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1. Introduction 
 
Sport is a huge business in which significant sums of money circulate through global 
economies. With some estimates running up to $1.3 trillion, the sports industry connects 
many different activities, ranging from multimillion dollar transfer fees and salaries paid by 
sports clubs, particularly in football and basketball, for playing contracts to substantial 
broadcasting / media rights deals of competitions and events, infrastructure developments, 
and business deals to own and control the most lucrative sport properties. There are many 
stakeholders including athletes, clubs, leagues and federations, sports agencies, sponsors, 
investors all involved in the industry. 
 
One of the key aspects of this economy is an ever growing demand for talent. For instance, 
in football, the player transfer market commands substantial fees through movements of 
players from one club to another. According to the reports of the Fédération Internationale 
de Football Association (FIFA) Transfer Matching System (TMS), a division of football‟s 
world governing body responsible for administration of international transfers, football 
clubs globally spent  $6.7 billion on transfer fees in 2017 which was 32.7% higher than 
2016.1 In basketball, according to the International Basketball Federation (FIBA), a new 
record for the international transfer of basketball players was set in 2016-2017 as there 
were 8,737 international transfers increased from 8,282 in 2015-2016.2 Yet, the demand is 
not limited to team sports and individual sports, and athletes involved,generatesignificant 
sums by exploiting their brand images, commercial aspects, and events (Some numbers). 
 
In the center of this economy sits African talents, in particular youth who inspireof a 
successful career in the sports industry.487 international player transfers from African 
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football clubs to European football clubs took place in 2017 with an increase of 15.7% from 
the previous year whilst, in the same period, 867 players moved within Africa involving 
clubs in different national federations, representing increase of 28.3% from the previous 
year.3In basketball, African countries have historically been a high importers of national 
players who continue to pursue opportunities outside of their homeland. According to FIBA, 
in 2016-2017, for the very first time an African country, Senegal, entered into the top 5 
exporters in basketball with 68 players were transferred to different countries which was 
double than the previous year. 4  Senegal is followed by Mali exported 29 players, 
Democratic Republic of Congo with exports of 25 players, and Ivory Coast who exported 
14 players in the same period, all are in the top 20 exporters of basketball players in the 
world. 5In East Africa, countries like Kenya and Ethiopia are the major source of the 
world‟s best long-distance runners. The success of those athletes led to demand causing 
exodus of African athletes to other countries to compete for them. For instance, in 2014 
the Incheon Asian Games 14 of the 22 individual running events were won by athletes of 
African origin who had switched their nationality, ether to Qatar, Bahrain or the United 
Arab Emirates. In December 2017, at the European Cross Country Championships, two 
Kenyan-born athletes won male and female titles for Turkey. 
 
 
Nonetheless, the demand for the talent, especially the young talent, is not without its 
problems and led to diverse migratory patterns within sport whether being seasonal, 
occupational and in other forms. In the process, the end result is not always a planned 
career and can be problematic for young Africans.The need to migrate for sports has led to 
the exploitation of children in pursuit of a career in sport. The trafficking of children in the 
sports industry, particularly in football, remains a serious problem. Migration plays a role in 
this form of trafficking, as, young athletes are often moved from source countries through 
to transition countries, which are often on the continent before traveling to destination 
European countries. Athletes in this situation may not initially travel through irregular 
means

_
, (even though some others do) but due to the acquisition of short duration visas to 

travel to travel to football trials, and the level of abandonment that often follows this crime, 
victims often overstay and quickly become illegal (Esson 2015a, 2015b). There is a 
massive issue of victim criminalization in destination countries which often occurs when 
these victims are not quickly identified as trafficked but rather as illegal migrants who have 
offset border control laws. Suchconflict remains a problem in traditional trafficking let alone 
an aspect of trafficking which stakeholders are still trying to fully understand. Additionally, 
opportunistic and often unscrupulous agents looking to make big money from selling 
dreams to vulnerable children and families who are ready to migrate to places unknown for 
a better future. In 2015, an article in the international press claimed that 15,000 young 
players were moved from West Africa yearly under false pretense.6 The hidden nature of 
the crime means that the number could be higher. In Belgium, 442 cases of “African 
soccer slaves” was uncovered by the Senator Jean Marie Dedecker when he exposed the 
illegal trade in Nigerian players within European football.7 
 
 

                                                 
3
FIFA TMS Global Transfer Market Report 18, p.12. 

4
CIES Sports Observatory 2017, FIBA International Basketball Migration Report 2017, p.12 

5
CIES Sports Observatory 2017, FIBA International Basketball Migration Report 2017, p.13 

6 
Chasing dreams: Young African footballers duped, dumped by traffickers, Kieran Gilbert, Reuters, 

December 7, 2015 https://af.reuters.com/article/sportsNews/idAFKBN0TQ0IS20151207 (Accessed 12th May 
2018) 
7 

cited in James Esson, Eleanor Drywood, (2018) "Challenging popular representations of child trafficking 
in football", Journal of Criminological Research, Policy and Practice, Vol. 4 Issue: 1, pp.60-72, 

https://af.reuters.com/article/sportsNews/idAFKBN0TQ0IS20151207


 3 

2. The process of movement within sport and the driving factors: 
 
Driving Factors (“Push factors”): 
 
When analyzing driving factors for minors who migrate for reasons related to sport, the 
individuals‟ intentions must be taken into account. It must be differentiated whether a 
young person makes the decision by himself and in how far the family is involved. In both 
cases however it is to assume that any kind of action is connected with the desire for 
positive change. There are different scenarios to illustrate possible routes of migration and 
its respective driving factors. Due to existing research and thereby close to reality, many 
following examples will now refer to football. 
 
Generally speaking, poverty and its impact on society are big push factors for migration 
practices related to football. The access to education and the financial background of a 
family plays a vital role. Whether parents can afford to send their child(ren) to a good 
school, thereby widening the scope for future career perspectives, might influence the 
decision for or against football. On the contrary, children with limited prospect of an 
education might rather opt for the football career. Those transitions are fluid however. 
 
Global power structures, a lack of professionalism and poor marketing strategies have led 
to the structural disadvantages of many African sport federations, particularly in football. 
The inability to offer attractive league competitions and comparably (good) salaries, results 
in the African continent not having options to play football for most young aspiring athletes. 
 
Driving Factors (“pull factors”): 
 
The flip side of the coin is the idea of obtaining wealth and social mobility through pursuing 
a career abroad. The image of Europe‟s glamorous football leagues with African players 
performing at the top-level stages in the UEFA Champions League, reinforces the desire 
to enjoy the benefits of success that are unavailable in the home country. This is often 
accompanied by the false belief that once in Europe, life will quickly change for the better. 
International media often displays lifestyles and consumption patterns that create a 
spurious reality of other parts of the world, thus having detrimental influences on people‟s 
decision-making process to migrate from their countries of origin. 
 
Still, real success stories (from returnees) or alleged success stories (from people having 
travelled  abroad have a considerable impact as well. It is important to note that research 
in Senegal and Ghana has shown young people seeking a spatial change mainly to 
Europe and North America (Esson 2015; Ungruhe, 2016). This however does not implicate 
that the desired change was actually implemented as planned. Recent reports have shown 
that the majority of African migrants are staying within the continent. 
 
In the past years there have been reports about illegal migration and trafficking of young 
footballers, mainly from West African countries. So-called intermediaries and unscrupulous 
agents manifested themselves as entrepreneurs and sellers of dreams in football. They 
must be acknowledged as crucial links in the (illegal) movement of young people as they 
offer exactly what is wanted, and often are perceived as the only solution. 
 

 
3. The Migration Routes and Challenges  
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Academic research on intra-continental sport related migration patterns within Africa is 
limited. Commonly young people are attracted by metropolitan areas. a lack of sport 
infrastructure, especially in more rural areas, leads to migration, often accompanied with 
urbanization. Though, it is hard to tell the exact migration routes one can hypothesize that 
sport academies (formal and informal), tournaments (formal and informal) and (open) trials 
from clubs are destination places. The scope of movement can vary from short trips within 
a country to border-crossing journeys, one-way or returning. Young people‟s movement 
may come to halt temporarily, for example while residing nearby an unofficial academy. 
 
Generally it must be assumed that migration routes related to sport at some point focus on 
leaving the continent. There are reports about minors leaving the continent by airplane 
with either legal or irregular travel documents and visas, believing to be traveling for a trial 
at their destination. A commonly aimed place with many so-called football migrants is 
Istanbul. Another means of transport are marine vessels as previous incidents of 
Ghanaian youths have revealed. Usually the minors are traveling in groups and 
unaccompanied by family members. 
 
 
Challenges faced by children on the move 
 
When moving alone to unknown places, children are always in danger of becoming victims 
of crimes like human trafficking and other forms of slavery. Illicit recruitment agents use 
the world of football to make money by faking contracts and luring young African players to 
migrate to Europe under illegal conditions, only to abandon them. Even though sometimes 
the athletes migrate through the legal route, they end up being illegal by overstaying their 
visas.8 
 
The desire to earn a living through sports is enormous among young people, especially 
when having role models from the same country or even town who „made it to the top‟. 
Consequently, people have specialized in taking advantage of children‟s dreams, 
approaching them and setting up hypothetical scenarios to persuade minors and/or their 
families to pay for promising journeys into a brighter future. 
 
Following that, moving or being moved to another country comes with many challenges. 
First of all, it is questionable whether the desired destination will be reached. Many 
journeys end elsewhere than arranged and without valid travel documents, persecution as 
a result of illegal habitancy occurs.   Intermediaries are known to withhold passports and 
money throughout the journey and then disappear with belongings after abandonment 
occurs. 
 
Once the youth realizes he or she has been tricked, returning home is rarely considered 
an option. This is for many reasons. Depending on the current country of stay traveling 
costs might not be affordable and, on many occasions, they are no longer in possession of 
legitimatetravel documents. Besides that, there is another crucial factor, which is 
especially true for trafficked young migrants from across the globe. The payment of a 
considerable amount of money to the traffickers or so-called football agents is heavily 
connected with certain expectations to succeed. Families are selling property and giving 
savings to enable those trips, which puts a lot of pressure on the chosen child. Fearing the 
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blame and shame if returning empty-handed, the struggle to survive begins with all 
dangers connected to the respective nation. 
 
In other cases, young people are given legal visas and contracts for trials with clubs in 
Europe, entering the destination even by airplane. Those agents are working in networks 
with people from visa offices and other relevant intermediate links. Either players are 
abandoned upon arrival or actually offered the opportunity of a trial in a particular club. 
Failure at a trial more often than not results in abandonment. If and when the youth 
successfully acquires a contract, it is likely to be exploitative with highly unfavorable 
conditions. 
 
 

4. Policy Responses 
 
Policy responses to the migration of young talent have been so far mixed combining laws 
and regulations adopted by public authorities and sports governing bodies.At the 
international level, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 (UNCRC) 
is the most significant andsuccessful rights treaty in existence which represents globally 
accepted standards of children‟s rights and, crucially, recognises children as subjects and 
holders of human rights.  The Convention enshrines several substantive rights held by 
children in key areas of their lives. In addition, the Convention places and obligation on 
governments to protect children from violence, abuse, economic exploitation, sexual 
exploitation and abduction, sale and trafficking. At the European level, the protection of 
minors in sport has become one of the priority policy issue to be addressed (European 
Commission 2007, 2011; European Parliament 2017, 2017). In 2017, the Kazan Action 
Plan was adopted on by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization‟s (UNESCO)Sixth International Conference of Ministers and Senior Officials 
Responsible for Physical Education and Sport.  Aiming to address the integrity of sport, 
The Action Plan includes the safeguarding of the rights of athletes, workers, spectators 
and other groups. 9 It marks the commitment to link sport policy development to the 2030 
Agenda of the United Nations, as well as support to an overarching sport policy follow-up 
framework and five priority areas for international and national multi-stakeholder 
cooperation.10Also in 2017, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 
adopted resolution 7/8 on Corruption in Sport, by the Conference of States Parties to the 
United Nations Convention against Corruption at its seventh session, held in Vienna. 
Supported by 183 States parties to the UNCAC, the resolution is a significant milestone to 
addressing related issues such as trafficking in sports.11 
 
Sportingly, with a view to protecting minors from the detrimental impacts of dubious 
practices associated with the recruitment of young players in football, FIFA has developed 
a regulatory framework composed of a set of provisions within its Regulations on the 
Status and Transfer of Players (RSTP)12 that governs the international transfer of young 
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players in football. The primary substantive provision of the framework that establishes a 
general rule by strictly prohibiting the international transfer of minors subject to certain 
exceptions. 13  The ban on the international movement of young players intends to 
guarantee their welfare and to curb potential detrimental practices such as their 
exploitation and trafficking.Additionally, FIFA has recently ratified a new set of rules, 
Regulations on Working with Intermediaries (RWI), that governs the activities of 
intermediaries in football (previously known as „players‟ agents‟) within which a stricter 
approach to the representation of minors is introduced.The International Olympic 
Committee (IOC) stresses in Rule 6.2 of its Principles of Good Governance on the 
Protection of Athletes, that „Measures should be taken to prohibit exploitation of young 
athletes‟, „Athletes should be protected from unscrupulous recruiters and agents‟ and, 
thirdly, that „Cooperation with the government of the countries concerned should be 
developed‟. 
 
Nevertheless, despite its progressive approach on the protection of young players, the 
regulatoryresponse of FIFA to the recruitment of minors has been incoherent and 
contradictory (Yilmaz et al. 2018).  For instance, in March 2015, FIFA lowered the age at 
which an international transfer certificate is required from 12 to 10 in order to extend the 
protections offered by its transfer regulations to younger minors who fell outside the reach 
of its regulatory framework. Yet, in April 2015, FIFA effectively deregulated the 
international agent market by ending its licensing scheme for intermediaries, in essence 
offering a platform for unqualified individuals to operate in the player recruitment domain 
thereby lowering professional standards. Moreover, the FIFA RWI removed the restriction on 
the dureation of representation contracts that intermediaries should sign with players which 
paves the way for intermediaries to exercise a direct influence over young players by 
dictating contractual terms and transfers therough entering into long-terms representation 
contracts. Overall, Rather than limit the international trade in minors, policy incoherence at 
both international and national levels in football has contributed to an increase in the 
numbers of international transfers involving minors with a record 2,323 being registered in 
2015 (Rowe 2016). 
 

5. Recommendations 
 

 Children‟s rights-based approach is need in policy design:  
One of the key recommendation on protecting young athletes in sport is to develop a 
children‟s rights-based approach within regulations and policy responses on children‟s 
involvement in sports. it is imperative that an approach that characterises the child as 
the „rights holder‟ and places the child at the centre of regulatory planning be adopted. 
Such an approach could be explicitly informed and guided by an internationally 
recognised framework concerned with upholding and protecting children’s rights, such 
as the UNCRC and would help to ensure that the principles underpinning the planning, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of regulations governing the recruitment of 
young talents  always place an emphasis on protecting and realising children‟s rights 
over commercial interests. 

 Education of young athletes is neede within sports: 
Young athletes should be educated about the perils of migration within sports.The 
organized sport within the African continent, namely its sport associations and 
federations, need to improve its structures in forms of offering free programs and 
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training for children and youth. The popularity of certain sports could be used to 
attract young people into local sport clubs while simultaneously facilitating 
awareness-raising campaigns about the dangers of illegal migration and trafficking. 
Those campaigns should ideally be facilitated by people whom local youths trust 
and look up to, for example role models like (former) players along with actual 
trafficking victims. 

 Further research is needed on the area: 
Finally, further research is certainly required. A credible data with supportable 
methodologies is required to develop a clearer picture of this phenomenon in sport. 
Without the research progress will continue to be stalled. 
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