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Cotonou, Dantokpa market. Street kids collecting small metal 
pieces and old shoes. The shoes will be burned in order to 
recover the metal parts, which later will be sold as scrap 

iron for around 30 cents of a U.S. dollar per kilo. The 
market is one of the biggest in West Africa and regularly 

visited by traffickers looking for easy-to-snatch street kids



Every year, between 100,000 and 200,000 kids are estimated to be 
trafficked from Benin to nearby Nigeria. Many of them are street kids 
snatched in Beninese markets by professional traffickers, who sell them 
for up to 100 U.S. dollars each. Some are actually sold to traffickers 
by their parents for as little as 30 U.S. dollars.

The majority of the kids end up working in slavery conditions for 
a Nigerian master, and never make it back to their homeland and 
family. Those who manage to escape are regularly entrusted by helpless 
Beninese authorities to the Don Bosco network of shelters, set up by 
the Salesians in the mid 1990s and the only organization in the country 
which actively deals with the issue. 

When they talk about their years of slavery, the rescued kids tell 
chilling stories, which regularly include episodes of physical abuse 
and torture. July, a 19-year-old kid, recalls a recurring punishment: 
cuts would be opened in his feet soles with a razor blade, and the fresh 
wounds would then be sprayed with chili powder. But July and the many 
others like him might just be the lucky ones: several of the kids are 
not taken to Nigeria to work, but, according to all government sources, 
like the chief judge of Porto-Novo’s juvenile court, to be sacrificed, 
their heads and hearts used in traditional rituals of black magic.



Sémé-Krake. Street kids who make a living by 
collecting scrap iron take a nap at a place belonging 
to a Nigerian buyer after delivering the metal they 
collected during the morning. Scrap iron usually 
fetches around 30 cents of a U.S. dollar per kilo



Sémé-Krake, passengers on board a collective taxi in 
service between Benin and Nigeria. Traffickers often 

use taxis to take kids on the other side of the border



Sémé-Krake. Two kids who were about to be trafficked 
into Nigeria have been rescued and taken to the 

police. Here, local police station chief Akodjenou 
Waidi (right) is questioning them in the presence of 
Thomas Hounkanrin, a Don Bosco educator who regularly 

patrols the area trying to prevent trafficking



Sémé-Krake, the border post between Benin and 
Nigeria. The border is extremely porous and 
poorly controlled by a corrupt police force, 

which makes it an easy passage for traffickers 
attempting to cross into Nigeria with kids



Sémé-Krake, a street kid in the Don Bosco 
barrack in the middle of the market. The 
scars on his hand might be the result of hard 
work or physical abuse, as often happens with 
street kids. The barrack is open eight hours 
a day to give kids temporary shelter



Porto-Novo, Catchi neighborhood. Street kids in 
the Don Bosco shelter. The structure shelters 
around 60 so-called “first phase” kids, those 
who have accepted to leave the street and try 
to get back to a normal life. Most of them have 
been abused and show deep psychological issues



Sémé-Krake, a street kid in the market a few 
hundred meters from the Nigerian border



Cotonou, street kids in the Don Bosco shelter. 
The structure shelters around 90 kids, providing 

them with food and a place to sleep at night. 
The next day, they are free to go back to the 

street, where they would make a living by 
working or stealing. This is a preliminary phase 

conceived to gradually win their trust, and 
eventually convince them to leave the street for 

good. Most of these kids have been abused and 
show deep psychological issues



Porto-Novo. Thomas Koowakanou, 16, and his 
father Ezechiel, 53, in the makeshift church 
of their native village in the outskirts of 
the city. The father sold Thomas twice to a 
trafficker who brought him to Nigeria and 
forced him to work in slavery conditions



Porto-Novo, Catchi neighborhood. A street kid in 
the Don Bosco shelter. The structure shelters 
around 60 so-called “first phase” kids, those who 
have accepted to leave the street and try to get 
back to a normal life. Most of them have been 
abused and show deep psychological issues



Cotonou. Joel Douango, 26, has been the leader 
of a criminal gang specialized in snatching and 
trafficking kids into Nigeria for at least five 
years. He quit in 2013, after his first son was 
born. He says that at least two Beninese policemen 
were actively involved in the gang’s operations



Porto-Novo, Catchi neighborhood. Street kids in 
the Don Bosco shelter. The structure shelters 
around 60 so-called “first phase” kids, those 
who have accepted to leave the street and try 

to get back to a normal life. Most of them have 
been abused and show deep psychological issues



Cotonou, Dantokpa market. A street kid holds on to 
Christophe Dossa, one of the two Don Bosco educators 

assigned to the market. Dantokpa is one of the biggest 
markets in West Africa and regularly visited by 

traffickers looking for easy-to-snatch street kids. Dossa 
often patrols it and speaks to the kids, to sensitize 
them about the risks of being trafficked to Nigeria



Cotonou, street kids working for a mechanic in 
semi-slavery conditions wash a motorcycle



Cotonou, street vendors sheltered under a 
plastic sheet on a day of heavy rains 
in Dantokpa market. Dantokpa is one of 
the biggest markets in West Africa 
and regularly visited by traffickers 
looking for easy-to-snatch street kids



Sémé-Krake. Kids bring ashore jerrycans half full with 
gasoline smuggled from nearby Nigeria, and dropped by 

the smugglers a few hundred meters from land, since the 
heavily loaded boats could not make it back to shore 

through the big swell. Gasoline smuggling from Nigeria 
is a widespread activity in this border town. Street kids 

are widely used to recover the jerrycans, one of them 
drowning every now and again. Smugglers pay them four 

cents of a U.S. dollar per recovered jerrycan



Sémé-Krake. Street kids who make a living by 
collecting scrap iron have come to deliver the 
metal at a place belonging to a Nigerian buyer, 
where it is weighed. Scrap iron usually fetches 

around 30 cents of a U.S. dollar per kilo



Sémé-Krake. Kids in front of the Don 
Bosco barrack in the middle of the 
market. The barrack is open eight hours a 
day to give street kids temporary shelter



Porto-Novo, Catchi neighborhood. Street kids in 
the Don Bosco shelter. The structure shelters 
around 60 so-called “first phase” kids, those 
who have accepted to leave the street and try 

to get back to a normal life. Most of them have 
been abused and show deep psychological issues



Cotonou, Dantokpa market. A street kid collects small metal 
pieces and old shoes. The shoes will be burned in order to 
recover the metal parts, which later will be sold as scrap 
iron for around 30 cents of a U.S. dollar per kilo. The market 
is one of the biggest in West Africa and regularly visited by 
traffickers looking for easy-to-snatch street kids
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