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“The book, built on interviews with many participants, is well-reported and consistently heartbreaking . . . Nadeau’s book makes for a useful work of advocacy, calling attention to a terrible traffic in human misery.” 
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“Darker than Helene Stapinski’s Murder in Matera, this timely and troubling exposé should appeal to a similar audience willing to embrace an unromanticized view of Italian life.”
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Preface


On 4 March 2018, Italians went to the polls in a gripping national election. The last election in 2013 had delivered a hung parliament in the Senate, where most of the work is done on legislation. As a result, the country filed through prime ministers at a rate of one every eighteen months. During that period, more than 600,000 migrants crossed the Mediterranean Sea into Italy. The 2018 elections made it further apparent that Italian opinion on their country was divided. The highest number of votes went to the maverick Five Star Movement, a pseudo party launched by comedian Beppe Grillo, a man previously known for bringing people to the squares to rail against the establishment. The second-highest percentage of votes went to Matteo Salvini’s far-right League party, formerly a separatist party called the Northern League. The party’s candidates have campaigned on anti-immigrant and xenophobic rhetoric since the 1990s. Since coming into power, the coalition have bulldozed Roma camps, banned the building of mosques and called for mass deportations of migrants arriving by sea.


After three months of wrangling, the League and Five Star formed an unlikely alliance and produced their lengthy “contract for a government of change” that melded their often divergent policies to create Italy’s first populist government. They were given the mandate to govern and sworn in on 1 June, the day before Italy celebrates its Republic with parades and military flyovers.


The parties appointed Giuseppe Conte, an unknown law professor with Five Star sympathies, to do the party leaders’ bidding. Salvini took the Interior Ministry portfolio and is a deputy prime minister along with the Five Star’s Luigi Di Maio, who heads the Labor Ministry in his first-ever paid job beyond being a waiter when he was younger. He lived at home with his mother until just before the election.


Salvini spent his first day in office in Sicily, where he visited a migrant and refugee camp in the southern port town of Pozzallo. There he lamented that Sicily had become “Europe’s refugee camp.” He was met with protesters calling him a fascist and telling him to go home. Still, he announced that it was the migrants who needed to “pack their bags” because, as he put it, “the party is over.”


Anyone who has followed the migrant crisis in Italy, even on the most superficial level, would likely concur that there is no party for those who risk their lives to get to Europe. Instead, they often live in overcrowded and inhumane conditions or are forced into sexual slavery, as this book chronicles.


Salvini made a special shout-out to those “living in hotels” to get ready to be expelled. He vowed to turn reception centers into locked detention and expulsion centers, which is in direct defiance of European human rights laws which state that asylum seekers have a right to request protection. He said there would be a locked detention center in each province so migrants wouldn’t be seen milling about where Italians shopped and did business. He said he wanted to clean up Italy and get migrants out of sight. “We need mass purification, street by street,” he said in June.


While he was in Sicily, a rickety migrant boat sank off the shores of Tunisia killing more than 100 people. His response was to say that most of the Tunisian migrants were “criminals” and “felons.”


A week into his government, Salvini kept another campaign promise by closing all of Italy’s ports to non-Italian flagged NGO rescue boats, making political pawns out of the 639 people who had been rescued by the Aquarius ship run by Doctors Without Borders and S.O.S. Méditerranée. The ship, escorted by Italian naval and Coast Guard vessels, made a three-day crossing to Valencia in Spain, where the migrants and refugees were accepted.


Only Italian flagged vessels were allowed to deliver rescued people onto Italian shores. The Aquarius was soon back out at sea, but by early July they, along with all of the other NGO rescue ships, had ceased operations. Now, even migrants rescued by the Italian Coast Guard are held in limbo and only allowed to disembark if other European nations pledge to take some of them.  Meanwhile, Libyan authorities have been given new boats by Italians in order to turn those departing their shores back to what most of the world has described as inhumane conditions.


Since the fall of 2017, all but three such organizations have suspended rescue operations because of increasing confrontations with the Libyan Coast Guard and increased pressure by Sicilian authorities. In August 2017, the rescue boat operated by the German NGO Jugend Rettet was seized on the island of Lampedusa for aiding and abetting illegal migration and has yet to be released. In March 2018, a rescue boat operated by the Spanish NGO Proactiva Open Arms was also sequestered for more than a month while a court battle ensued. The boat was finally released and is one of only three remaining NGOs conducting rescues at sea.


The new Italian government’s promise to clamp down on migrants will not stop sex trafficking. It will only slow it down, forcing the traffickers to find other ways to get their precious cargo to Italy. New routes are already opening up that take the girls through Libya more quickly. In November 2017 several boats carrying hundreds of migrants sank off the Libyan coast. The bodies of twenty-six presumably Nigerian girls and young women were recovered. A mass funeral was held for them in Salerno where matching coffins lined the central square of the city’s main cemetery. Only two of the young women had been identified. The rest were buried with photos of their faces, dental records and a number in cemeteries across Sicily. But what was truly remarkable about this tragedy was the fact that some of the girls had somehow escaped the horror of Libyan detention centers en route to Europe. The coroner told me that five of the girls had newly coiffed hair, manicures and clean clothes. The rest showed the tell-tale signs of abuse, some had been beaten and burned, most had parasites and scabies and two were pregnant. But it remained curious that some of the girls had been brought through on a faster route. They all ended up in the same boat, but there was a notable difference in the condition of the girls, which suggests new routes for trafficking opening up to get the girls to Europe more quickly. In late June, reports that young women were being shuttled to Italy by fast boat via the island of Sardinia further substantiated the theory that traffickers will continue to bring women in, no matter what.


Migration continues to be hot-button issue in Italy. Boats filled with desperate people continue to attempt to cross the sea. With the new government vowing to keep rescue boats from reaching Italy and quickly sending them back if they do, the situation seems sure to quickly escalate to a full-blown humanitarian crisis.










Introduction: Setting the Compass


When I moved to Italy with my husband in February 1996, I admittedly knew nothing about this country. We were newly married and had left South Dakota in the American Midwest on a blustering snowy day with wind-chill temperatures hovering around forty degrees Celsius below zero. The sight of the green rolling hills and deep blue sea below our TWA 747 as we landed at Rome’s Fiumicino Airport was nothing short of magical. The taxi driver even whistled “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” as he drove us through the cobbled streets of the ancient eternal city with which I would soon fall in love. Twenty years, two sons and one less husband later, this country still captivates my soul. It delights me and infuriates me, but mostly it still challenges me to reconsider everything I assume to know. Nothing can be taken for granted in a place with such a complex past, and the rules I was used to in America have never applied here.


Not long after we arrived, I landed a dream job with Newsweek magazine, which gave me a front-row seat to the events that were unfolding around me. The European Union was just launching its single currency and Italy was modernizing in ways both good and bad to try to keep up. When I first arrived, everything was closed on Sundays and you could scarcely buy milk and flour in the same store thanks to protectionist laws that kept small businesses alive. Now the quaint, family-run businesses have largely disappeared, giving way to Chinese discount shops and twenty-four-hour grocers. Italy was a true monoculture back then; most of the foreigners were tourists or white expats like me. That has changed, too, with the influx of migrants and refugees coming into the country by sea; more than 181,000 mostly Africans arrived in 2016 alone, creating what is referred to simply as “the migrant crisis,” even though many of the people coming over are also refugees in the truest sense of the word, fleeing war and persecution.1 Few will ever be allowed truly to integrate into this society; they are rarely allowed to work behind the counters in the shops; instead, they seem destined to stand in front of them begging for loose change.


I have covered all sorts of stories during my time here, from lavish papal coronations to mass-casualty earthquakes. I’ve lost count of how many governments have fallen and how many leaders have been forced out of office in shame. There have been murder trials and cruise-ship wrecks and gala parties inside ancient monuments, but the most common storyline that I have covered is one that seems to be the subtle thread running through every major event in this country: Italy’s endemic corruption.


It would be easy to blame this malady entirely on the country’s major organized crime syndicates – such as the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, the Neapolitan Camorra or the ‘Ndrangheta of Calabria – but it extends far beyond the mob. I have seen corruption in local and national government institutions and public schools, in the Catholic Church through the widespread cover-ups of clerical sex abuse crimes, and on my street when a traffic officer takes a bribe and tears up a ticket. But lately it is most apparent in the mishandling of the migrant crisis through the blatant exploitation and blind eye turned to what’s happening to some of the most vulnerable people on earth.


When I think back to the first time I saw Italy from above, that wonderful day I moved here more than two decades ago, I wish I had understood how complicated the country below me really was. Understanding Italy’s geographical location on the map is the key to deciphering its many challenges. The country, though one of the founding cornerstones of Europe, is as close to North Africa and the Middle East as it is to countries like Germany. South across the Mediterranean Sea from Rome is Sicily, whose western islands of Lampedusa and Linosa could have easily been a territory of North Africa, just seventy miles from Tunisia and a few hundred from Libya. It’s little wonder the United States and NATO keep their strategic drone command center and Middle East and Africa surveillance hubs at the Sigonella base on the island. To the east, on the other side of Italy’s boot, are the Balkans, Greece and Turkey, all just a ferry ride away.


When I first moved to Italy, several people told me that “Africa begins in Rome,” which was something I didn’t understand at the time, but certainly do now. The type of poverty that permeates much of Africa exists in parts of the Italian south as well. Almost two million Italian children live below the poverty line in the regions that start just a few kilometers south of the capital. UNICEF, the United Nations Children’s Fund, says Italy has the highest overall percentage of people living in extreme poverty anywhere in Europe, primarily due to the mismanagement of resources and funds intended for its own people.2 With that in mind, it’s little surprise that leaders pay even less attention to vulnerable strangers.


Italy’s major problems lie in its southern regions, known as the Mezzogiorno (literally “midday”), which holds a third of the country’s population and all its organized crime hubs. Unemployment is highest here, hovering around forty percent in some areas, and so is the murder rate, which regularly tops ten murders a month in Naples, a city of just three million people. Puglia, the heel of Italy’s boot, was the central entrance point for counterfeit cigarette and arms trafficking in the 1990s, during the height of the Balkan conflicts just a few miles across the Adriatic Sea. Basilicata and Calabria, which make up the boot’s insole, still have villages without internet or schools. Moving north towards Rome through Campania, from the toe of the boot, the Amalfi Coast is the sparkling diamond among a region that is easily the most lawless and dangerous in the country, made famous by Roberto Saviano’s tales of death and despair in his bestselling book Gomorrah, all just a few hours’ drive from Rome.


This southern Italy is not the stuff of guidebooks and postcards. Its ports, as beautiful as they may be over a cocktail at sunset, hide unparalleled criminal activity as everything from deadly arms to stolen antiquities find their way past the often-corrupted customs officials.3


Lately, however, Italy’s southern ports have become the gateway for a very different type of cargo, with hundreds of thousands of migrants and refugees arriving each year. I started covering the migrant crisis in 2009, when the blue wooden fishing boats bought from scrap yards by enterprising smugglers started washing up on the shores of Lampedusa, filled with economic migrants and those fleeing famine and dirty wars in Africa.4 In the beginning, the smugglers would even navigate the old fishing boats themselves and then either escape on smaller speed boats that trailed them or wait until they got caught and were deported back to Tunisia or Morocco and do it all over again. Some of those old blue boats can still be seen, washed up on Lampedusa’s coastline, but most have been hauled to the center of the island where they are piled high in what amounts to a gigantic boat cemetery.


It must be noted that the migrant crisis that impacts Italy is a very different one from that involving Syrian refugees in the rest of Europe. Italy’s crisis started as a trickle of people coming from across the sea in North Africa to the Sicilian island of Lampedusa more than three decades ago. Arrival numbers rarely topped a few thousand a year. It picked up speed in the years before the Arab Spring, when mostly young men started arriving, but the uprisings that began in late 2010 marked a great change in number of arrivals, which suddenly started topping fifty thousand or more. This also led to a rise in human smugglers, who soon understood that the more desperate people were, the more they would pay for passage across the sea. When the Arab Spring exodus calmed down, the smugglers weren’t ready to give up their profits and soon started actively searching out sub-Saharan African economic migrants and refugees fleeing war and persecution who wanted to take a chance on a better life in Europe, which seemed like a magical land of hopes and dreams until they realized that the opportunities weren’t meant for them. It didn’t take long for sex traffickers to realize they could use the established smuggling routes to ferry exploited women to Italy.


Of the women making the journey, I met so many who had both emotional and physical scars, with personal stories of war and torture, of mind-numbing poverty and death. Those stories that filled my notebooks have haunted me for all these years as I searched for a way to do them justice and find an audience who might be interested to know more.


Then, around 2012, something changed. The boats were increasingly filled with Nigerian women and, a short time later, so were the streets and back roads of Italy. Prostitution is legal in Italy, so sex workers from all over, including Nigerians and other sub-Saharan Africans, have always been part of the local landscape. But I noticed that the women who started showing up on the streets after 2012 were young and clearly scared. They were different – not the experienced sex workers who knew if a client was safe or not just by looking, but children the same age as my own, reluctantly getting into cars with men.


What bothered me most was not just that they had crossed the dangerous sea on a dream of a better life only to become sex slaves, but that everyone knew about it. Yet, for all the transparency in this tragedy, I soon discovered that only a few elderly Catholic nuns seemed to be trying to do anything to stop it.


Instead of helping these women, the focus on the migration crisis rests squarely on who should rescue the people on the smugglers’ boats and where they should be taken. Millions have been spent by the EU on a program called “Sophia” to destroy smugglers’ ships by lighting them on fire at sea once the people have been rescued, which has only resulted in smugglers using cheaper and far more dangerous rubber dinghies instead. The priority is never about who is on those ships and why, apart from the persistent fear that they might be Islamic State terrorists.


But consider this: in 2016, eleven thousand Nigerian women and girls arrived in Italy on those boats. More than eighty percent, that’s around nine thousand, were trafficked specifically for sexual slavery in Italy and beyond, according to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), who say many of the rest are also lured into the sex racket upon arrival. When the figures are tallied for 2017, the number is likely to be the same or higher. It seems unthinkable to me that this phenomenon has been allowed to grow steadily for the last five years. I cannot help but wonder: since we know about it, why can’t we as a society do anything to save these women?


Some argue that enough is being done just by saving them from drowning in the sea. Indeed, hundreds if not thousands of women who were destined for sexual slavery have drowned over the years when their boats sank. But saving women from death isn’t enough if their destiny is a fate some would consider worse: sexual slavery.


When the smugglers’ boats first started coming to Italy, the authorities did not allow rescues at sea as they eventually did with the advent of NGO search-and-rescue missions. Instead, the smugglers’ ships had to crash quite literally onto the sharp rocks of Lampedusa, which is the closest chunk of land off the North African coast, before they could be rescued. The Coast Guard would use planes to monitor when the boats were coming in, but no one went out to rescue them, no matter how urgent their plight or how rickety the boats might have been. Aid agencies, such as UNHCR and Save the Children, that were set up in Lampedusa would then relay the information to journalists covering the crisis in an attempt to bring exposure to what was happening. Those of us who could convince our editors that the stories were worthy would fly to Lampedusa, an island so small you can see water on both sides of the landing strip as the plane touches down.


More than once I sat on the shores of Lampedusa after nightfall with other journalists waiting for a smuggler ship to crash, listening to the staccato blasts of the waves until the voices wafted ashore. They came in at night because of the lighthouse on the island, which led the way. The eerie noise preceded the outline of the boats, which looked like ghost ships caught between the moonlight and the passing lighthouse beams.


During one particularly horrific crash that happened right under Lampedusa’s door-shaped memorial monument called the “Gateway to Europe,” which had been erected in 2008 for all the mariners and migrants who had died at sea, there were splashing sounds tied to screams as people jumped off the boat. It was different from other wrecks because the boat was an enormous fishing trawler with a high mast and an actual navigational deck, rather than the smaller boats with telephone-box wheel rooms more common on fishing boats used for people smuggling. The wrenching sound of wood breaking seemed endless, as if the ship wouldn’t stop crashing into the rocks.


Lights from the Coast Guard lit up the wreckage, its hull ripped open and a sea of humanity pouring out. I will never forget all those faces of the survivors as they scrambled towards us. It was not the time to conduct interviews. We put down our pens and cameras and helped them, carrying the small children and holding on to the pregnant women as they tore their bare feet open on the sharp rocks.


On that particular shipwreck assignment, which ended on the cover of the 20 June 2011 issue of Newsweek magazine, I met Dolly, a tall Nigerian woman with long braids of hair she had tied together with leather strings. We kept in touch for the next two years as she made her way to Sicily and eventually to the Italian mainland. I lost track of her after she left a refugee center near Florence, when her final asylum request was denied. A volunteer there confided that she was denied asylum because she had “run away to be a prostitute” somewhere in northern Italy. When I met her, she knew she might have to sell her body to survive “at first” but she had a real dream. She said she intended to open her own little shop in Venice one day, selling African handicrafts she would import from Nigeria.


In early 2017, I managed to contact Dolly after pleading with workers at the refugee center, explaining that I wanted to find out what had happened to her. After we got back in touch, she sent me a message and told me she had found work as a “window girl” in Amsterdam. She was paid fair wages and lived in a nice apartment by herself.


“It is not so bad,” she wrote. “The men are clean and we get free doctor checks all the time.”


She later updated me with news that she was planning to marry a Dutch man and quit sex work. The next time I tried to contact her, the email bounced.


Dolly is just one tiny piece of the long, sordid history of sex trafficking to Italy, one story out of thousands of women who came to Italy under different circumstances and who ended up selling their bodies by choice or by force. Whether Dolly chose to be a prostitute or was coerced into it is hard to know. She came at a time of transition, when most Nigerian women came to Italy with dreams that often worked out. That is no longer the case. Now that the sex traffickers piggyback on the migrant crisis, many of the exploited women end up in Italy whether they ever dreamt of coming or not.


It is a deadly and dangerous journey, and many of the trafficked women perish along with the thousands of migrants and refugees who die each year. But it seems that no one pays much attention to the deaths of those who aren’t registered on passenger lists or whose families aren’t waiting on shore. There is a hierarchy when it comes to tragedies, and the desperate have always been at the bottom. Reports of wooden boats or rubber dinghies going down with a hundred or even two hundred people barely make the news cycle.


In 2012, the Costa Concordia cruise ship, a giant ocean liner with more than 4,200 people on board, crashed onto the shores of the Tuscan island of Giglio. It was a spectacle made for TV. I spent weeks on Giglio, returning time and again over the next several years, even though ‘just’ thirty-two people had died. I have never been dispatched so often or for so long on a migrant story, where the death tolls were sometimes thought to be three times higher or more. Migrant shipwrecks are so common and the circumstances so vague that they all blend together, made worse by the fact that there are rarely any details about the people who have lost their lives. Unlike the Costa Concordia, where we had names, ages and nationalities, the migrants are nameless and faceless and often die without their family members even knowing. Whole smugglers’ ships just disappear off the horizon. Sometimes rescuers find empty dinghies floating at sea or old blue fishing boats with a few dead people onboard. We will never know how many people were on those boats. They’re just gone.


Several months after the Costa Concordia went down, a pair of migrant boats sank close to the shore of Lampedusa that did make the news. More than 360 migrants and refugees died, including a woman with her newborn baby still attached by the umbilical cord. The dead were retrieved from one of the sunken ships and eulogized at a mass funeral inside a hangar at Lampedusa’s airport. Those incidents changed Italy’s approach to migration. In 2013, it launched the Mare Nostrum program, spending €9 million a month on rescue missions to ensure there would be no more sinkings of that magnitude. However, only a year into the mission, under pressure from the rest of Europe to stop what was largely perceived as a program that encouraged illegal migration by creating a pull factor, and along with tight budget demands following a recession, the program was scrapped. The decision proved lethal and the death toll rose tenfold. The gravity of the danger became clear again when another ship went down in April 2015, with as many as nine hundred people on board.


By this time, NGOs were already taking matters into their own hands. The first was the Mobile Offshore Aid Station, or MOAS, launched by wealthy American entrepreneur Christopher Catrambone and his Italian wife Regina. During the summer of 2013, the couple and their family were sunning themselves on their yacht off the coast of Malta when an abandoned jacket floated by. Regina asked the skipper about it and when he explained that it surely belonged to a dead migrant, the couple decided to act. A million dollars of their own money and a year later, they were out saving lives. By the summer of 2017, there were more than a dozen charity ships run by well-known groups like Doctors Without Borders, Save The Children and S.O.S. Mediterranée, along with several run by smaller German and Spanish groups. The NGOs coordinate with the Italian Coast Guard, dispatching whichever ships happen to be closest to the smugglers’ boats when distress calls are sent out and determining which Italian ports will receive those rescued.


The EU’s border control agency Frontex has its own boats at sea as well, but they loathe the NGOs’ work, publicly accusing them of creating a pull factor that they say invites more migrants to come, a criticism that was also leveled at the Mare Nostrum program back in 2013. It is unclear if that’s true. There is no way to measure this. Of all the rescued migrants I’ve interviewed, not one even knew what an NGO rescue boat was. They were just thankful someone had saved them. What is clear, is that without the NGOs, the death toll would be more absurd than it already is. Even with a dozen NGO ships at sea, more than five thousand people died making the crossing in 2016, and Amnesty International says the death toll is getting worse, having increased threefold between 2015 and 2017.5


In the end, the fate of these trafficked women is the same, whether their boat crashes onto the island of Lampedusa or a charity ship picks them up. No matter what their circumstances are, almost all have endured the same horrific conditions and physical and mental abuse along the way. Many witness death along the desert trail and are kept in prison-like conditions in Libya, run by the militias that operate freely in the country while they wait for smugglers’ boats to become available. Some women are given birth control by their traffickers so they don’t end up pregnant as a result of the inevitable rapes along the way. When they are finally taken to the smugglers’ boats, it is often at gunpoint. They are then pushed out to sea in boats that are not even remotely seaworthy. At that point, it doesn’t really matter if it is a charity ship, a Frontex vessel, the Italian Coast Guard or a merchant ship that picks them up – they are just lucky to be alive.


Of all the nationalities making the treacherous journey, it is the rapid increase in Nigerians that has troubled authorities the most. Incremental increases in asylum requests from people from Syria, Eritrea or Somalia can be justified over the years by conflicts in those regions. Nigeria, on the other hand, is the richest country in Africa based on its GDP, of more than $405 billion, the twenty-sixth highest in the world, according to the world bank.6 Despite having widespread corruption and extremes in poverty and wealth that impact the majority of its population, it does not fit the usual economic profile of a country from which asylum seekers should flee, which is reflected in the fact that few Nigerians are granted political asylum when they reach Europe.


Everyone who reaches Italy by sea has a right to apply for asylum, a process that can take more than a year, during which time they are mostly free to come and go from the state-run centers for asylum seekers. So even those who have no real chance at winning the legal right to stay can easily disappear into the country’s vast undocumented population while they wait. Sex traffickers take advantage of that and many women destined for sexual slavery are never seen again after they apply for asylum. It shouldn’t be this way. Nigeria has the economic power to help its people.


Yet Nigerian women are the single largest group of victims trafficked to Europe for the forced sex slave trade in a racket everyone knows about but no one stops. The US State Department says the government in Nigeria does not even comply with the minimum standards for the elimination of trafficking.7


Because prostitution is legal in Italy, there is an assumption that women selling sex on the streets are there by choice. Prostitution is often described as the “oldest profession in the world.” But trafficked women do not make choices. Sexual slavery and sex trafficking are assault and systematic rape dressed up as prostitution. A woman who has been sex trafficked may stand on a street in skimpy clothing and solicit sex; she may smile and pretend she wants a client to pull over to the curb. She may willingly take him to a house and open the door to a bedroom. She may touch him, please him and satisfy his sexual wants. She may lie with him after. She may eventually even take what becomes a form of comfort in the familiarity of a regular client. But a woman who has been trafficked for sex is never doing these things by choice. She is threatened by an unseen captor she knows is watching her, whose punishment will be worse than the hand job or blow job or degrading sex act she has to endure. Punishment for not soliciting sex for Nigerian women who have been trafficked is, without exception, a fierce beating – the first time. After that, it is almost always brutal, violent gang rape or death.


What is almost worse than the fact that this skin trade exists in the first place is that this is not in any way a secret in Italy. Every nun, police officer, priest, prosecutor and aid worker who deals with the girls knows exactly how the corrupted system works, yet for some unthinkable reason no one has ever had the means, or maybe the will, to stop it. Despite everything I love about this country, its people and rich culture, this is one thing I can’t ignore.
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Dolly, a sex trafficked woman, arrived in Lampedusa on board this migrant boat.
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Rescued, Then Captured


“If you don’t call this number when you get to Italy, you will break the spell and your family will be killed.” – Nigerian maman to sex trafficking victim


 


MINEO – Joy is a petite Nigerian woman who said she was eighteen when I met her in late summer 2016. She was waiting outside the CARA Mineo reception center for asylum seekers, one of the biggest refugee and migrant ghettos in Europe, for someone she didn’t yet know to pick her up.8 She looked much younger, wearing a faded denim jacket over a crisp white T-shirt and jeans that hugged her small figure. Six or seven strings of colorful beads were wrapped around her neck. A pretty gold chain hung from her left wrist. She smelled of talcum powder and mint chewing gum. She had left Nigeria six months earlier with the plan to come to Italy to work as a hair braider. She had been told that there was much work in African salons thanks to all the wealthy Nigerian women who had found success here. Italian beauticians simply didn’t know how to style African women’s hair, she explained.


Joy said she grew up in a poor family in a small village in Edo State with no electricity or running water. She was the oldest of six children and her parents were hard workers, but illiterate. When she was fifteen, she moved to Benin City under circumstances she can’t clearly recall but, in retrospect, she suspects that her parents may have sold her in some way to raise money for their younger children. Her mother gave her the thin gold bracelet on her wrist to sell if she was ever desperate for money.


“They probably had no choice,” she said as she looked down the road toward the thick citrus groves that hide the coming traffic. She had the wisdom that comes from being forced to accept a certain set of bad circumstances, but also the dangerous naivety of someone who had no idea what she was getting into.


As we spoke, a dark car came into view and she took a couple of steps away from me to make sure whoever was driving saw her, and saw that she was alone. There were a handful of other migrants loitering along the road, perhaps waiting for someone to pick them up or just passing the time they were allowed outside the barbed-wire fences. The approaching car didn’t slow down, so Joy came back over to me and picked up the story about her parents.


“They had so many children and no money to feed them and I was old enough and smart enough to go to the city to work,” she explained. “It was the best thing that happened to me – to get out of the village. I would still be there if I hadn’t been sent away.”


She ended up working as what one can only describe as an indentured servant for a wealthy Nigerian woman who owned a beauty salon in Benin City. She was told that her wages were sent to her parents in the village, though she has no idea if they ever received them because her parents didn’t have a phone or internet and she had never gone back. There were six other girls who worked for the woman, whom Joy says they called their “maman,” the French word for mother. It’s a term often used to describe recruiters who find women in Nigeria for the Nigerian madams, or pimps, working in Europe. During the evenings, one of the women taught Joy how to read and write in fancy cursive, which she showed me by writing her name in my notebook.


When Joy first arrived in Benin City, she told me she had to wash floors and clean the bathrooms, but she eventually learned how to braid hair, which she often did for more than eight hours a day at the maman’s salon.


When she turned sixteen, she took a JuJu curse that she remembers as terrifying. JuJu is a spellbinding curse that plays on faith, superstition and lack of education. It dates back to ancient African rituals performed in Edo State, where nearly ninety percent of trafficked women are from. It plays on a combination of Islamic, Christian and animist beliefs. Many women who have taken the curse but who then wish to escape its bonds sleep with a Bible or Qur’an under their pillow out of fear that they will die from the spell in their sleep.


The curse ties these Nigerian women to debt bondage that can only be paid back through forced sex slavery. “They took my period blood and mixed it with my toenails and some powders,” she remembers, describing how the man also cut a tiny bit of skin from her breast near her nipple that she says left a small scar. “There was a lizard and a chicken, and a tiny dead animal like a baby mouse we had to swallow without chewing. There was also a loud drum. The smell was of spoiled meat. All the city girls who work for maman must do the ritual.”


Her eyes were wide as she recalled the details of the story. The “priest” who performed the ceremony wore a red and white mask and had thick white scars on his chest and around his arms that Joy remembers staring at as she sat, semi-naked, in front of a small stone fire pit. They were inside a tent in a small grove of trees on the outskirts of Benin City. The priest then took all the elements used in the ritual and put them in a package along with the little bloody piece of skin and told her that if she broke the bond to her maman, her family in the village would die, and that she must do whatever her maman says to keep them safe. She was told that she must also promise to repay the maman for all the money she had spent on her. Joy agreed. She had no choice.


A few weeks after taking the curse, she was told that she would soon be moving to Italy, where she would work for her maman’s sister.


At first, she said she was excited to go, but as the time to leave grew closer, she became anxious. She had no money of her own and knew no one at all in Italy. Still, she had no choice but to agree to the plan since her maman told her she had to do it, and she didn’t want to break the curse. She had heard stories of girls going mad if they broke the curse, and she didn’t want that to happen to her. She knew that as long as the witch doctor had the packet with her skin and toenails in it, he had control over her from Nigeria, and he would keep her safe as long as she followed the rules.


On the morning of her departure, her maman gave her fifteen thousand Nigerian naira, the equivalent of about €45, a cheap cellphone and an Italian phone number that she wrote in dark ink with a permanent marker on the inside of her left ankle, where her skin was lightest. She also wrote the number on a piece of cloth and sewed it into her jacket sleeve under the arm, below which she stored the gold bracelet from her mother in a seam. She had no passport or means of identification, no real possessions beyond a few changes of clothes, her hair braiding combs and the cellphone, which had a removable SIM card she was told to swap for an Italian one that she would get from the “church people” when she arrived in Italy.


“Don’t lose this number,” her maman told her. “If you don’t call this number when you get to Italy, you will break the spell and your family will be killed.”


The 4,800-kilometer trail from Benin City to the coast of Libya takes several days of solid driving on bumpy, narrow roads. Joy says she was stuffed into the back of a small bus commandeered by two Libyan men who took turns driving through the days and nights. A car with two or three armed men followed behind them. Joy was with twenty or more other young women and a handful of men in their late teens. They were not allowed to talk during the dusty journey, and they were given very little food and only warm water, which is a tactic used to avoid having to stop for bathroom breaks. But it was hot and the little water soon ran out. Towards the end of the journey, they became so dizzy and dehydrated that they had no choice but to drink their own urine, which they did by cupping it in their hands as they peed under blankets to keep the sand out.
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