132 143 18 14 11
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The other three types of services that showed lower numbers of importance might be
a direct consequence of the limited need of migrants to look for job opportunities or
to take long-time residency in one of the ECOWAS countries because they were forced

to earn money for their onward journey.
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Figure 3: The scope of services migrants asked facilitators to solve

In some literature (Frouws & Brenner, 2019; Chéne, 2018), these services are directly
linked to bulk payments made by the smugglers to border or security actors, often at
checkpoints along their travel route. Collecting smaller amounts from each migrant
individually and handing them out to those who will turn a blind eye to this specific
group of travellers passing through the checkpoint will speed up the process and
reduce the risk of corrupt officers getting caught. This may also indicate that
facilitators are used - and paid for - to ensure that a direct encounter between the
corrupt government official and the individual migrant can be avoided. The data
displayed in the chart on the next page (Figure 4) shows the distribution of migrants

who had a passport and needed to work during their journey, as well as those who
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did not have a passport and also needed to look for jobs to cater for their financial
needs. The pure numbers do not show any statistical significance in either direction
or a distinct preference for any specific gender, though the low percentage of females
who did not need to earn additional money during their journey is surprising and asks

for more research to explore on the reasons behind it.
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Figure 4: Number of migrants having looked for a job in transit

The main research question of this study was to find evidence if the free-movement
protocol has brought benefits to each ECOWAS citizen for their travel across the
internal borders of the ECOWAS region and if the level of corruption related to
crossing borders has been reduced. Unfortunately, this study has just confirmed that
the phenomenon of corruption and the need to pay someone off to enjoy the freedom
of moving quickly across borders is still widespread in this region, despite the
facilitation the protocol should have brought. In this part of the research, the study
has shown that corruption is already rampant at the beginning of each migration
journey, starting with the issuance of a passport. It is quite important to recall that a

passport is an essential document for every citizen in the ECOWAS region, with the
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costs for issuing such a crucial document usually strictly regulated by the government.
The costs of providing every citizen with a travel document should not be an
additional source of income to fill the government’s coffers, nor should it become an
opportunity to extort bribes by those who are part of the issuance process. The
possession of a genuine travel document is an essential part of the economic
prosperity of an economic region, as the ECOWAS should be, based on increased
mobility of the workforce, same as for the ease of doing business across the economic
region. Both preconditions are seriously crippled by the existence of corruption, which
takes away vital resources from the government and their own citizens as well.

The study’s findings have shown that it does not matter much if one has a genuine
travel document or tries right away to travel clandestinely across the borders of the
ECOWAS. On both pathways, the travellers will be confronted with multiple occasions
where they are asked to pay a bribe or contribute to bulk payments for passing
through checkpoints unbothered. The data collected from up to 700 migrants that
have travelled across the ECOWAS region before reaching Libya provide solid evidence
that corruption is still omnipresent in many places that are not traditionally part of
the border regime of a country. The restrictions caused by political instability and the
spread of communicable diseases, where borders may be closed or additional
certificates are needed, make it even more difficult for travellers to navigate through
an increasing number of regulations that should offset the consequences of reduced
border controls. At the same time, curbing irregular migration and preventing the
spread of pandemic diseases across any border is still high on the agenda for many
countries. Based on the evidence provided in this part of the study, it can be said that
corruption is still one of the key factors that keep irregular migration “flowing”. This
happens regardless of the efforts by governments to tackle this quite unpopular bad
habit by those who should instead serve the country and its citizens foremost. The

stagnation of many ECOWAS countries in the CPl ranking also provides a good
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indicator that corruption has become system-imminent in several countries, thus
replacing public administration structures where the power of the central government
has lost its relevance, with local tribal interests becoming more prominent and caring
better for the needs of the local population. Border areas have traditionally always
been loosely regulated by central governments since their interest is instead focused
on keeping the main entry points to their capitals and major cities open and well
functioning. At the same time, they may not care much and rather neglect the remote
Points of Entry, which are often more important for local border populations than for
the central government due to their distance from the capitals and the country’s
economic centres. Migrants and their interest in moving as quickly as possible to their
final destination have created a business feeding many people along their route,
providing income to many who otherwise would find it hard to make ends meet. To
replace this kind of source of income for local tribes, including local militias and
criminal gangs, is very difficult to think about if there are no alternatives to the money

they easily can take from the constant flow of migrants looking for greener pastures.

4.4 Exposure to corruption is not the same for everyone
Research about the relationship between the level of corruption and gender shows
that both men and women will almost certainly encounter corruption during the
various stages of their travel along the CMR (Merkle, et al., 2017). It has been found
that women are especially vulnerable to specific forms and types of corruption,
particularly sextortion, whenever they are travelling alone, in small groups, or when
their financial resources are so limited that they cannot further afford to pay bribes.
The same study concludes that sextortion, which employs either physical or non-
physical forms of coercion to extort sexual favours from the victim of any gender or
age, is a severe threat to women and girls travelling alone or without a male relative.

During the interviews with the key informants working in Niger and Mali, both
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presented accounts of the different exposure of single women travelling alone. Also,
migrants who cannot speak the local language might need to pay higher bribes to
authorities just because they cannot communicate with authorities without the help
of local interlocutors.

Another particular concern related to single women and young girls is that they might
be coerced into seeking protection from a male migrant they are travelling with, often
in exchange for sexual favours. However, this may not prevent them from getting
further exploited and potentially becoming a source of income to fill up the travel
budget, for example, by being forced into prostitution (Kane, 2019). In some of the
extreme cases reported, women might be offered as an in-kind bribe to security
personnel at checkpoints (Merkle, et al., 2017, p. 28) for letting them pass through.
This raises the question if the reported abuses could mainly be individual cases that
just happened to be reported to researchers by women and girls who were trafficked
from Western Africa (Nigeria) to Europe and were interviewed after they arrived in Italy
(Merkle, et al., 2017, p. 30), or it is a distinct type of systemic corruption, which puts
a higher extortion risk on women and girls along the entire CMR. Interestingly, the
statement of three female migrants that they had to engage in transactional sex to be
protected by a male migrant during their travel (Merkle, et al., 2017, p. 29) was also
confirmed by the key informant interviews within this study.

One of the key informants pointed out that women - and girls - travelling alone or in
small groups are pressured to look for protection within the group of migrants they
are travelling with, which most of the time ends up in them getting engaged in a
sexual relationship with that man. The reasons for this might also be that, in this way,
they can pretend to be married or at least a couple, which should reduce their risks
of becoming a victim of violence from other migrants or potentially being forced into
having transactional sex to bribe government officials at checkpoints. In this context,

it is also remarkable that the other key informant brought up the issue that sextortion
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also has a cultural component, where due to cultural norms, female migrants would
be rather seen as a person that has to be protected and, therefore, would not be
forced into exchanging sex as a bribe. This cultural aspect of sextortion in the context
of irregular migration highlights the ethical dimension of corruption in the security
sector, which has to do with values and moral norms, as well as the degradation of
(female) migrants to be an object of desire that is not solely focused on financial
gains.

Another factor is that cases of sextortion may often remain unreported since they are
directly linked to leading to social stigmata and clashing with cultural taboos. At the
same time, it is often also difficult to prove that the sexual act has been coerced in
the first place (Feigenblatt, 2020, p. 4). The same research also explains that such
victimisation of women could be caused by a widespread social stereotype, which
somehow “excuses” aggressive sexual behaviour by men against women, regardless
of if it has been extorted or offered voluntarily. Also, the fact that women usually may
have less money to spend on bribes makes them more vulnerable to pay with sex for
protection, services, goods, or favours in general. All this looks like a vicious cycle
where the “more vulnerable” gender is forced to engage in survival sex to make ends
meet (Merkle, et al., 2017, p. 29).

Besides this gender dimension discussed above and being differently exposed to
corruption across the ECOWAS region, the issue of ethical, or in the case of this study,
linguistical minorities may also play a significant role in the discrimination of migrants
or foreigners in countries of transit when it comes to the need to pay bribes. One of
the key informants pointed out that the sole fact that a migrant cannot communicate
in the local language will increase the likeliness of being forced to pay additional or
higher bribes. Interestingly, this applies not only to irregular or not properly
documented migrants but is also experienced by regular migrants, which normally

should not have any need to pay bribes to government officials at all.

43



Because a foreigner is traditionally in a weaker position due to the language issue or
the lack of information about the regulations and one’s right to be allowed to travel
without any such “extra costs”, the pressure to pay the bribe might outweigh the
troubles a non-payment might trigger. Such a “transactive” corruption, characterised
by an agreement between the taker and the giver in a pursuit to attain advantages for
both sides, seems to be present all along the CMR and may even thrive under the
condition of the free-movement protocol. Some scholars (Alatas, 1968; Lelliott &
Schloenhardt, 2021) argue that all corruption has an extortive and a voluntary side,
with the extortive aspect describing a situation where the bribe taker has the power
to withhold services, even if just for a certain period. In the case of the ECOWAS
region, and even when travellers could enjoy the right to move freely across borders
provided that documents are in order, there is still room for government officials to
request bribes from those who lack information about their due rights.

As mentioned in the introduction of this study, the free-movement protocol leaves the
door open to suspend it based on security concerns, which is at the discretion of the
respective country or local authorities to define and impose. This layer of uncertainty
and the lack of access to information about the restrictions imposed at the time of
travel puts migrants who cannot comprehend the local language in a more vulnerable
situation. This information asymmetry which plays a significant role in the principal-
agent model of corruption gets another aspect in a way that restrictions can be
interpreted to justify the request for extra fees, giving the impression that the law is
entirely on the side of the one who offers to apply discretionary leniency in exchange
for an additional payment. This leaves the migrant who does not speak or understand
the language with the (rational) choice to weigh if the benefit from paying the bribe
will exceed the costs and consequences otherwise incurred from refusing to bribe.
This study has found good evidence that the exposure to corruption is different for

some disadvantaged groups of travellers, particularly for women and girls travelling
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alone or in small groups. However, it is extremely hard to get reliable data on the
scope and type of corruption since the border between extortion and collusion is thin,
besides being a sensitive issue to talk about when it comes to sextortion or abuse of
migrants that are the most vulnerable. Literature has already documented (Bullock &
Jenkins, 2020) that some marginalised groups are more prone to encounter coercive
attempts to extract bribes or other rent-seeking behaviour due to their vulnerability
and limited access to justice or protection by security services. Besides women and
girls having experienced sextortion by border officials and security personnel at
checkpoints, this study has found a new aspect which has not been widely recognised
as a contributing factor to the level of exposure to corruption by migrants across the
CMR. This relates to the fact that single females are frequently forced to seek
protection within the migrant group themselves, increasing their financial burden or,
alternatively, forcing them to exchange sex for protection.

Although the sextortion of women and girls is one of the most extensively reported
types of corruption in recent research related to gender, the focus of the study is
limited to the corruption experienced from the side of government officials or other
semi-official security actors. In fact, women and girls are even caught in a double
dilemma. On one side because women typically have fewer resources available to pay
for services, protection, or bribes in general (Bullock & Jenkins, 2020). On the other
side, because of their lower social status and hence getting paid less in their jobs or
services, they usually would be engaged with for earning money in their home
countries or while on the move. This conclusion is also confirmed by previous
research done by the United Nationals Development Fund for Women (Hossain &
Nyamu, 2010), stating that women looking for safety or protection from violence are
particularly exposed to corruption within the ranks of the police or judiciary,
especially women that are poor or have received no or limited education. What makes

things even worse is that such cases are often not reported due to a fear of retaliation
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or social stigma despite having been forced to collude. Cultural taboos are generally
more stringent for females in most cultures (Stauffer, 2016). Even when sextortion is
reported, finding evidence in the absence of any witnesses is difficult, and some justice
systems do not recognise non-physical forms of coercion as a crime either (Carnegie,
2019).

In the case of this study, foreigners and those who are not able to speak or understand
the local language have been found as another marginalised group that is more exposed
to corruption during their move across the Sahel. For them, it is more challenging to seek
help or assistance to navigate through the numerous regulations or restrictions that differ
from one country to the next one. Consequently, most of the time, they are forced to pay
for such assistance due to the lack of access to reliable information in their respective
language. This kind of discrimination follows the same pattern that other marginalised
groups often experiences, like informal sector workers, people with disabilities, or the
LBGTQI community. These groups predominately refrain from approaching police, justice,
or security actors for protection since they are experiencing deep-rooted discrimination
based on their distinct appearances like sexual orientation, disabilities, or poverty,
making them easy prey for corrupt officials.

According to the key informant interviews, as a foreigner or a migrant who tries to move
clandestinely across the ECOWAS region, the barrier for government officials to engage in
corruption seems to be much lower than when it comes to their own citizens. Some
anecdotal evidence also hints at the general perception that migrants who want to transit
through their country are indirectly supporting criminal networks specialised in the
smuggling or trafficking of human beings or are the primary source for terrorist groups
along the desert areas of the Sahel to keep fighting or buying their weapons, hence
indirectly contributing to the despicable actions such groups are often engaged in. So far,
the study has looked at the issue if there is a disparity between genders, and later also
between different minority groups, concerning their exposure to corruption by
government officials throughout the ECOWAS region solely from the anecdotal angle, with

information obtained during key informant interviews. However, suppose the reported
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difference really exists. In such a case, this should also be discernible in the empirical part
of the research, where pure numbers should provide a second layer of evidence for these
assumptions.

When it comes to the corruptive behaviour of government officials, the study has looked
at the data set that reports on the use of official Ports of Entry to cross from one ECOWAS
country to another and scrutinised the reported numbers of bribes having been paid. As
already mentioned in the previous chapter, out of the 593 migrants interviewed and
questioned about their experiences made during their journey across the ECOWAS, 281
migrants crossed via official PoEs. The total numbers of male and female travellers who
reported needing to pay a bribe when crossing through immigration are strikingly similar.
However, due to the lower number of women interviewed, the likelihood that female
travellers are forced to pay a bribe at official PoEs is significantly higher. Table 7 below

compares the percentages of migrants having paid a bribe, broken down by gender.

Table 7: Gender breakdown of migrants having paid a bribe at official PoEs

Migrants having paid a bribe Crossed at PoE Paid a bribe Percentage
at official PoEs at PoE
Males 160 65 40.6%
Females 121 64 52,9%

The ratio of females having been forced to pay a bribe to an immigration officer at the
migration counter is 12.3 percentage points higher than the number for males, which
gives convincing evidence that not everyone has the same level of exposure to bribery
when it comes to encounters with government officials. These numbers are only reporting
about bribery cases at official PoEs. However, the assumption that females are confronted
with a similar fate when they travel clandestinely is much harder to measure or prove. Due
to the sensitivity of asking questions about the level of corruption and bribes - voluntarily

as the already mentioned extra travel costs, or paid through extortion, including
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sextortion - when it comes to female migrants, it is very difficult to collect such data
through a survey.

It is naturally a delicate issue to spell out questions in a neutral way which could also
collect information about cases of sextortion, but it is almost impossible not to open
already closed wounds again just by forcing the women to think about it again and to try
to quantify the experiences made in a logical and neutral manner. The same might be true
for the previously analysed reported numbers about seeking a job during the journey
through the ECOWAS to finance the travel to Libya. While the pure numbers give a pretty
clear picture that females are less likely to look for a job than males travelling through
the ECOWAS, this needs to be taken with a grain of salt. From the literature (Merkle, et al.,
2017), it is known that traditionally male want-to-be migrants might get more support
from their families in the country of origin for their travel than females, and considering
the higher exposure of females to corruption at official PoEs, it is very likely that the same
situation, if not worse, will happen when moving clandestinely.

The reason for this contradiction can be assumed in the fact that a lot of the work and
services that females would provide are often not remunerated since they are either
domestic services or happen as sexual favours in exchange for security, help, or
assistance. The latter can be evidenced in several pieces of research and individual
interviews with females that have made it to Europe. This study only had the chance to
look at corruption which concerns government officials in their migration, border, or
security-related function. The vast grey area of migrants travelling clandestinely, being in
an extremely vulnerable irregular situation, has only been partially touched.

Much more research will be needed to get reliable and neutral data from the irregular
movement of migrants along the CMR, especially when it comes to women experiencing
hardships not only at the hands of government officials but also via other migrants to
whom they have to refer for protection. While the gender aspect of corruption by officials
throughout the ECOWAS region has been sufficiently elaborated, there is also the
assumption that different nationalities and different ethnicities have a different exposure

to corruption while travelling through the ECOWAS as well. To put this to the test, the
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study looked at the differences in the exposure to corruption experienced by the different

ECOWAS nationalities covered by the survey, which is displayed in detail in Table 8 below.

Table 8: Migrants from main ECOWAS countries that had to pay a bribe at PoEs

The exposure of different ECOWAS Total Paid a bribe Percentage Official language
nationalities to corruption at PoEs number at PoE

Burkina Faso 36 10 27.8 Franco
Ghana 111 33 29.7 Anglo

Mali 105 21 20 Franco
Nigeria 245 47 19.2 Anglo
Senegal 34 10 29.4 Franco

The Gambia 19 4 21 Anglo

The key informant interviews have confirmed some differences concerning various
nationalities, mainly based on the differences between the francophone and anglophone
groups’ exposure to corruption. The data displayed in the chart on the next page (Figure
5) show the relationship between the number of migrants that have paid a bribe while
crossing through an official PoE and the total number of migrants interviewed in this
survey by each of the selected ECOWAS countries. The graph shows that migrants from
Ghana and Senegal are among the top nations that were asked to pay a bribe at an official
PoE, whereas Malians and Gambians are at the bottom of this scale. In both instances, the
official language of one of the top and the bottom nations is French, whereas the other is
English.

So, in fact, this supports the assumption that language skills play a role in the level
of exposure to corruption at official border crossings, but without a clear conclusion

that a migrant is better off if being francophone or anglophone.
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Figure 5: Migrants reported having had to pay a bribe when crossing at PoEs

To come up with a brief answer to the question if the exposure to corruption makes
differences by gender, nationality, and ethnicity, there is strong evidence in the data
collected by the survey which supports this assumption. However, more research will
be needed to explore the mechanisms behind this phenomenon, which mainly
remains a grey area of research since collecting evidence of such occurrences is a
complex and sensitive matter, which may often add more pain and harm to those who
have experienced it during their journey. What became clearer in this part of the
research is that corruption is a deep-rooted systemic phenomenon across the entire
ECOWAS region, of which prospective migrants are aware and already factor in when
they decide to leave their home country.

Every migrant has more or less the choice either to cope with corruption by
themselves, already starting with the issuance of a national passport in their own
country, or to resort to facilitators who offer their services all along the entire CMR
from West Africa until reaching the shores of the Mediterranean Sea in Libya. Despite
the uncertainties migrants encounter during their journey across the Sahel, movement

clandestinely is still the preferred option for most of them.
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The vulnerability which comes together with travelling “under the radar” of the
authorities has distinctive advantages, in particular by being more certain about the
amount of money needed to bribe through the numerous checkpoints along their way
to reach their intended final destination when compared to the unpredictability of the
costs if a migrant takes the risk and confronts themselves directly with corrupt

officials.

4.5 Is international assistance suitable to curb corruption?

Several studies before this one have already shown that irregular migration flows are
influenced by the level of corruption not only in the country of origin, but corruption
also facilitates the movement of irregular and regular migrants in transit countries.
Since then, the focus on anti-corruption has steadily increased in research focusing
on an area that is supposed to guarantee free-movement across their borders. While
international conventions, policies, and standards have been put in place in some of
the ECOWAS countries marred by high levels of corruption, the main target so far has
mainly been to enhance and strengthen legal frameworks, law enforcement, and
judicial institutions, as well as launching information campaigns to increase
awareness among citizens that something is done against the abuse of public office.
The ECOWAS themselves even adopted a separate Protocol on the Fight against
Corruption in 2001 (ECOWAS, 2001), supposed to promote and enhance the
effectiveness of anti-corruption measures to prevent and eradicate corruption.
However, even 19 years later, six of the 15 ECOWAS countries have still not ratified
the protocol by 2019 (Richards, 2019), and the harmonisation and coordination of
national anti-corruption laws and policies across the ECOWAS region remain a
patchwork, at best.

According to research by Munyai and Agbor (2020), the way corruption on the African

continent is unfolding is characterised by the involvement of senior state officials in
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grand corruption, enabled by weak institutions, insufficient legal frameworks and
regulations, further exacerbated by a culture of impunity and the absence of the rule
of law, even widening the already massive gap between the rich and the poor. At the
same time, due to underdevelopment, understaffed and under-resourced anti-
corruption institutions, and the lack of a strong political will, the fight against
corruption in Africa cannot be won with only half-hearted support provided to such
fragile countries either.

There is no question that the African countries from where funds and assets are stolen
and most of the time transferred outside the country face challenges regarding
investigation, prosecution, tracing, and recovering assets and money (Greenberg, et
al., 2009, p. 7). International cooperation and technical assistance mainly focus on
building capacities and enhancing the prosecution of money laundering or recovering
assets from abroad, trying to fry the “big fish”. However, where a state is not fully
functional and is not able to respond appropriately to the needs of its people, the
provision of even quite substantial budgetary and technical support by international
organizations might end up being ineffective and sometimes often shifting political
balances, handing over the instruments to consolidate its power only to the winning
side (Giorgetti, 2011).

As confirmed by the key informant interviews, some information campaigns are
implemented at major transit locations, like the bigger national airports and along the
streets to the capitals, at least in some ECOWAS countries. This should give the
impression that anti-corruption efforts are reaching out to ordinary citizens, who,
more likely than not, might predominantly be affected by petty corruption when
coping with their daily lives than big-scale embezzlement of finance budgets or
national wealth. Here the question arises, how can the capacity building provided by
international donors actually make a difference for each citizen or the level of petty

corruption migrants have to cope with? According to the 2021 Corruption Perceptions
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Index (CPI) report published by Transparency International (Transparency
International, 2022), the score of 33 Sub-Saharan countries showed no significant
improvement compared with the previous years. Actually, only five of the 15 ECOWAS
countries are in the upper half of the country ranking, meaning that two-thirds of
ECOWAS members are ranked in the lower half of the CPI, which covers a total of 180

countries worldwide (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: CPI ranking of ECOWAS countries in 2021

The TI report further elaborates that the COVID-19 pandemic severely hit the
previously less-affected continent in 2021, alongside protracted armed conflicts and
rising terrorist threats. Moreover, this comes on top of the already severe corruption
problems that have existed long before in most ECOWAS member countries. As stated
in the key informant interviews, the Tl report also points out that governments across
the region found one solution for keeping corruption outside of the public discussion,
mainly through restricting the sharing of information with the broader public, as well
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as cracking down hard on independent voices that otherwise would hold corrupt
government officials and politicians to account. A negative prime example of this is
the significant decline in the CPI ranking of Mali from previously 35 to now 29, mainly
attributed to increased limitations in civil liberties in the country. Mali regularly faces
political, institutional, and security crises, having gone through three military coups
over the last ten years. The activities of armed groups in the northern part of the
country along the Sahel and the Sahara Desert undermine even further key state
functions like providing security and maintaining the rule of law and justice, leading
to a vicious cycle of corruption and human rights abuses.

A similar fate is shared by Nigeria, where corruption has been identified as being one
of the main factors leading to the rise of fundamentalist religious groups, causing
insecurity in the northern part of Nigeria (Zumve, et al., 2013). In an interview with a
senior Boko Haram leader conducted by a Nigerian journalist some years back, he was
quoted that corruption became the primary catalyst for the Boko Haram movement
(Human Rights Watch, 2012). Its first leader, Mohammed Yusuf, would not have been
as successful in luring many people into his movement if Nigeria had been a fully
functional state. His words fell on such fertile ground because of the frustrations
among the people and the corruption leading to such widespread injustice perceived
by many of those living in the neglected North of Nigeria, allowing his ideology to
grow rapidly. This does not come as a big surprise, considering that over the few
decades since independence, poverty has increased, and key public institutions have
fallen apart, while millions of dollars from public funds have been lost due to

corruption and mismanagement (Human Rights Watch, 2012, p. 24).

4.6 Limitations to what international assistance can support
So how can international support make any difference, considering that western

countries have sent not only millions in humanitarian and financial aid to the Sahel
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countries but also deployed troops in support of the local security and armed forces
to counter the insurgency more effectively across the Sahel? Is supporting weak
institutions in an already fragile state effective, and can it make any difference, since
this might just be treating the symptoms than curing the disease? Suppose a state
neglects people in one part of the country and deprives them of access to electricity,
safe water to drink, hospitals, housing, and schools, despite the country’s enormous
wealth. In that case, this rather prepares the stage for more violent terrorist acts of
kidnapping, hostage-taking, and extorting money in exchange for security from
whoever comes along their way. In many cases, corruption arises because the
government fails to satisfy the basic physiological and safety needs of its citizens.
This can be partially explained based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1970),
where if the basic needs are not met, any higher values of a society required to
eradicate corruption, like moral and ethical standards, self-esteem, and abiding by
the rule of law, cannot be addressed successfully solely through international support
but requires a fundamental change in the country’s society and the political landscape
itself (Kompa, 2012).

This study has collected primary data from around 700 migrants that have travelled
across the ECOWAS region, with the majority having experienced corrupt government
officials at official Ports of Entry and security checkpoints along their journey. To have
more effective anti-corruption interventions implemented, these would need to be
based on a clear context-specific understanding of all the different reinforcing factors
and drivers of corruption in each country, as well as considering any intervention to
be accorded with the broader political economy situation in the various subregional
locations, regions, or countries. No single blueprint will work in each country in the
same way. An anti-corruption initiative needs a unique combination of approaches,
tools, and actors involved to be effective, thus correctly addressing the root causes

of corruption in any given context. As this study has shown, corruption in the ECOWAS
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region is systemic. Therefore, anti-corruption interventions need also to take a
systemic approach and go beyond just targeting individual “bad apples” or “frying
some big fishes.”

The international donor community and international organizations alike need to
focus on building and strengthening political will and the support of ordinary citizens
for good governance, not only through campaigns but also by reshaping the political
arena when it comes to establishing fully accountable government entities vested with
essential services to be provided to their citizens. The UNODC is the primary custodian
of anti-corruption initiatives worldwide, repeatedly stressing that corruption
challenges the legitimacy of any government that is serious about good governance
and enforcing the rule of law. Especially in the Sahel region, the threat to efforts made
by law enforcement and the judiciary to combat organised crime and illicit trafficking
of drugs, weapons, or other kinds of prohibited goods, is seriously hampered by
corruption within the police force or the justice system themselves (UNODC, 2015).
In a meeting in Niger in 2015, Heads of police forces from five Sahel countries vowed
to fight corruption within their institutions, pointing out that corruption is a
significant factor in creating instability and endangering peace in the region. However,
the proposed actions remained superficial and just aimed to calm down international
actors that might monitor any progress made. Though two of the recommendations
made were to improve the living and work conditions of police officers and to promote
information and awareness campaigns for the benefit of the public (UNODC, 2015),
these action points have not been put into reality as it became apparent in the key
informant interviews, as well as evidenced by the finding of the field survey.

The research done by McLinden and Durrani (2013) confirms that the combination of
poor pay, difficult working conditions, and a limited chance of being detected when
taking a bribe provides both incentives and opportunities for corruption. It is also true

that if the salary of border officials is below a specific national wage limit, it may be
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difficult for those officials to resist asking for bribes in order to compensate for the
shortage in salary and to have a certain minimum living standard. Furthermore, there
are also differences between the diverse types of border officials, where customs
officers might often get a higher salary upfront while having better chances to
increase the potential income from corruption already from legitimate business
passing through the Ports of Entry. Based on these high chances to extract bribes
from being in a particular post, positions in customs and border services can often
be bought from corrupt high-ranking officials for the value of a “concession fee”, high
enough to secure a job at customs or immigration (Ferreira, et al., 2007). However, in
the case of ECOWAS, the increased level of corruption is seriously further weakening
local law enforcement and border management institutions in their fight against illicit
trafficking and smuggling, making the smuggling of migrants a significant business
factor for many people living from offering services to migrants in transit.

Effective anti-corruption efforts require a combined government and civil society
approach, strengthening public engagement and improving national and regional
capacities to address corruption more efficiently. As pointed out in this chapter, the
security of borders and in the very remote regions in the Sahel require far more than
centralised ad-hoc support in combatting transnational crime through information
campaigns using billboards mainly displayed in the countries’ capitals or major cities.
The same will happen if further enhanced internal oversight procedures, or even more
and higher fines for those who get caught red-handed, is the proposed solution. The
enforcement of these actions will not be possible in the remote border areas, and the
countermeasures will remain vastly ineffective because those regions are in the hands
of rebels or militia groups that are not accountable to any central authority.
Anti-corruption interventions need to be flexible and adaptable to local conditions
and requirements and keep those who are supposed to implement these actions also

politically accountable. At the same time, the politicians need to acknowledge that
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there could be failures in such efforts, which need to be a source for lessons learned
and further inform the design of the actions, and not a blame game to eliminate
political opponents, brushing the meagre results under the rug, or to give up on
making efforts at all. There are natural limits to what specialised anti-corruption
interventions may achieve and the role that donor agencies can play, considering that
governments are naturally very reluctant to let outside countries or actors monitor
and criticise what the government is doing. However, the effectiveness of anti-
corruption interventions will depend primarily on the direct and responsible
involvement of the political landscape and building a vibrant civil society acting as a
watchdog on what the politicians and government officials are doing.

Taking good practices from anti-corruption initiatives in other regions of the world,
successful anti-corruption efforts by donors might be more effective if they take a
broader approach. Certainly, one that considers the transnational dimensions of
corruption but also acknowledges that a whole-of-agency, or even better, a whole-of-
government approach, is the preferred option. One such example is the “New Face of
the Border” programme in Ukraine, which took up the fight against corruption within
the ranks of the Ukrainian State Border Guards by reforming the entire recruitment
system and making it transparent and based on skills and merits only (State Border
Guard Service of Ukraine, 2016). At the same time, the current ranks of border guard
officers are gradually either retrained or eliminated from the service if they are unable
- or unwilling - to live up to the new working ethics and standards implemented within
this initiative. Suppose a similar approach is taken related to the security services in
the Sahel region. In that case, the international donor community and organizations
active in the sphere of anti-corruption should back reforms in favour of more
professionalism and depoliticisation of the border management and security sector
as a whole, primarily through strengthening the footprint of the central government

even in the most remote areas of the country, could make a significant change. At
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present, the rampant corruption at official Ports of Entry is not only seriously
damaging the reputation and the trust of the migrants in the well-functioning of
border entities but also pushing the majority of them into the dark area of moving
clandestinely across the ECOWAS area. This makes migrants easy prey for smugglers,
traffickers, and facilitators but also fuels corruption among border and security actors
in those remote areas where the central government cannot exert oversight or frankly
does not care to do so.

At this point of the study, it is justified to say that international actors, donors, and
international organisations working in the field of transnational crime and combatting
corruption in West and Central Africa, are making a lot of efforts. However, these are
not explicitly targeting those areas and entities enough, which could significantly
change the exposure of migrants to corruption and curb the prevalence of smuggling
networks or the illegal business of facilitating clandestine movements across borders
and regions. The political instability of the remote regions of many Sahel countries is
a substantial obstacle for any well-intended security sector reform, which would make
government entities more effective and accountable for good conduct and
accountability, but this would require addressing the issue rather on the political level
as well, making political leaders also in the eye of the public responsible for making

good efforts to make a change.

5. Conclusion

The fight against corruption is a constant struggle since it is a complex phenomenon
and particularly resilient against any efforts to tackle it. This is the same issue
worldwide since no country has achieved zero corruption, nor is any country likely to
do so anytime soon. On the other hand, corruption is not a disease or just a deviation
from a norm that is easy to rectify. The transition from a high-corruption level to a

society with low corruption is long and may experience many setbacks. Still, if
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governments are serious about it, even small steps in curbing corruption can make a
substantial difference, though the real difficulty is to sustain that in the long run. This
study has used rational choice theory to explain and understand the behaviour of an
individual - a migrant or a government official - in connection with corruption
emerging even in an area of free-movement between the ECOWAS countries. The
reviewed literature suggests that corruption is an outcome of choices made by a
rationally thinking individual based on available information and assumptions about
what to expect once the decision to migrate has been made. Based on this model
used, the study looked at the gathered information from those who should know best
where corruption takes place and which consequences can be linked to it to
understand the underlying mechanisms better and develop more effective anti-
corruption strategies and policies.

The primary research question aimed at finding solid evidence if corruption is still a
key contributing factor supporting irregular movements of migrants across the Sahel,
although ECOWAS citizens would be eligible to enjoy the benefits of an area of free-
movement. This study has shown that rampant corruption across the entire CMR is
still the norm, exposing migrants to the risk of becoming victims of extortion or
bribery in the hands of government officials and criminals alike. However, the most
relevant fact this study has found is the high level of corruption experienced during
the application and issuance process of travel documents. So far, this fact has
remained unnoticed and, therefore, not reflected in any research on the impact of
corruption in the region. It is crucial to recall that this type of corruption restrains
their own citizens from enjoying their right to move freely across the ECOWAS.
Corrupt government officials might even push those willing to migrate directly into
the hands of criminals, who prey on those who need to move clandestinely across

borders.

60



The second question this study has examined is if there are differences in the
exposure to corruption for migrants due to their gender or being part of a particular
minority group. A significant concern is the level of corruption at official PoEs in the
ECOWAS and security checkpoints along the CMR, which particularly targets women
and girls travelling alone or in small groups. They may become victims of sextortion
or forced to render sexual services in exchange for security, assistance, or being
allowed to pass through. This study has confirmed that there can be many encounters
where females and girls are particularly at risk of sextortion or being forced to engage
in an involuntary sexual relationship.

The topic of sextortion is extremely sensitive, and more research is still needed.
Although the level of corruption reported by females interviewed in this study is not
that significantly different than it is for males, it cannot be excluded that unsolicited
sexual favours to male migrants in exchange for protection or other kinds of
assistance by females travelling alone do happen. This study has also confirmed what
other studies have pointed out previously, that female migrants are traditionally in a
weaker position from the start, continuing throughout their migration journey. This
worrying finding must be a wake-up call for every international organisation that is
serious about protecting the human rights of migrants or claims to promote good
governance and fight this type of crime at all levels.

The third and last question this study found answers to is if international assistance
programs are taking these changes in corruption patterns properly into account while
rolling out their programs and projects. Or are they more or less failing to address
corruption in transit countries appropriately? This study showed that corruption is
systematically integrated into public administration and the security sector as a whole.
The efforts and initiatives undertaken by international organisations working in the
field of good governance and the enforcement of the rule of law need to be readjusted

to become more effective and to press for a significant change in the prevalence of
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corruption in many areas of the daily life of citizens and migrants travelling through
the ECOWAS region.

To round up the picture of corrupt behaviour in the context of migration along the
CMR, it became clear that corruption is a key facilitator and a driving factor in irregular
migration flows from West Africa toward Libya. Without addressing the economic
aspect of corruption in rural communities and the neglected remote areas of many
ECOWAS countries across the Sahel, most anti-corruption efforts might lead nowhere.
This must not be forgotten when governments still tolerate the high level of
corruption experienced in obtaining a passport, pushing a majority of those who plan

to migrate directly into the hands of criminals, smugglers, or corrupt state officials.

6. Reflections

The root causes which encourage or sometimes even force ordinary citizens to leave
their homes and look for new opportunities in another country are very diverse, and
corruption is one of them. On the one hand, mass emigration can also be an easy way
for governments to outsource their problems which would inevitably cause public
dissatisfaction due to overpopulation, rampant corruption, and the deterioration of
public services, especially neglecting those urban areas far away from the central
government and the interest of the national elite. The other side of the coin is that
remittances sent back to developing West and Central African countries have grown
in the past years and become the primary source of external financing for many
households in the region (Akeju, 2020), playing a significant role in alleviating poverty
in those countries.

The thriving smuggling industry continues to solidify corrupt social structures
throughout the law enforcement sector and border management institutions, harming
their capacities to counter corruption within their ranks (Carling, et al., 2015).

Migration, either regular or irregular is neither good nor bad per se. It certainly has a
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significant positive impact through the remittances sent home to relatives and
families or via investments made and the assistance provided by the diaspora once
they may return to their home countries. This study has shown how corruption shapes
migration in several direct and indirect ways. Counter-migrant smuggling programs
that do not incorporate anti-corruption efforts may miss the most crucial piece of the
two-way relationship between irregular migration and corruption.

The Smuggling of Migrants and Trafficking in Persons Protocols (United Nations,
2000) call for more research and better information exchange to increase the chances
of tackling these crimes more effectively. A better understanding of the phenomenon
of migrant smuggling, the economic implication, and the relationship between
corruption and smuggling can help build a more robust basis for developing
appropriate prevention strategies. Currently, it does not look very promising that the
countries in the ECOWAS region can win the fight against corruption alone, nor can
the support provided by the international donor community and organisations may
be called sufficient or effective. Nevertheless, it is a worthy effort to try to make a
change, even if this will only reduce the number of migrants that are forced to move
irregularly only a little and female migrants are better protected against being forced
to exchange their dignity and sexual services for better protection and the availability
of services they need to travel securely, and their safety is not endangered. Especially
females from highly patriarchal societies often travel with little or no financial
resources and are, therefore, more vulnerable to sextortion and abuse than other
migrants.

Another critical aspect that should not be forgotten when analysing migration is that
corruption discourages possible return migration of those who have been successful
in their new home country and would like to give back something to friends, relatives,
or their home country. The returning migrants from the diaspora may experience a

cultural shock, having so far been part of a society that has managed to keep
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corruption low in public services. They have been part of a society that strongly
opposes official services’ corruption. For those migrants, or refugees, who decided to
return and settle down again in the country they have left, corruption can dramatically
complicate the process of establishing and setting up new businesses. This will also
make it more difficult for them to pursue economic reintegration and make
investments, including problems arising regarding property restitution procedures
that frequently involve paying a bribe to maintain their rights. Most of the time,
migration positively impacts societies in the country of origin, not at least through
the return of skilled migrants. However, there are also negative consequences, like
brain drain and the absence of young and healthy citizens who can endure the
hardship of rural life and care for their elderly parents without resorting too much to
government services and support. Indeed, the social changes brought about by
outgoing migration, but also migrants returning to their origin, can be an opportunity
for change and foster the transformation of the civil society to help to eradicate
corruption and to clean up state structures that are entrenched in corruption,
nepotism, and patronage. This study has proven that corruption and the impact of
corrupt officials are felt throughout the entire migrant journey through the ECOWAS.
There is hope that this study has contributed to these efforts and may give migrants,
regular and irregular ones, a voice and raise issues that are not so well known by the
general public. In this regard, the findings of this study may make a difference and
encourage further researchers to look specifically at the issue of corruption and the

underlying human rights violations.
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Appendixes

Appendix 1 - Semi-structured questionnaire for the interviews with key informants

Semi-structured questionnaire for the interviews with key informants.

1) What is the level of migrant smuggling and/or THB in the ECOWAS region?
And did the implementation of the free movement protocol across ECOWAS

borders have any impact on it?

2) A Mixed Migration Center research from 2019 indicate that more than 42% of
migrants from Western Africa had to give government officials a gift, services or
bribes. Can you confirm these findings, and/or have there been any different

trends been discovered your country of work.

3) Do you see differences between gender/nationality related to vulnerabilities

to be confronted with or exposed to corruption?

4) Does your organization have CMS/THB projects targeted activities included

that specifically address the phenomenon of corruption?

5) Are governments in the ECOWAS region aware of the prevalence of corruption
within their border management/security apparatus, and are there any initiatives

on the national level?

Interviewees:

AA - (Dakar/Senegal)
AB - (Bamako/Mali)

AC - (Niamey/Niger)



Appendix 2 - Study questionnaire on free-movement in the ECOWAS

Study on corruption in the ECOWAS Free-Movement area

Documentation in Country of Origin upon Departure

1.

Did you have travel documents at the time you decided to migrate / leave your country of

origin?
a. Yes
b. No
Did you have passport at the time of departure from your country of origin? (Y/N)
a. Yes
b. No

If yes, how did you obtain your passport? (Though official channel or through facilitators)

a. Through official channels (by going to government office for issuing passport or identity

documents)

b. Through facilitators (by going to a shop or agent or friend)
If “i. Through official channels” selected, did you encounter any additional costs (more than the
regular fee required to obtain a passport)?

a. Yes

b. No

Challenges Encountered During Travel / Transit Before Arriving in Libya

5. When crossing internal borders, did you cross at an official border crossing point (BCP) or port of

6.

entry (POE)? (Add a quick explanation of BCP and PoE)
a. Yes
b. No
If “a. Yes” in #5; did you encounter any problems? (Multiple choice)
| had to pay money
| had to wait longer than others
| was refused to cross
| was sent back
| was interrogated
| was detained
| faced no problem (Select if no problems faced)
Do not want to answer (Select if the respondent did not want to answer)
While in transit, did you have to look for opportunities to earn money to finance your onward
travel?

Se mpae op

a. Yes
b. No
Did you use a migration facilitator during your travel in transit country before arriving in Libya?
a. Yes
b. No

If “a. Yes” in #8, what services did the facilitator provide? (Multiple choice)

Safe and smooth travel

Solve issues with authorities (for example at check point)

To obtain documents (identity or other documents or vaccination records)
To obtain permissions (work or residence permit or business permits)

To obtain health assistance

P a0 o
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