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Background

Forced military conscription, 
grinding poverty that prohibits 
the average Eritrean from living 
a life adequate to their innate hu-
man dignity, and an oppressive 
government has contributed to a 
significant and growing Eritrean 
refugee population. As many as 
sixty thousand Eritreans currently 
reside in refugee camps in Ethio-
pia and thousands more have fled 
westward to the Sudan.

Rather than finding a safe haven 
when they cross into surrounding 
countries, many Eritreans instead 
find themselves caught in a web of 
slavery. Reports have surfaced that 
Eritrean refugees (including wom-
en and very young children) living 
in Sudanese camps or leaving 

Eritrea or Ethiopia for the Sudan are seized by Sudanese authorities and sold to 
members of the Raishida, who subsequently sell them to the Bedouin tribes in 
Egypt. According to an April 2013 Amnesty International Report, in 2011 and 
2012, UNHCR verified 396 cases of kidnapping from eastern Sudan. Unfortu-
nately, these are only reports from those that escape their captors and are able 
to report their experience. The Bedouin traffickers then take them to an undis-
closed location, known as “torture houses,” and attempt to extort money from 
the family of the refugees. In some cases, the traffickers torture the refugees as 
they call the family members, so they can hear the screams of their loved ones. 
The torture includes sexual violence, being burned, beaten, and forced to stand 
for extended periods, food and water deprivation, and being forced to live in 
unsanitary conditions. 

The price extorted from the families by the traffickers has risen to as much as 
$40,000. Families in Eritrea and elsewhere reportedly sell all of their property
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and ask for money from extended family to pay 
the ransom. Paying the traffickers, however, only 
encourages them to sell the refugees to another 
trafficker, who repeat this hideous practice. 

According to local organizations assisting the ref-
ugees, as of October 2012, 70 Eritrean refugees 
have escaped their captors to Cairo, either by force 
or with the help of local residents or other tribal 
leaders. While Cairo has been perceived as a “safe” 
city without need for refugee resettlement, this is 
often not the case. Refugees and trafficking vic-
tims remain in danger and some victims report 
being kidnapped again in Cairo, only to repeat the 
process all over again.

The U.S. Catholic Bishops Respond

In 2012 a delegation that included Catholic bishops visited the the Middle East to explore the 
plight of Syrians and other populations displaced by conflict. While there, they examined the 
plight of Eritrean refugees who  are caught up in situations of human trafficking, kidnapping, 
and torture. It quickly become clear that crucial that immediate action was needed to support 
these populations and provide much needed protections. The bishops recommend that:

The U.S. government should work with the Egyptian government to halt the trafficking and 
torture of Eritrean refugees in the Sinai peninsula. Steps should be taken by the U.S. and 
Egyptian governments to stop the hideous practice of kidnapping and torture of Eritreans. Vic-
tims who have escaped the torture remain at risk from their torturers and should receive emer-
gency resettlement. 

Vulnerable African refugees in Cairo who are unable to integrate and remain at risk of ha-
rassment and attack should be considered for resettlement. Women refugees with children 
from Sudan, Somalia, Eritrea and other African countries are unable to support themselves and 
live in fear of harassment and attack in Cairo. Only 1600 of a possible 2000 refugee resettlement 
slots referred by UNHCR were resettled last year. The United States should increase the level of 
available slots to fit the current need.  

How you can help
• Refugee populations are in need of your assistance, both through material support when 
they arrive and continual advocacy efforts on their behalf. To learn more about this situation 
and how you can help advocating on behalf of Eritreans and other refugee populations, please 
visit: http://www.usccb.org/about/resettlement-services/how-to-help.cfm.
• If you are interested in assisting MRS continue its important work with migrants and 
refugees, please consider making a donation to the National Catholic Migration Fund at 
www.usccb.org/mrs-ncf. 


