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Abstract

Background The growth of labour migration and associated risks of human trafficking and exploitation remain
significant global human rights and health challenges. There is increasing policy interest in addressing structural
determinants of adverse migration outcomes such as migrants' use of informal employment recruiters. In Ethiopia,
“safe migration” policies have introduced regulations for registered private employment agencies and penalties for
anyone else placing migrants into work overseas. Yet migrants continue to use informal facilitators who are often
demonised as traffickers without evidence of their motivations, experiences or perceptions. We conducted qualitative
interviews with 28 informal facilitators as part of a study into how recruitment practices shape risks for female
migrants seeking domestic work in the Middle East and Gulf States. We present the realities of irregular recruitment
on the ground, and how these practices are affected by policies that dichotomise recruiters into legal/safe and illegal/
unsafe categories.

Results We identified four main themes. First, arranging migration from rural areas differs from in the capital, Addis
Ababa, where laws and regulations originate. Outside Addis Ababa, registration was difficult for facilitators to arrange,
with little incentive to do so due to its lack of importance to prospective migrants. Second, the ability to circumvent
legal requirements was considered an advantage of informal facilitators because it reduced costs and expedited
migrants' departure. Third, facilitators did not work alone but operated in long “chains” of diverse actors. This meant
migrants'safety was not determined by any given individual, but spread across numerous people involved in sending
a migrant abroad, some of whom might be registered and others not. And finally, facilitators did not believe they
could realistically safeguard migrants once they were outside of Ethiopia and working under different laws and
employers.

Conclusions Findings from this study add to a growing body of work demonstrating the diversity of people involved
in the migration process, and consequent oversimplification of popular policy solutions. A more effective approach
might be to constructively engage informal facilitators and identify ways they could assist with referring migrant
workers to registered agencies and safe employment, rather than criminalising their participation.
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Background

The growth of labour migration as a global phenomenon
continues to attract attention and concern, particularly
people’s risk of coercion and exploitation. The Interna-
tional Labour Organization (ILO) reported 49.6 million
victims of modern slavery for 2021, comprising forced
labour (27.6 million) and forced marriage (22 million).
In addition to being a gross violation of human rights,
human trafficking is a well-recognised determinant of
poor physical, sexual and mental health outcomes [1-8].
Among an estimated 169 million migrant labourers glob-
ally [9], the number who find themselves in “dirty, dan-
gerous and demeaning work” [10] remains unknowable,
although its negative implications for health are clear [11,
12]. Taking a public health approach to the harm caused
by human trafficking and labour exploitation suggests
the need to intervene “upstream” to address their struc-
tural determinants [13, 14]. Yet despite decades (even
centuries [15]) of efforts to curb trafficking, there have
been few insights into effectiveness of most approaches
[16-18] and, conversely, there has been evidence of dam-
age caused by heavy-handed anti-trafficking measures,
often motivated by political and social concerns related
to migration and/or sex work, more broadly [19-23].
Contentious debates about terminology used around
human trafficking and forced labour have influenced pol-
icy approaches to labour migration, often in an effort to
catalyse action through emotive language. For example,
there has been a substantial shift, particularly in high-
income countries, to the use of “modern slavery” to refer
to exploitative labour, but which also overlaps with the
means of procuring exploited workers [24]. This termi-
nology has been criticised by scholars who contend that
the use of broad language leads to conflation between
forced labour, human trafficking, labour exploitation and
sex trafficking and over-simplifies the nuances within
human rights frameworks [25].

A policy trend gaining increasing traction is to focus
on the practices of recruiters and brokers in source coun-
tries, with the goal of reducing exploitation by regulat-
ing those who assist migrants to seek work abroad [26,
27]. Legislative frameworks for “safe recruitment” create
licensing or registration mechanisms, one consequence
of which has been the dichotomisation of “legal” and
“illegal” recruiters. The former group is assumed to be
legitimate and “safe” and the latter group to be traffickers
who put potential migrants at risk. However, in practice,
this has proven to be a simplistic characterisation that
may not reflect how prospective migrants view the facili-
tators on whom they rely for recruitment, nor the actual
practices of recruiters [28]. While analysis of data from
victims of trafficking has indeed identified high rates of
use of “third-party employment recruiters’, comparable
data on irregular migrants who have not experienced
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trafficking are generally not available, making it difficult
to attribute exploitation or trafficking to specific types of
facilitators [29].

There has been substantial criticism of this use of
binary language and undue emphasis on the recruitment
process. For example, Pocock et al. (2021) describe how
migrants’ own family and community members become
“accidental traffickers” if policies define all migration
facilitators operating outside the law has human traffick-
ers, even where they are unaware of the illegality of their
role or practices [30]. United National Palermo Protocol
defined human trafficking as “the recruitment, trans-
portation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coer-
cion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of
power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or
receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent
of a person having control over another person, for the
purpose of exploitation” [31] (emphasis added). Many
anti-trafficking strategies appear to assume exploitation
is the motivation for all informal facilitators [32, 33].

In this paper, we examine the realities of “labour migra-
tion recruitment” on the ground, and how these prac-
tices are affected by policies that divide recruiters into
two mutually exclusive categories of legal/safe and ille-
gal/unsafe. We use the example of Ethiopia, which has
experienced several policy shifts related to regulation
of overseas employment agencies and informal facilita-
tors in recent years, and has adopted a “safe recruitment”
approach. In particular, we consider the perspectives and
experiences of people who might fall into the category
of “accidental traffickers” because they are involved in
arranging overseas migration outside of the legal frame-
work, who we refer to throughout this paper as informal
facilitators (as compared to officially registered recruit-
ers). Voices of informal facilitators are rarely included
in research around labour migration, particularly where
their actions may be deemed criminal under initiatives to
prevent labour exploitation or human trafficking.

Ethiopian context

Hundreds of thousands of Ethiopians are estimated to
reside in the countries of the Middle East and Gulf States,
many in precarious situations due to irregular forms of
migration out of Ethiopia, undocumented or illegal status
in the destination countries, and poor legal protections
or access to redress in cases of exploitation and abuse
[34]. Ethiopia is a major “source” country for female
migrants entering the domestic labour market in the
Middle East (primarily Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain,
United Arab Emirates and Lebanon) [35, 36]. Studies
conducted among returnee Ethiopian domestic workers
have documented extensive negative mental and physical
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health outcomes resulting from mistreatment, neglect,
and occupational harms [35, 37-40].

In response to growing media coverage of abuse of
Ethiopian migrants, the Ethiopian government imposed a
ban on all labour out-migration between 2013 and 2016,
although many Ethiopians continued to depart illegally
[41]. The ban was revoked in favour of national “safer
migration” policies, including the Overseas Employ-
ment Proclamation No. 923/2016 and bilateral labour
agreements signed with destination governments includ-
ing Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates (UAE), Jordan,
Kuwait and Qatar, with negotiations opened for Lebanon
and Bahrain. The Proclamation includes strict licensing
requirements for private employment agencies (PEA),
criminalisation of non-registered recruiters, and estab-
lishment of requirements for migrants such as minimum
age and pre-departure training to procure a Certificate of
Competence (CoC). To operate legally, PEA must register
with the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA),
which requires operating capital of 1 million Ethiopia
birr (USD $45,800 in 2016; USD $18,100 in 2023) with
an additional deposit into a workers’ protection account
set at USD $100,000 (approximately 5.5 million Ethiopian
Birr in 2023). PEA are responsible for ensuring compli-
ance with pre-departure eligibility requirements for
migrants and labour standards in overseas placements,
which can be made only in countries with bilateral agree-
ments with Ethiopia [42]. In 2020 the revised Prevention
and Suppression of Trafficking in Persons and Smuggling
of Persons Proclamation (No0.1178/2020) established a
task force with presence in all regions and districts (wore-
das) of the country that is responsible for identifying and
prosecuting traffickers, as well as assisting victims of traf-
ficking. In addition to targeted police action, community
members can report suspected traffickers to the local
task force. Awareness-raising campaigns warning Ethio-
pian communities of risks associated with illegal labour
migration (i.e., other than through registered PEAs) have
been widely implemented. The Proclamation specifies
7 to 15 years of imprisonment and a fine of 20,000 to
100,000 Ethiopian birr ($360 to $1800 in 2023) for labour
trafficking and adult sex trafficking, increasing to 10 to
20 years’ imprisonment and a fine of 30,000 to 100,000
Ethiopian birr ($540-$1800 in 2023) for trafficking com-
mitted by organizations licensed to conduct domestic or
foreign employment [43].

As a result of these and other measures, in 2023 Ethio-
pia was “upgraded” to Tier 2 in the US Trafficking in Per-
sons annual report [44], and specifically praised for legal
prosecution of traffickers. The report reads “The govern-
ment increased its use of the 2020 anti-trafficking proc-
lamation and reported sentencing data... which reflected
adequate penalties for convicted traffickers involving
significant prison terms” [45]. A specified weakness of
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Ethiopia’s measures, however, also related to criminalisa-
tion of informal facilitators, as the TIP report goes on to
state that “Despite reports of fraudulent labour recruit-
ers regularly recruiting and exploiting Ethiopians seek-
ing employment abroad, the government did not report
efforts to hold fraudulent labour recruiters criminally
responsible” [45].

We have previously documented reasons for migrants’
continued use of informal facilitators and “illegal” routes
out of the country despite exposure to information cam-
paigns and changes in policy [46]. Migrants’ motivations
for relying on informal facilitators (vs. formal agencies)
included the relative ease and speed of migrating through
informal channels, a pervasive belief that registered
agents do not reduce risks of migration (determined by
conditions in the destination country), and difficulty dif-
ferentiating between licensed and unlicensed agents.
Related to the latter, we and others documented ways
that some registered recruiters operate “under the law;,’
for example by placing women into employment without
eligibility checks or requiring pre-departure training, or
by charging placement fees [35, 46]. Thus a dichotomised
view that formal, registered recruiters were “safe” while
informal, unregistered facilitators were “unsafe” did not
accurately reflect the experiences and perceptions of pro-
spective migrants, returnees, or their families and other
community members in Ethiopia — even while official
recruiters continued to be actively promoted by Ethio-
pian authorities and international bodies [34].

To complement these previous findings, we explored
the views of informal facilitators themselves, whose
experiences and insights are often absent from the liter-
ature, and yet bear the brunt of policies that categorise
them as “traffickers” — often leading to criminalisation
and prosecution. We use empirical data from Ethiopia to
highlight the disconnect between policy aims and inter-
relationships between prospective migrants, informal
facilitators, and registered recruiters within a complex
and diffuse web that make up the “necessary infrastruc-
ture for labour migration” [32]. Our aim is not to criticise
policy efforts to monitor and regulate migration recruit-
ers, but rather to broaden the “safe migration” approach
and offer insights into how it might take better account
of the diverse ways labour migration recruitment occurs.

Methods

The data presented in this paper are drawn from a larger
study conducted in Ethiopia between 2018 and 2020. The
Meneshachin (“our departure”) study was conducted
in partnership between the London School of Hygiene
and Tropical Medicine, the Population Council, and
The Freedom Fund with funding from the U.S. Depart-
ment of State. This qualitative research sought to inform
future responsible recruitment initiatives by generating
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knowledge about the realities of the current policy envi-
ronment. As part of the study, we examined the roles
of informal migration facilitators engaged in recruiting
women and girls for domestic labour migration along
the Ethiopia. This work focused on the Middle East cor-
ridor and the way in which facilitators and prospective
migrants and their family members perceived the relative
benefits and risks of choosing irregular means to seek
employment abroad. For this paper, we draw on data col-
lected from informal facilitators.

Study sites

We conducted fieldwork in two well-known source loca-
tions from which individuals migrate to the Middle East
and Gulf states: Hadiya Zone (Southern Nations, Nation-
alities and Peoples Region) and Bahir Dar town and its
surroundings in Amhara Region. Both locations are
major transport hubs (and therefore likely locations for
facilitators). Bahir Dar was also selected due to its relative
stability at the time of data collection, despite previously
having been affected by the conflict between Ethiopian
Federal forces and the breakaway Tigray region.

Before fieldwork started, a mapping exercise was con-
ducted in both sites to identify “feeder towns” from
which women travel to arrange onward migration. Lists
of local stakeholders and key informants were compiled,
and informal conversations held to triangulate informa-
tion about the origin locations of female migrants. In
Hadiya, it was easier to identify two small towns consid-
ered to be migration “hotspots’, namely Soro and Ani-
lemo, which are known to have high numbers of women
seeking domestic work in the Middle East corridor. Ani-
lemo is primarily Muslim and located around 50 km from
Hossana (capital of Hadiya Zone) on a main road. Soro is
closer to Hadiya (40 km) but without good road access.
Most residents of Soro are Christians. In Bahir Dar
(Capital of Amhara region), it was not possible to select
“feeder towns” because according to key informants and
local stakeholders demand for migration was similarly
high across the different woredas (districts). Four differ-
ent urban sites (sub-cities) were thus selected for field-
work, located in different directions from central Bahir
Dar.

Study participants and data collection

Informal facilitators in both sites were recruited through
the use of locally-based Population Council research staff
members’ community networks, followed by “snowball
sampling” (word-of-mouth contacts from each identi-
fied facilitator). Recruiting unlicensed facilitators proved
very challenging since they fear possible repercussions if
identified. Overall, we experienced a 50% refusal rate (28
refusals out of 56 requests for interview), and participant
recruitment proved easier in Hadiya (26 agreed out of 45)
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than Bahir Dar, where only two of eleven identified infor-
mal facilitators agreed to be interviewed.

Well-trained qualitative researchers collected data at
both sites. Interviews were conducted in local languages
(Amharic and Hadiyissa). Interviews lasted approxi-
mately 60—-120 min and most were conducted face-to-
face at locations convenient to the respondent (e.g., in
their homes, shops, café or offices). Some facilitators
preferred anonymous interview locations where they felt
they were “hidden” from the public and legal authorities
(e.g., villages further out of the town, rooftop terraces of
hotels). The study used semi-structured qualitative inter-
view topic guides that asked facilitators to describe how
they are in contact with potential migrants, what support
they provide, relationships with other recruiters, and
their capacity to protect migrants both during departure
and once in destination countries. Ten facilitators refused
to have their interviews digitally audio-recorded and only
notes were taken. All recorded interviews and notes were
transcribed, translated into English, and entered into
NVIVO software for analysis.

Analysis

The first two authors led thematic analysis. Analysis
started with data familiarisation, where all the tran-
scripts were read at least twice, followed by coding
using NVIVO. A coding framework developed earlier in
the study was applied to the data, with newly emerging
themes specific to the experience of informal facilita-
tors added through team discussion. The lead Ethiopian
researcher conducted frequent data checking by return-
ing to the recorded audio interviews to listen to the
original Amharic to optimise accuracy of translation and
provide quality control for transcriptions. A research
consultant employed by the Population Council con-
ducted the same data checking process for audio-record-
ings in the Hadiyissa language. All researchers held
discussion meetings during the analysis process to reflect
on their initial thoughts on the data set and agree on the
emerging themes to help the accurate interpretation of
participants’ responses.

Ethical considerations

All respondents provided either written and/or verbal
informed consent, consistent with the study protocol.
When respondents did not want to sign a consent form,
they were asked to provide verbal consent on record,
using digital audio-recording (which was then turned
off for respondents refusing recording of the full inter-
view). All respondents received a comprehensive study
information sheet to emphasise that any information
they provided would remain anonymous, that they could
terminate the interview and withdraw their consent at
any time, and that any data shared in reports or other
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research outputs would be anonymised to prevent iden-
tification of respondents or individuals they may have
named. We did not ask respondents directly whether
they were involved in illegal activity (beyond facilitating
migration without being registered), but phrased ques-
tions to reflect practices in which “people like you” might
engage. Ethical approval was obtained from LSHTM (ref-
erence number 19127) and the Ethiopian Society of Soci-
ologists, Social Workers and Anthropologists (ESSSWA)
in Ethiopia (reference number ESSSWA/L/AA/0449/20).

Results

Table 1 provides working definitions for types of migra-
tion intermediaries in Ethiopia. These categories were
identified during analysis to address the challenges of
working with raw data collected in 2 Ethiopian languages.
It was not possible to accurately capture in English all the
nuanced differences in terms applied to the many types
of people who assist migrants; furthermore, even in the
same language, terms were not always used consistently.
As a result, we have made the decision to use the fol-
lowing definitions systematically throughout the text,
including in translation of direct excerpts from interview
transcripts.

Twenty-eight informal facilitators were interviewed, 26
of whom were recruited from Hadiya. Four facilitators
were female, all in Hadiya. While facilitators reported
knowing that registration was a legal requirement for
placing domestic workers into work opportunities

Table 1 Working definitions of intermediaries of Ethiopian
women'’s migration into domestic work abroad
Term Definition

Facilitator General term for any person engaged in assisting
women migrating from Ethiopia to countries of the
Middle East for domestic labour. Sometimes speci-
fied as either a formal facilitator or informal facilita-
tor, which are terms corresponding to recruiter and
broker, respectively. Facilitators usually have other
forms of employment and do not rely on migration
as their main source of income.

Recruiter A person for whom arranging migration is the main
form of employment, and who works alone or as
part of an agency, and is responsible for the final
stage of migration, i.e. departure from Ethiopia and
placement with an employer abroad. Community
members often use this term to suggest they
believe the recruiter has a formal or legal role (i.e. is
registered), although they usually have no way to
verify this.

Someone who is considered an intermediary be-
tween potential migrants and other facilitators or re-
cruiters. The term is most frequently used to refer to
individuals operating at the local level who do not
have contacts abroad or any form of registration.
Their role is to find and refer women to others who
take responsibility for migration logistics, although
the broker may assist with some early preparations.

Broker
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abroad, they believed this prerequisite was untenable and
unpopular with migrants, their families, and facilitators
alike as well as an insufficient means to protect migrants.
They also displayed confusion around exact stipulations
of the law regarding whether an informal association
with registered PEA meant they were operating legally
(e.g. if they transferred local migrants to a registered PEA
in Addis Ababa).

We identified four main themes demonstrating facili-
tators’ engagement with or avoidance of Ethiopia’s legal
framework for migration. First, rural areas and regional
cities were considered to be different from the capital,
Addis Ababa, where laws are made and regulations are
managed. Outside Addis Ababa, facilitators felt registra-
tion to be both difficult to arrange and not prioritised by
prospective migrants, disincentivising their compliance.
Second, facilitators’ ability to circumvent legal require-
ments was seen to be an important advantage they
offered prospective migrants, who wanted to expedite
their departure and reduce costs and bureaucracy. Third,
accountability for migrants’ safety was difficult to situate
with any given individual when numerous and diverse
types of people were sequentially involved in sending a
migrant abroad. And finally, facilitators did not believe
they could realistically safeguard migrants once they
were outside of Ethiopia and assumed that the respon-
sibility for migrants’ safety lay with licensed agencies to
which they claimed to link migrants.

Rural needs versus urban policy

At the time of data collection, our study found there were
no licensed PEA located at the regional level or zones
(one administrative step down from regional govern-
ment) in either field site. Respondents reported that all
registered agencies were in Addis Ababa, despite the fact
that both Hadiya and Bahir Dar are known to be major
migration “hot spots” in the country. One barrier to
obtaining a PEA licence related to administrative difficul-
ties, as described by a female facilitator who had consid-
ered the option:

From highest to lowest levels of government there are
challenges to get a license to engage in this facilita-
tion process. ...They [government] makes the process
to get a license complicated and difficult to com-
plete. The bureaucracy is very tedious ... and they
are not happy to give the license for facilitators in a
short period of time [quickly] even though we fulfill
the requirements. (Facilitator 2, Hadiya, Female).

Most facilitators described referring rural migrants
on to registered recruitment agencies in Addis Ababa,
doing this informally because there is no way for them to
obtain legal recognition for an intermediary role. These
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facilitators explained that community members therefore
think they are part of the regulated system.

I am in informal facilitator, but people in this com-
munity consider me as a formal facilitator (Facilita-
tor 22, Hadiya, male).

My role is supplying women to a certified person in
Addis Ababa. ... I call a legal person who works in
Addis Ababa, he arranges everything including food
and a place to stay [prior to flight]. ... There should
be agencies locally. For example, we don’t have legal
agencies in Hosanna. ... I can do nothing different. It
[operating informally] is a risk [that I take] (Facili-
tator 3, Hadiya, male).

One facilitator interviewed in Hadiya claimed to be reg-
istered, although he did not provide any documentation
to this effect, and other facilitators suggested this was
unlikely. Later in the interview, he described how he
processes migration as far as Addis Ababa, after which a
separate agency takes responsibility for sending women
abroad and placing them into domestic work; it is pos-
sible (but impossible to verify) that this second agency
has a license, and thus the local facilitator believes that he
is also registered. In reality, it is probably very difficult for
either prospective migrants or facilitators to be sure of
the legal status of any agency located in Addis Ababa, and
they are likely to trust what they are told by the agency
staff.

It would be difficult for prospective migrants to seek
registered recruiters in Addis Ababa, not only due to the
distance and cost of travel, but because they prefer to
rely on personal networks and existing relationships of
trust within their rural communities. For example, three
of the four female informal facilitators who participated
in this study reported being returnees themselves. Some
remained in contact with former employers abroad, using
these families to identify others who required Ethiopian
domestic workers. They also relied on word-of-mouth
recommendations within their own communities to fill
positions with prospective migrants from their own com-
munity networks.

Whenever my former employers ... asked me to bring
domestic workers for them, I tell them that I have got
relatives and neighbours that I know and who are in
need. They tell me to bring them a housemaid and I
will ask them to cover their visa, ticket, and trans-
portation expenses as well as their clothing expense,
and they will take them. (Facilitator 4, Hadiya,
Female).
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One woman referred to an “office” in the (unspeci-
fied) destination country with which she is affiliated,
and that “friends” there are responsible for picking up
newly arrived Ethiopian migrants and taking them to
their employers. These staff members also handled any
requests for a change in contract/post from either the
domestic worker or employer, which is contractually per-
mitted within 3 months before finalising employment.
These colleagues are later described to be Arabic-speak-
ing Ethiopian nationals.

My friends are in the office, so when the women
arrive, they will pick them up, hire them, change
their house if they are not comfortable, and arrange
some money [salary payment] with the Arabs
and send us some money. (Facilitator 21, Hadiya,
female).

In situations in which the facilitator has direct contacts in
the destination country, rural migrants can avoid liaising
with PEA in Addis Ababa altogether, and prioritise the
facilitator’s personal connection over assurances offered
by agents whom they do not know or necessarily trust.
Furthermore, before a migrant travels to Addis Ababa
airport, the main tasks need to be completed at the local
level by informal facilitators, including obtaining ID from
the local kebele office (village civil authority), applying for
a passport, and arranging transportation and accommo-
dation in district towns or regional capitals, as noted by
one facilitator:

The most significant assistance I provide to migrants
is for obtaining a kebele identification card and
passport (Facilitator 1, Hadiya, male).

Circumventing regulations as unique selling point

In addition to offering personal contacts and familiarity
with local systems, informal facilitators provide services
outside the parameters of the Overseas Employment
Proclamation. Respondents explained how migrants
wanted to leave Ethiopia as soon as possible once they
decide to seek employment abroad, often without even
knowing to which country they would go. Many seek to
keep their costs as low as possible.

Some migrants travel overland from Ethiopia into
Sudan or Djibouti and continue by boat, via Yemen, a
route recognised to be especially dangerous [47]. From
Yemen, migrants continue on foot or by vehicle. The
overland route is less common for female migrants
seeking domestic work, but may have increased due to
COVID-19 travel restrictions that limited international
air travel options. The illegality of overland labour migra-
tion has been well-publicised throughout Ethiopia, and
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thus anyone seeking this option must rely on informal
facilitators with good connections.

I have colleagues [government officials] who work
with me by getting involved in different activities.
For example, I deal with police officials who assisted
during border crossing to easily pass the migrants
(Facilitator 23, Hadiya, male).

Collaboration with authorities is particularly important
for overland travel, as borders remain heavily monitored.

We are working very closely with the police force and
local administrators. You know, if you don’t have a
very close person in the local and lower adminis-
trative hierarchy you cannot travel an inch with 20
migrants in your hands, aiming to cross borders.
Likewise, friends in Sudan have their own close
contacts to make travel fast and support migrants
to reach their destination countries (Facilitator 27,
Bahir Dar, male).

However, most women depart from Addis Ababa airport,
where paperwork is more likely to be checked. Facilita-
tors explained that prospective migrants view meeting
eligibility criteria, completing pre-departure medical
checks, undergoing pre-departure vocational training,
and obtaining the Certificate of Competence (CoC) as
barriers to overcome rather than important safeguards.
As a result, informal facilitators’ unregulated status was
perceived as an advantage over licensed PEA, something
facilitators could capitalise on by advertising their ability
to eschew regulations.

I know formally registered agencies need several
documents such as CoC, certified educational
documents and training documents. When trav-
elling through informal means there is no need for
such kind of certificates. They [migrants] need only
money. Therefore, using informal facilitators is faster
than the formal facilitators (Facilitator 28, Bahir
Dar, male).

In fact, some requirements had changed between 2016
and 2020, including proof of having completed 8th grade.
Awareness of efforts to streamline the migration process
had largely not filtered down to community level at the
time of this study, making the use of informal facilitators
appear very advantageous.

Another way that facilitators can hasten the migration
process is to forge required documents. Respondents
described how training certificates, proof of educational
attainment, and medical checks could be provided by
facilitators. In addition to meeting migrants’ desire for
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speed, forging documents provided facilitators with an
additional source of income.

If she wants to train and earn the CoC she pays 2500
birr, but if she doesn’t want to do so, we will prepare
a CoC and she pays 3500 birr (Facilitator 20, Had-
iya, male).

Although obtaining false documents is clearly a breach
of the law, it makes it possible for the migrant to then be
passed on to a registered PEA and migrate via the regu-
lar systems. Without any documents, migrants need to
rely on a local facilitator to place them into employment
abroad, as described by female facilitators from Hadiya
who used their personal connections from their previous
domestic work abroad. Once an informal facilitator has
helped a prospective migrant procure her ID, passport,
CoC and health certificate — whether legitimately or illic-
itly — she can enter the migration pathway set forth in the
Proclamation if she then migrates using a PEA that does
not scrutinise the authenticity of her documents or how
she got them.

Recruitment chains are long and tangled

We identified a complex web of social and professional
networks engaged in moving women from their local
communities to their eventual destination. The informal
facilitators are, as already described, often the first point
of contact. They may be sought by a prospective migrant
or members of her family, although some facilitators pro-
actively sought local women who might be interested in
enlisting their services.

We directly approach them [potential migrants]
based on information from different sources. We get
information from her friends, families or others, for
example that a particular woman has a passport
and is searching for a facilitator to help her (Facili-
tator 8, Hadiya, male).

Once a woman has found an “entry point” into the migra-
tion process, she will then be passed on to other facilita-
tors who take on different roles as she progresses. While
local facilitators may help her obtain the kebele ID and
direct her to a passport office, they may then hand her
over to someone who works more regionally and organ-
ises transport to Addis Ababa, or in the case of Bahir Dar,
over the land border to travel via Sudan.

They come to Hossana [from rural villages] and I
will send them to Addis in a public bus. I will send
the car’s plate number and their name list via the
[social media platform] telegram to the facilitator in
Addis Ababa (Facilitator 5, Hadiya, male).
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We send migrants mainly through Metema [to
Sudan] and Afar [to Djibouti] then to Yemen
and then to other Arab countries. First, we col-
lect migrants from different [rural] areas through
networking with other facilitators. After collecting
migrants from these agents, we directly send them to
another agent in Metema, then another agent from
Sudan or Djibouti receives them and sends through
water transportation to another Arab country
(Facilitator 27, Bahir Dar, male).

As suggested above, migration facilitation, especially
overland travel, can involve a very loosely connected net-
work of numerous actors, most of whom are not official.
The local informal facilitators are often the only indi-
viduals with whom migrants have direct contact. Their
subsequent links are to facilitators with whom they com-
municate by phone or online through platforms such as
Facebook. Facilitators taking an intermediary role higher
up the “chain” reported wanting to avoid detection and
thus operated “behind the scenes,” relying on local bro-
kers to make the initial introduction.

Most of the time migrant women can’t find me face
to face. . most of the time our contact is by phone. .
because police officials may follow us to arrest or jail
us (Facilitator 24, Hadiya, male).

Both community members and facilitators themselves
are unaware of how many people are in the “chain” that
eventually gets migrants abroad. As a result, women
value their first point of contact most, and put their trust
in them, without much thought about who will take ulti-
mate responsibility for their travel and placement.

They put their trust in the beginning with ... a rela-
tive or a family or a friend, that’s how trust is built,
with a person that connects migrants to a broker or
agency. (Facilitator 11, Hadiya, male).

The facilitators interviewed for this study represented
different links in these long facilitation chains. They
described networks of facilitators that included coopera-
tion with local authorities who support their practice and
share financial benefits. For example, facilitators cooper-
ated with religious leaders, health extension workers, all
the way up the system to employees of government and
business offices.

There is a strong chain of migration: officers in gov-
ernment offices like the immigration office, embas-
sies, airlines, police, foreign minister and other
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offices violate rules and work with informal facilita-
tors. (Facilitator 5, Hadiya, male).

For those migrants who do not go overland, eventu-
ally the prospective migrant reaches an agent in Addis
Ababa, through at least two and often many more steps,
many of which brought them in contact with a diverse
mix of regular and irregular actors (or, indeed, regular
actors operating outside the legal framework). The length
and density of migration “chains” mean that migrants
and their families are entirely unaware of how migration
is being arranged, thus making it impossible to hold any
particular individual accountable for subsequent diffi-
culties. Facilitators themselves did not always appear to
know their exact position in a “chain” nor how many links
there might be.

Duty of care not realistic

According to informal facilitators based in Hadiya Zone
and Bahir Dar, migrants’ safety was ensured by using
legally registered recruitment agencies for the final step
of the journey, ie., sending women out of the country.
Overall, community-based facilitators who referred pro-
spective migrants to someone in Addis Ababa said that
these facilitators would protect migrants at destination
because they believed the agencies operated according to
legal requirements.

I hand them to the licensed person. . I do believe
they will [protect migrants] because I work with a
licensed facilitator (Facilitator 18, Hadiya, male).
Agencies that are registered are better for every-
thing. They take responsibility to keep the migrants
safe and to return them in case of accident or danger
(Facilitator 3, Hadiya, male).

Whether facilitators genuinely believe (or know) that
they are referring migrants to licensed agencies is impos-
sible to verify. Only one facilitator described going
through a process of verification about the status of the
recruitment agency to which he sends local migrants:

My role is to go and check that agency, I see in which
office it is based, if it’s real, I check if it is legal ... if it
is licensed by the government and if it has no prob-
lems, otherwise I wouldn’t recommend our sisters to
a random agent, just for the sake of money. (Facilita-
tor 11, Hadiya, male).

Beyond assuming that sending agents will protect
migrants, the facilitators interviewed in this study did not
consider themselves to be responsible for securing the
safety of migrants once they had been passed further up
the “chain” towards departure.
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My responsibility will end after migrants reach
another facilitator. ... Frankly speaking almost all
informal agents do not think about responsible
recruitment. Rather they are focusing on making
money (Facilitator 28, Bahir Dar, male).

Furthermore, community-based facilitators did not
believe they could assist migrants abroad. This was pri-
marily for practical reasons, as most of the interviewed
facilitators worked at local level, and either had no links
in destination countries or were not able to exert any
influence over them. Facilitators were unable to identify
ways that they would be able to access a migrant who
experienced difficulties in another country, as several
explained:

It depends on her luck, and if we meet a good person,
we will help, but we don’t have the confidence and
the ability to take her out of the situation (Facilita-
tor 16, Hadiya, male).

Yes, [I can protect them] until they reach Sudan, I
can deliver any protection but sometimes there are
uncertain situations especially from security per-
sonnel. But to speak honestly, I am afraid I cannot
deliver any protection once they are out of Ethio-
pia. You know things are out of our control and it
depends upon the strength of our colleagues working
in Sudan and Saudi Arabia [Facilitator 27, Bahir
Dar, male).

Moreover, facilitators know that they are operating ille-
gally, and fear being arrested, so are therefore unwilling
to draw attention to themselves by trying to intervene or
alert the authorities.

Leave alone protecting the migrants, I am not able to
protect myself as I am in an illegal line of business.
Only the migrants themselves are responsible for
protecting themselves. (Facilitator 5, Hadiya, male).

As noted above, facilitators are unlikely to assist migrants
because of their limited reach beyond Ethiopia’s borders
and because of the risk of making themselves known to
others involved in an irregular migration process.

Discussion

In Ethiopia, “safe migration” policies increasingly focus
on the role of recruiters in putting migrants at risk of
human trafficking, labour exploitation and its associated
harms. Legal proclamations include both strict regula-
tions for registered private employment agencies and
penalties for anyone else who places migrants in jobs
abroad. Nonetheless, migrants continue to use irregular
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forms of migration and rely on informal facilitators to
navigate their journeys. To date, studies have rarely
examined the perspectives of informal facilitators about
their role in the migration process. As part of a larger
study into how recruitment practices shape determinants
of risks for female migrants seeking domestic work in the
Middle East and Gulf States, we interviewed 28 informal
facilitators based in areas known as significant “source”
locations for domestic labour migrants and situated far
from the capital city, Addis Ababa.

We found facilitators to be diverse and that they take on
different tasks related to assisting individuals to migrate.
Some facilitators were returnee migrants themselves
and had personal contacts in a destination country. Oth-
ers were community members who proactively sought
out prospective migrants on behalf of more established
recruitment agents, often based in the capital. Informal
facilitators play a valued role in the recruitment process,
particularly in rural areas where access to licensed PEAs
is difficult if not impossible. At the time of fieldwork,
there were no registered agents available in Hadiya Zone
or the Bahir Dar “catchment area’, leaving prospective
migrants with no realistic choice but to work outside the
regulated system, at least in the preparation stages.

Facilitators and migrant workers alike did not perceive
government attempts to register recruitment agents as
protective but instead onerous and time-consuming.
Therefore, some facilitators linked up with agents based
in Addis Ababa that they claimed were licensed PEAs.
However, current law prohibits registered PEAs from hir-
ing “outreach staff” in rural areas (the ban aims to pre-
vent aggressive recruitment of community members).
Instead, migrants and their families are expected to con-
tact agencies directly. Making contact with distant formal
agencies on their own is generally untenable as rural fam-
ilies are unlikely to know whom to contact, how to get
in touch, or afford travel to Addis Ababa to find a regis-
tered agency, reinforcing their reliance on local informal
facilitators.

While restricted access to registered recruiters is one
reason why migrants opt to use informal facilitators,
another is the very appeal of their ability to operate out-
side government restrictions. Our previous research
and that of others has shown that migrants prefer to
reduce the bureaucratic and time burden of migration
procedures [46, 48]. When eligibility requirements or
pre-departure prerequisites are poorly explained, not
streamlined, and inefficient to complete, migrants turn
to informal facilitators to circumvent regulations, thus
expediting their travel. Some facilitators in our study
were able to send migrants directly to a work placement
abroad, but more commonly they described being able to
support procurement of ID cards and (no longer neces-
sary) educational requirements, sometimes through illicit
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means. Some offered forged Certificates of Competence
to falsely prove completion of pre-departure training. A
recent report highlighted that these training courses are
among the least well-implemented components of Ethio-
pia’s anti-trafficking initiatives, with long waiting times
for those that are freely available through governmental
institutions, while private agencies charge fees consid-
ered prohibitive by most migrants [35]. The unlicensed,
illicit and easily accessible nature of informal facilita-
tors thus becomes an advantage for some prospective
migrants, further disincentivising facilitators from going
through the licensing process. Those who assist migrants
to depart from Ethiopia through the overland route, by
definition, operate illegally. There is little doubt that their
popularity increased during times when air travel was
restricted, such as during the 2013-2018 ban on labour
migration and COVID-19 pandemic [48, 49].

As found in previous research in Ethiopia [49], migra-
tion is a process facilitated across whole communi-
ties, including different types of respected and trusted
authorities or traditional leaders. Most facilitators do
not operate independently, but link together in “recruit-
ment chains” with locally-based facilitators responsible
for arranging relevant documentation and then passing
migrants to other facilitators with the capabilities and
contacts required for transport out of the country. The
chains can be so long that facilitators themselves do not
know who is ultimately responsible for placing migrants
in overseas employment, a phenomenon seen in many
other studies of migrant domestic workers’ recruitment
journeys [32, 33] and referred to by Schapendock (2017)
as the “fuzzy web of migration facilitation” [50]. These
migration networks can involve a multitude of actors,
including short-range taxi drivers, longer-haul transport-
ers, hostel owners, and their local associates [28]. While
most of our respondents claimed they linked their cli-
ents to registered agents in Addis Ababa, they did not
have any means to verify this nor were they necessarily
certain. Furthermore, they seemed to hope optimistically
that legality of the final “sending” agency might confer
legality on their own practice, even as they admitted that
they knew they were working outside the official system.
This makes the distinction between “legal” and “illegal”
migration difficult to identify in practice. This perceived
ambiguity also suggests that some facilitators may not
intend to operate outside the law and would have little
reason to believe they could be considered ‘human traf-
fickers’ or involved in forced labour.

Facilitators in Bahir Dar and Hadiya Zone placed
responsibility for ensuring migrants’ safety on those who
arrange travel to the final destination. While this could
be an attempt to deflect accountability away from them-
selves, informal facilitators also raised the valid point that
they have no control over work conditions in destination
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countries. Moreover, findings from our previous study
indicate that migrants also believe that their facilitator
has little obligation to them once they leave the country
[46]. Administratively, facilitators have limited reach,
because they cannot be hired by PEAs as field staff, and,
like migrants themselves, they must rely on what they
have been told by the agents with whom they work. At
the same time, many try to reduce their contact with
migrants out of fear of potential prosecution and legal
penalties. As suggested by our low response rate among
informal facilitators, they feel reluctant to admit to this
work. This makes it difficult for migrants who confront
difficulties to find them for assistance or redress.

Evidence suggests that migrants in the Middle East and
Gulf States, regardless of country of origin and includ-
ing both those who used regular and irregular means of
migration, experience significant exploitation and abuse
due to inhospitable, extremely discriminatory environ-
ments for low-wage workers, few or no support and
referral resources, insufficient legal protection and little
to no redress [35, 48, 51, 52]. Again, the often complex
network that helps a migrant get from their home to a
job seems to blur the assumptions that “legal=safe” and
“illegal=unsafe’, which is the rationale driving many
“safe migration” policies. These ambiguities simultane-
ously highlight the serious challenges that will arise when
trying to implement and enforce recruiter registration
regulations.

Our findings on the inherent limitations of local
recruitment agency regulations indicate the impor-
tance of renewed efforts to strengthen regulation of
job placement agencies based in destination locations,
which should be accompanied by improved government
responses to abuses by employers and placement agen-
cies. Other studies have also highlighted the importance
of supporting the rights of migrant workers where they
work rather than prior to their departure. In addition
to concerted state responses in destination countries,
including bilateral diplomatic agreements, perpetrator
prosecutions and genuine compensation schemes, ini-
tiatives to protect migrant workers might also include
accessible helplines, local migrant service organisations,
and soft support via networks of migrants from their
home countries [17, 53]. These types of formal support
services should be a central destination state investment
alongside state-funded initiatives to improve ethical job
placement and worker safety in their countries. There
is little logical reason to believe that improvements in
work conditions will be achieved simply via improving
enforcement of regulated pre-departure actors in source
countries.

Findings from this study also add to the growing body
of work demonstrating the breadth and diversity of peo-
ple involved in the migration process, and the concurrent
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oversimplification of potential policy solutions [54]. As
attention to human trafficking increased, this criminal-
justice framework has erroneously suggested that the
types of labour recruitment practices observed in this
study are motivated solely by the recruiters’ desire to
exploit the migrants enlisting their services [30, 55].
Many studies have highlighted that family members,
friends, fellow migrants, neighbours, returnees and pro-
fessional “recruiters” all make up part of the global “nec-
essary infrastructure of migration” — whether or not they
operate within sanctioned regulations [32, 33, 49, 54].
While the “labour exploitation continuum” is an under-
stood concept [56], where poor work conditions can
range from the demeaning to extreme exploitation and
various forms of modern slavery, there is less tolerance
for a continuum of migration-related roles, spanning
informal and formal actors to the criminally motivated
human trafficking. A more effective approach could
consider how to regulate and monitor recruitment prac-
tices while identifying how informal facilitators might be
engaged as allies to assist in referring migrant workers to
safe jobs rather than criminalising their participation.
Strengths of our study include our inclusion of informal
facilitators operating in different migration environments
in Ethiopia, a country that sends among the highest num-
ber of migrant domestic workers to the Middle East and
Gulf States. We were able to reach both male and female
facilitators, including those who are former migrants,
those with direct contact with migrants and more remote
“middlemen’;, as well as those involved in the relatively
rare and highly secretive “overland” route out of Ethiopia.
These rarely produced findings complement evidence
drawn from the perspectives of returnee migrants, many
of whom are purposively selected into research for hav-
ing been victims of trafficking [40, 57-60]. We also built
on prior research into recruitment conducted among
returnees, prospective migrants, family members or
current or former migrants, and key stakeholders in the
same study sites [46]. This foundation allowed us to itera-
tively develop our research questions and data collection
tools to triangulate previous findings with the neglected
voice of facilitators (referred to by Lindquist et al. as
opening the “black box” of migration research [61]).
Limitations of this study include difficulties in access-
ing informal facilitators and a high refusal rate, which is
likely to have introduced bias into our findings. It is pos-
sible that those who agreed to be interviewed were less
likely to be involved in the most stigmatised and crimi-
nalised forms of migration recruitment, including coer-
cion and trafficking. We also interviewed a much higher
number of respondents from Hadiya Zone than Bahir
Dar (where identifying informal recruiters proved more
difficult and consent rates were lower). As with all quali-
tative research, findings cannot be generalised to other
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contexts nor considered representative of all facilitators
in Ethiopia, which is an exceptionally diverse geographi-
cally, culturally and linguistically. Nonetheless, our study
sheds light on an under-researched area with relevant
implications to broader debates on policy measures and
intervention strategies to reduce the risks of extreme
exploitation and long-term harm among aspiring migrant
workers.

Conclusions

Labour migration is an age-old phenomenon and is a
persistent feature of our globalised world. But, as calls
for action against human trafficking have risen, economic
migration has become entangled with international out-
rage about modern slavery. Avoiding this conflation
between perpetrators of human trafficking and labour
intermediaries in policy-making will be increasingly
important as climate change leads to greater population
mobility due to diminishing viability of traditional live-
lihoods [62]. Estimates from 2022 suggest that approxi-
mately 32.6 million people were displaced due to the
effects of climate and environmental events [63] and a
recent report highlighting Ethiopia’s vulnerability to loss
of land productivity specifically predicted a consequent
rise in population-level intent to out-migrate [64]. Labour
intermediaries will remain an integral part of the migra-
tion process. Existing anti-trafficking debates should
avoid binary and emotive language, but rather embrace
the nuances of international labour migration and seek to
find context-specific ways to address the local migration
landscape. Using blunt policy instruments that demonise
informal facilitators risks pushing them to operate fur-
ther under the radar. Informal facilitators provide a ser-
vice seen as essential to many communities, particularly
in rural areas, and are typically trusted by them, includ-
ing women who are seeking work opportunities abroad.
Government and civil society organisations could engage
more deliberately with facilitators as key messengers in
order to provide prospective migrants with more accu-
rate advice and reduce the risk of deception and labour
abuse.
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