
GSR in the Classroom: TRAFFICKING
LESSON – SISTERS SUPPORT 
NIGERIA’S MIGRANTS 
TRAUMATIZED BY TRAFFICKING

BEFORE YOU READ:  It is both hard and painful to imagine what trafficking victims endure. They are 
tricked or forced into captivity, then threatened with harm if they try to escape. They spend years or 
decades of their lives being exploited, treated not as humans but as commodities.

More hardship awaits those who escape trafficking and attempt to start life over. Alone, or with a partner, 
discuss:

1.  When has your life or the life of someone you love been interrupted by an illness or setback?

2.   What activities or people did you or they miss most?

3.   How did you or they get back to normal? Who helped you in that process and how?

Keep in mind while you read:

Make a special effort to connect to the woman featured in this story. Think about the unthinkable. Do 
the math on the price of her freedom. Consider the hidden costs of her slavery – what it has done to her 
dignity, her relationships and her trust of other people.
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Gloria Omoresewua was just a 
teenager in 2003, when a Nigerian 
woman brought her to Spain and 
she was forced into prostitution. 
Omoresewua made an agreement 
with the woman, who had 
promised her a better life in Europe: 
Omoresewua was to pay her 45,000 
euros ($50,200) to gain her freedom.

For every man she slept with for 30 
minutes, Omoresewua earned 20 
euros. Every month, she sent 500 to 
1,000 euros back home to her family 
in Nigeria.

SR. BIBIANA EMENAHA OF THE DAUGHTERS OF CHARITY OF ST. VINCENT DE PAUL SPEAKS 
TO STUDENTS IN FEBRUARY AT A RURAL SCHOOL IN EDO ON THE DANGERS OF TRAFFICKING. 
(COURTESY OF THE COMMITTEE FOR THE SUPPORT OF DIGNITY OF WOMEN)
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After paying about 30,000 euros to the woman, 
Omoresewua became tired of prostitution and decided 
to quit. The woman threatened that if she did not pay 
her back fully, she would be arrested.

“I didn’t have a job and was sleeping in the streets,” 
said Omoresewua, now 33. “I was tired and wanted to 
come back home.”

“My father said I should come back, but my mother 
didn’t agree when I told her I wanted to come back. 
My brothers said I should not come back. I decided 
to return when an NGO in Spain paid for my flight,” 
she said.

Since 2015, when Omoresewua returned to Nigeria, 
sisters from the Daughters of Charity of St. Vincent de 
Paul have been helping her integrate back into society. 
They and sisters from other congregations in Nigeria 
are fighting human trafficking through advocacy and 
creating awareness. They dissuade young girls and 
women like Omoresewua from taking a dangerous 
route across the Mediterranean Sea to Europe, where 
they can be trafficked into prostitution or slavery.

Since 2017, the United Nations’  International 
Organization for Migration  (IOM) has flown home 
more than 10,000 Nigerians who could not get to 
Europe after being in countries like Libya, Mali and 
Niger. A  2017  report from the organization said of 
the more than 181,000 migrants who traveled by sea 
from Libya to Italy in 2016, more than 37,000 were 
Nigerian. Of the Nigerians, 11,009 were women and 
3,040 were unaccompanied children. Eighty percent 

of those women and girls are likely to become victims 
of sexual exploitation, IOM said.

 NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL NETWORKS OF 
SUPPORT

Since 2015, Sr. Bibiana Emenaha of Daughters of 
Charity of St. Vincent de Paul has been the coordinator 
at the  Committee for the Support of Dignity of 
Women (COSUDOW), where she leads the advocacy 
and campaigns in fighting human trafficking in 
Nigeria.

Founded in 1999 by the Nigerian Conference of Women 
Religious, the committee collaborates with other anti-
trafficking organizations like the National Agency for 
the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons  and U.N. 
migration organization. Six local nongovernmental 
organizations have joined COSUDOW in the fight 
against trafficking, too.

With headquarters in Benin City, Edo — a part of 
central southern Nigeria known for  high rates of 
human trafficking  — COSUDOW sets up projects 
and skill-acquisition programs that help reintegrate 
Nigerians who return home from Libya, Mali and 
European countries.

In 2007, the Episcopal Conference of Catholic Bishops 
donated a building to COSUDOW to help resettle 
returnees. The building serves as the only temporary 
shelter run by a Catholic organization in Nigeria for 
returnee migrants.

“We make them feel at home here and take them in 

GLORIA OMORESEWUA WAS TRAFFICKED TO SPAIN IN 2003 FOR PROSTITUTION. IN 2015, SHE 
QUIT AND DECIDED TO RETURN HOME. (PATRICK EGWU)

VOCABULARY

NGO: Non-Governmental 
Organization – a nonprofit 
organization that operates 
independently of any 
government, typically to 
address a social or political 
issue

psychosocial: relating social 
conditions to mental health



as members of our family,” Emenaha said. “We go 
to the airports to pick them when IOM brings them 
back. When they arrive in Lagos, they stay for two 
days in a house given to us by Our Ladies of Apostles 
congregation. After two days, they come back here, 
and here is not a permanent place.”

Emenaha and two other sisters from the congregation 
— Sr. Margaret Ogbuja and Sr. Stella Agbawa — 
provide professional counseling to the returnees and 
visit schools to create awareness on the dangers of 
trafficking.

“The first thing we do is to give them one week just 
to sleep and rest. Then after that, we begin to listen to 
their stories and counsel them — both religious and 
psychological counseling,” she said. “We provide some 
form of education because most of them cannot even 
write their names. And we visit their families through 
family tracing and reconcile them, especially those 
that came back when their families did not want them 
to come back or those that went without letting their 
family members know.”

U.N. International Organization for Migration and 
other nonprofits fighting human trafficking like Slave 
No More, Solidarity With Women In Distress, Italian 
Union of Major Superiors and  Caritas  provide 
financial assistance to the returnees to start a business 
after the sisters have trained them. Returnees who 
opt to go back to school are offered scholarships by 
congregations like the Daughters of Charity in Turin, 
Italy. Since the inception of COSUDOW, more than 
400 victims of trafficking have been rehabilitated, 
reintegrated and supported with funds to start their 
own businesses.

When Omoresewua returned, Daughters of Charity of 
St. Vincent de Paul trained her in hairdressing for a 
year and a half. When she completed her training in 
2016, the sisters provided some money and started a 
hair salon for her.

“We do prevention, protection, evaluation and 
monitoring to know how they are coping,” Emenaha 
said. “During Christmas, we bring them together for 
a fun time.”

Sr. Florence Nwaonuma of the  Sisters of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus  runs Fullness of Life Counseling 
and Development Initiative, an anti-trafficking 
organization in Benin City that rehabilitates returnees 

and provides empowerment programs for them to 
earn a living.

Nwaonuma’s congregation also runs projects that 
provide families with business skills and money to help 
them set up small businesses. The sisters say this lifts 
families out of poverty and prevents family members 
from being trafficked or lured away by economic 
opportunities abroad.

“We realized that a lot of the problems stem from the 
families because if the families are well-managed and 
kept in one piece, it will invariably have effects on the 
society,” said Nwaonuma. “We have a preference for 
widows because some of them are from poor families, 
and that is why you see their children being vulnerable 
to trafficking. They want to travel abroad to help their 
families.”

Nwaonuma and other Sisters of the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus also provide psychosocial support and 
counseling for the returned migrants to relieve them 
from the trauma they endured. When faced with 
difficult cases, they refer people to a psychiatrist who 
provides special services and recommends medication 
to stabilize them emotionally.

“We monitor their recovery and make sure they are 
fine before we bring them back,” Nwaonuma said.

‘THEY CAN BE SUCCESSFUL HERE IN NIGERIA’

Each year on July 30, World Day against Trafficking in 
Persons, Sr. Gloria Ozuluoke of the Religious Sisters of 

FROM LEFT: SR. STELLA AGBAWA, SR. MARGARET OGBUJA AND SR. 
BIBIANA EMENAHA OF THE DAUGHTERS OF CHARITY OF ST. VINCENT DE 
PAUL. THE OTHER TWO SISTERS ASSIST EMENAHA IN COSUDOW’S FIGHT 
AGAINST TRAFFICKING IN NIGERIA. (PATRICK EGWU)



Charity  organizes awareness campaign programs on 
human trafficking across Nigeria.

“As a congregation, our mission is service to the poor, 
and we know that poverty has a huge contribution 
toward the trafficking of young girls and women 
outside Nigeria,” Ozuluoke said. “These people are 
mostly picked from the rural areas. We try to change 
their mindset that they can be successful here in 
Nigeria without traveling abroad.”

At a center belonging to their congregation in Lagos 
in southwest Nigeria, they hold skills-acquisition 
sessions and training for returnee migrants in skills 
like catering, tailoring, fashion and designing. Some 
of the returnees register with the  National Business 
and Technical Examinations Board  for practical 
hands-on business training with experts and to obtain 
certificates.

Nwaonuma’s Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus 
also work to prevent trafficking through awareness 
campaigns.

“We move from parish to parish, community to 
community and schools and visit community leaders 
and inform them about the dangers of trafficking,” she 
said.

The work of the sisters is making an impact. In 2017, 
the government passed an  anti-trafficking law  that 

punishes traffickers with prison terms and the sale of 
their properties, with the money going to the federal 
government.

“Presently, we have about 23 cases in court waiting for 
prosecution against offenders,” said Nwaonuma, who 
was part of the committee that worked on the draft of 
the law.

Despite the progress, the sisters face some challenges, 
especially lack of money for their projects. Emenaha 
said her congregation is making arrangements to enroll 
children of the returnees into schools in September. A 
lack of funds might affect the plans, she said.

“We are the only NGO with a shelter in Nigeria, and 
to run a shelter is not easy,” Emenaha said. “It requires 
money, and we have to pay the salary of 10 staff 
working here.”

Likewise, Nwaonuma said, “the economic reintegration 
for families and victims who returned requires money. 
In cases we can’t handle, we refer them to specialists 
who charge us like 50,000 naira [$139], and we pay 
the bills. It’s not in all cases that we have the money 
to pay.”

Ozuluoke said the spiritual development of young 
people in the country is poor.

“They hear a lot of things through the media and 
group interaction, and they get indoctrinated,” she 

TO MAKE THE SHELTER LOOK NEW AND COMFORTABLE TO RETURNING NIGERIANS, THE SISTERS RECENTLY INVITED PAINTERS TO REPAINT THE BUILDING. 
(PATRICK EGWU)



said. “With this, many of them fall prey to human 
trafficking. We need to do more in this regard.”

Every week, Omorosewua visits the COSUDOW 
shelter, where she spends time with other returned 
victims. For her, traveling to Europe was a bitter 
experience.

“I still feel the trauma of my experience in Spain. I 
come here sometimes to talk with other girls like me 
and advise them against traffickers so they won’t be 
victims again,” she said.

Patrick Egwu is a freelance journalist 
based in Nigeria.

THE BUILDING THAT SERVES AS A TEMPORARY SHELTER FOR RETURNEE 
MIGRANTS BEFORE THEY ARE REINTEGRATED INTO SOCIETY. THE 
BUILDING WAS DONATED BY THE EPISCOPAL CONFERENCE OF CATHOLIC 
BISHOPS OF ITALY IN 2007. (PATRICK EGWU)

SCRIPTURE SPOTLIGHT:  A woman went to get water from a well around noon. She probably chose that 
hot time of day to avoid the judgment of people who scorned her sinful ways. She encountered Jesus at 
the well, and he changed her life.

“The woman left her water jar and went into the town and said to the people, ‘Come see a man 
who told me everything I have done. Could he possibly be the Messiah?’ They went out of the 
town and came to him.”

John 4:28-30. Read about their encounter in John 4:4-42

Alone or with a partner, consider the following insights and questions:

1.  Shame destroys relationships. People can be captives of their past. Trafficking survivors like 
Gloria Omoresewua did not choose the sinful condition they live in. Still, they often are rejected 
or hurt by people who could help them. What do you imagine Jesus would say to open people’s 
hearts to the plight of returnees?

2.  The woman left the well and brought people to Jesus. What might Gloria glean from her 
experiences that might help her bring others closer to God?

AFTER YOU READ:  

On your own or with a partner, discuss:

1.  Why do you think Gloria Omoresewua’s mother and brothers didn’t want her to return?

2.  What are the greatest challenges to people who escape trafficking? How do sisters help?

3.  What are survivors and sisters doing to prevent people from falling prey to traffickers?
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THE CHURCH’S CALL

Catholics work to make sure returnees don’t continue 
to suffer for the degrading things they were forced to 
do. Reintegration efforts give them a chance to live 
lives worthy of their human rights and dignity. Pope 
Francis told a human trafficking advocacy group:

“The Church is committed to raise awareness 
of the growing need to support victims of these 
crimes by accompanying them on a path of 
reintegration into society and the recovery of 
their human dignity. The Church is grateful for 
every effort made to bring the balm of God’s 
mercy to the suffering, for this also represents 
an essential step in the healing and renewal of 
society as a whole.”

Pope Francis, Address to the ‘Santa Marta 
Group’, February 9, 2018

1.  How does human trafficking injure people 
with no apparent connection to it?

2.  While respecting the dignity of survivors, 
why is it important to spread the word about 
trafficking prevention and reintegration 
efforts?

SYNERGY WITH SISTERS

For 30 years, the Committee for the Support of Dignity 
of Women has worked in Nigeria to prevent human 
trafficking and support its survivors. The U.S. Catholic 
Sisters Against Human Trafficking joins COSUDOW 
in this global effort. Visit their websites to discover 
more about their work and how you can support it. 
Both organizations are part of Talitha Kum, a network 
of more than 2,000 sisters in 77 nations who have 
devoted their lives to preventing human trafficking 
and supporting its survivors. Learn more here.

1.  Polaris is a leading advocate on behalf of the victims and survivors of human trafficking. It 
takes that fight to lawmakers who can hold human traffickers accountable. Discover more 
about its current efforts in Congress and sign on to a petition that can help prevent trafficking.

2.  Report suspected human trafficking by calling 1-888-373-7888 or texing “help” to  BeFree 
(233733). 

Loving God,
Be with the victims of human trafficking in their loneliness, fear and desperation.
Let people around the world keep our eyes and arms open wide, searching for victims, embracing 
them and lifting them up to better lives.
Amen.

ACT

PRAY


