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Migrants in West and Central Africa increasingly fall prey to unscrupulous recruitment agencies, attracted by false promises 
of employment, high wages and decent working and living conditions. These migrants often pay excessive recruitment 
fees to access promised employment, but in many cases no jobs await them at their destination or existing positions are 
completely di� erent to what was initially promised. This leaves most migrants in situations of extreme vulnerability. 

At the same time, for many employers, the services of private recruitment agencies are vital in identifying and sourcing 
jobseekers and talent across international borders when local labour markets are unable to meet employer demand. 
Nevertheless, when employers take advantage of such services, they often have limited visibility and in� uence over 
recruitment practices; if recruitment is conducted unethically, the results can put both workers and employers at risk.  

Finally, while many sub-Saharan African countries have regulations that govern national labour standards as well as public 
employment services that serve domestic labour markets, very few have legal or institutional frameworks that regulate 
international labour migration and cross-border recruitment. Furthermore, many West African governments and their 
partners not only have limited data concerning cross-border mobility, they likewise have limited insight into the practices of 
private recruiters operating in their jurisdiction.  To address these myriad challenges, IOM is working with its member States 
to establish the necessary conditions and frameworks to better protect West African jobseekers and migrant workers 
during the recruitment and deployment stages of international migration. In doing so, IOM will reduce the vulnerability 
of migrant workers by enhancing the knowledge, capacity and commitments of governments and the private sector. IOM 
is committed to support governments to develop e� ective mechanisms and tools to prevent and address exploitation by 
unscrupulous recruiters. 

PROMOTING ETHICAL RECRUITMENT AND PROTECTION 
OF MIGRANT WORKERS IN WEST AND CENTRAL AFRICA
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KEY ACTIVITIES
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Enhancing collective knowledge about international recruitment practices in order to identify 
challenges, improve labour market e�  ciency and reduce exploitation of migrants 

West Africa remains one of the least-explored regions in terms of research and knowledge on 
international recruitment, its links to human tra�  cking and forced labour, and e� ective strategies 
to address unethical practices. Most countries in the region do not have a public system for 
the placement of workers internationally, and to date there is no comprehensive review of the 
recruitment sector. To address this gap, IOM conducted an exploratory research in 2018 in order 
to better understand the issue and identify existing challenges and gaps in the region. The � ndings 
of the study reveal a growing number of unlicensed recruitment agencies and agents operating in 
environments with little to no government regulation and oversight. This has led to circumstances 
involving fraud, extortion, excessive recruitment fees charged to jobseekers, irregularities in 
contracts of employment, and fraudulent promises related to work and life abroad. Taken together, 
the results represent a violation of the human rights of migrants, including conditions of debt 
bondage, labour exploitation and human tra�  cking.

Strengthening the negotiation and implementation of bilateral labour migration arrangements

IOM recently partnered with the International Labour Organisation (ILO) to create a guide and 
toolkit on how to evaluate Bilateral Labour Agreements (BLAs). The toolkit includes case studies 
and is designed to serve as a capacity building tool for governments to help them negotiate better 
labour migration agreements. In developing and socializing this tool, IOM seeks to enhance 

1. government awareness of International Migration Law for the protection of migrant workers; 

2. government capacity to assess national practices in light of existing international and regional 
standards; and 

3. government ability to apply existing international and regional standards to a concrete national 
context.

Promoting the International Recruitment Integrity System (IRIS)

The International Recruitment Integrity System (IRIS) is a global programme designed to promote 
ethical recruitment and transform the international recruitment industry. IRIS creates an enabling 
environment for ethical recruitment by establishing a multistakeholder standard that de� nes good 
practice, raising awareness and building capacity across key stakeholders, monitoring international 
recruitment practices and establishing a voluntary certi� cation scheme for international recruiters, 
supported by e� ective due diligence, grievance and redress mechanisms. IRIS brings together 
governments, civil society, the labour movement, employers, global brands and recruiters to 
establish ethical recruitment as the norm across the industry. This includes promoting IRIS through:

• Advocacy and awareness raising with all stakeholders involved in the labour migration process; 

• Training and individual mentoring for labour recruiters interested in pursuing IRIS certi� cation;

• Targeted training for employers and companies in identifying ethical labour recruiters and 
aligning their business practices to the IRIS Standard;

• Training for public policymakers and regulators on ethical recruitment; and  

• Development of an ethical recruitment toolkit.

IOM will implement IRIS in West and Central Africa through national assessments and mapping to identify existing realities 
and challenges related to recruitment. This will help IOM develop a clear strategy and roadmap for stakeholder engagement 
to promote ethical recruitment and pave the way for ethical recruitment systems in the region.  

For more information, please visit iris.iom.int  


