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As we sit in the quarters of GIE
CABES (Commerce and Artisanship for

Social  Well-Being), a partner of the
Ethical Fashion Initiative, Salif has a new

job at GIE CABES as a textile worker.

The morning light shines on and off his
face as he speaks, his forearms resting on

the woven cotton fabric in front of him. I
turn the recorder on and begin to ask him

about his odyssey from Burkina Faso to
Algeria and back.

Salif proceeds to explain his crossing of
the Burkinabé border in 2014, citing is

motives for migrating solely as economic.
Struggling to find stable employment, he

hoped to find better, if any, job prospects
up north.

“You’re searching for money to feed yourself. If you have money at home, why would you
leave? You wouldn’t. But if you don’t, how will you eat?”

A Narrow Escape in Mali

Salif recalls the first leg of the trip, a bus from Ouagadougou to Niger. In Agadez, he
boarded another bus packed with seventy-five people, where, alongside five other buses,
they headed towards the city of Gao in Mali.

In 2014, Northern Mali was a battle zone between Tuareg separatists, jihadist militias and
the Malian national forces. On the route to Gao, Salif recounts their encounter with
jihadists, where one of the buses was bombed. Arduous and intense, this marked the
beginning of a perilous journey.

“Six buses took us to Mali. In 2014, there was the conflict in Mali against the jihadists and,
even though five of the buses passed through, one bus was bombed and seventy-five
people died that day.”



The Prison, The Desert and Belmokhtar

Once in Gao, Salif boarded a van hoping he’d
reach Algeria soon, but was confused when the
driver stopped in a desolate area in the desert
with only one large building nearby. A group of
armed rebels paid the driver and sent him away
before stripping Salif and the other
passengers of all their valuables.

“In the Sahara, they had built a large building
like this one.” Salif gestures at our surroundings.

“When you get to Gao, they pick you up and
take you directly to the building. Belmokhtar
locks you in and you don’t get out until they get
the money they’re asking for. That’s what they
do.”

The UNHCR recently published a report
detailing the gruesome human rights abuses faced by migrants going from West and East
Africa towards the Mediterranean coast “at the hands of smugglers, traffickers, militias and
state authorities.”

The report declares this to be one of the most dangerous migrant routes in the world. The
person Salif is referring to, Mokhtar Belmokhtar, is the Al-Qaeda leader behind the Algerian
gas plant attack in 2013 that killed 37 people, and the force behind the Bamako terror
attack in 2015.

“They beat us to the point that my arm still hurts to this day.”

“It appeared that people of all African countries were there. There were people from Mali,
Senegal, Cameroon, Côte D’Ivoire, Zambia, Ghana, Togo. I was the only Burkinabé there.
We were many.”

“Many people thought I was mute. When I left here, I couldn’t even speak. I just made
gestures.”

Salif called his family in Burkina Faso and they sent the 200,000 CFA the rebels
demanded. He stayed a total of twenty days in this first prison before being taken to a
second jail where the rebels charged him an additional 50,000 CFA to be released.

Algeria

When Salif finally arrived in Adrar, Algeria, a Burkinabé man offered him work. For four
years he worked building roofs on Algerian houses until one night in 2019, security officers
entered his home.

https://www.unhcr.org/5f1ab91a7
https://time.com/4121906/terror-groups-mali-bamako-terror-attack/
https://time.com/4121906/terror-groups-mali-bamako-terror-attack/


“I was at home praying when I heard a sound coming from the door. I knew it was the
police and I knew there was no way to get out. They broke the door and came in. When
they saw that I was praying, one police officer said, ‘Stop. Let him finish praying’ but the
other refused. I was detained and wasn’t allowed to take any of my items with me. Finally,
they told me they were taking me to prison. I said, ‘I haven’t done anything. I didn’t steal.
What do you want from me?’”

Algeria began an operation of mass deportations in 2016. Migrants interviewed by the UN
Human Rights team explain how security officers perform nighttime raids in neighborhoods
where migrants are known to live. They are often detained without being allowed to take
their belongings, passports, or money, and they are denied access to any legal
representation.

In 2018, the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights called on the Algerian
government to “cease the collective expulsions of migrants”, calling the practice a violation
of international human rights law.

According to international human rights law, migrants are not to be arbitrarily detained
without a legal process. They have the right to legal support, consular protection, and
information. Migrants are also not to be deprived of their property or legal documents. In
the event of deportation, it must be done safely and with dignity.

Deportation

Armed security officers rounded up Salif and other migrants into thirty-six buses. He
recounts that the buses drove south to the Algerian border denying passengers breaks for
even using the bathroom. Three people died on the way.

“They put us in thirty-six buses and drove us out of Algeria. Ten people shared one loaf of
bread. We really suffered. Three people died there.”

At the Algerian border, the migrants were then shifted into trucks that drove them to the
desert outside the Niger border. In the middle of the night, the migrants were abandoned in
the desert and told to walk to Niger by foot.

“They stood there with their guns, and yelled, ‘Over there is Niger. Walk towards Niger.’ We
walked from 2 until 7 in the morning.”

Algeria’s practice of abandoning migrants in the desert has been condemned by the
African Union. In the last four years, thousands of migrants have been left outside the Niger
border, sometimes in the middle of the summer in blazing heat. The International
Organisation for Migration (IOM) has reportedly had to search for stranded migrants in the
desert.

Once in Niger, Salif and the others were taken in by the authorities and given proper

https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/06/28/algeria-inhumane-treatment-migrants
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?%20NewsID=23114&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?%20NewsID=23114&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23114&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23114&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23114&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23114&LangID=E
https://apnews.com/article/382c33e689974e4bb6a6756f9a1c1b0e
https://apnews.com/article/382c33e689974e4bb6a6756f9a1c1b0e
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-and-nigers-civil-protection-rescue-83-migrants-distress-sahara-desert
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-and-nigers-civil-protection-rescue-83-migrants-distress-sahara-desert
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-and-nigers-civil-protection-rescue-83-migrants-distress-sahara-desert


medical assistance and food. Following his arrival, he had to wait in Agadez for two weeks
with limited food before returning to Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso’s capital.

A New Chapter in Burkina Faso

Salif was sitting in the IOM’s returned migrant housing in Ouagadougou when he came
across an Ethical Fashion Initiative (EFI) representative conducting a presentation about
potential opportunities as an artisan.

The Ethical Fashion Initiative is a programme of the International Trade Centre, an
organisation under the World Trade Centre and the United Nations. The EFI’s mission is to
give marginalised artisan communities access to international markets in order to create
employment and economic empowerment. The EFI is also partnered with IOM to provide
employment opportunities for returned migrants.

The GIE CABES (Commerce and Artisanship for Social Well-Being) is a social enterprise
and partner of EFI in Burkina Faso. Composed of artisan collectives and enterprises in the
textile sector, the GIE CABES works to create a sustainable supply chain to meet the
demands of the international market, promoting local artisanship and creating employment
for marginalised groups. The Burkina Faso and Mali branches of the EFI are financed by
the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa.

Salif began the nine-month workshop in March and has now been integrated into GIE
CABES as a textile worker.

“Today, thanks to God, things are okay. I can earn a living and pay for what I want and
need.”

As Salif shares his story, a light is shone on the horrors that many migrants face on the way
to the Mediterranean coast. By supporting local artisanship, entrepreneurship and
businesses, the EFI and GIE CABES create employment for young people and help curb
irregular migration in the hopes that fewer people will experience the dangers of this
migration route.

https://ethicalfashioninitiative.org/about

