
121

Coverage of the 2017 Libyan Migrant Slavery Saga in Selected 
Nigerian Newspapers

Guanah, Seigha Jammy
Department of Theatre Arts and Mass Communication

University of Benin, Edo State, Nigeria
&

OBI, Ijeoma
Department of Mass Communication

Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu University, Nigeria

Abstract 
This paper examines the 2017 migrants` slavery saga in 
Libya and how selected Nigerian newspapers reported 
the issue before and after the Cable News Network 
(CNN) report of the slavery incident. The paper sets out 
to ascertain the frequency of report on migration by the 
newspapers; determine, through the story genres used, if 
the Libya slavery saga was discussed in the newspapers` 
editorials; and to know the prominence given to 
migration stories by The Guardian, Vanguard, and The 
Nigerian Observer newspapers that were selected 
through the purposive sampling technique. Content 
Analysis research method was used for the study and the 
major instrument used in the coding system is the Coding 
sheet. Results show that Nigerian newspapers` reporting 
of migration stories was low until CNN broke the story 
of Libyans selling migrants. Further results also show 
that the frequency of migration stories in the Nigerian 
newspapers has returned to the low status after the Libya 
selling migrant saga. Based on the results of this study, 
we conclude that the Nigerian media should conduct 
investigations to unravel the root causes of illegal 
migration as well as continue to enlighten the citizens 
about the dangers of illegal migration through their 
reportage and investigation journalism efforts. 
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Introduction
The Cable News Network (CNN) broadcast of November 14, 2017 showing 
immigrants being auctioned off as slaves in Libya for as little as $400 each sent shock 
waves across the world, and elicited reactions and condemnation of the acts across the 
globe. CNN also claims being told of slave markets at nine locations across Libya, and 
believes that many more auctions take place each month in the territory controlled by 
the United Nations-backed Libyan Government of National Accord (GNA), but 
others are not reported because the GNA does not control the entire country (Razek & 
Said-Moorhouse, 2017). 

The CNN report was followed with outcry from all corners of the globe, with 
some nations recalling their Ambassadors from Libya, some protesters even rallied 
outside Libyan Embassies across Africa and in Europe. Reacting to the report, 
France's President Emmanuel Macron calls the practice of selling migrants as slaves 
"a crime against humanity" and vows to press for sanctions (CNN, 2017), while 
Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari expressed shock at how his compatriots were 
being treated “like goats” (Quackenbush, 2017). United Nations Chief Antonio 
Guterres said he was horrified; and African Union Chief, Alpha Conde was outraged 
with the incident (Lawal, 2018). 

However, it is pertinent to know that these illegal and nefarious activities have 
been going on for a long time. According to Senna (2017), aid workers, rights groups 
and analysts have been shouting about rape, torture, and forced work for thousands of 
black Africans in the war-torn Libya but nobody listened, this was confirmed by the 
International Organisation for Migration (IOM) (IOM, 2017). The countries whose 
citizens were involved and the international community never took it seriously 
because the media did not amplify it until the CNN`s Nima Elbagir report where she 
interviewed a Nigerian victim from Edo State, Victory Imasuen, which jolted the 
audience. Subsequently, the talk about illegal migration seems to have died down 
since the media have “moved on” to reporting other “breaking news” after the concern 
on slavery that greeted the CNN report. 

The Libya slave saga has not only brought the discussion about migration, 
domestically and internationally, to the fore, but it has warranted the need to 
investigate the role of the media when it comes to playing their surveillance of the 
environment role to the society by constantly reporting the goings on around them. 
Most times, the media act as the 'hit and run' driver who only report a news event when 
it is 'hot' and refuse to do follow-up reports on them; and this seems to be what has 
happened to migration issues in Nigerian newspapers. This must be the reason Nwosu 
(1996, p. 103) declares that the manner of media coverage of events in Nigeria reflects 
the “Vulture Reporting Hypothesis”. He explains that Vulture Reporting Hypothesis 
simply states that the media feast on an issue or newsworthy incident while it is hot and 
abandons it after it has cooled down. 

Considering the central position the media occupy in the society, citizens 
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expect their conscience alive by sustaining awareness among them and for guidance in 
moulding and modifying opinions. The Nigerian media, especially newspapers, are 
assumed to be responsible with reporting the intricacies of migration as appropriate so 
that readers would make informed decisions; they are expected to constantly be 
circulating essential news that will effectively guide the public, and further enlighten 
it on the various issues concerning migration.

The present migration situation is so disturbing that the media are expected to 
report about them daily from different perspectives to educate the public on the danger 
inherent in it. It is expected that newspapers should report about it daily and, at least, 
dedicate a column weekly to talk about it. As at May 2018, about 7,831 stranded 
Nigerians in Libya have been rescued by the International Organization for Migration 
(Opeyemi, 2018) while Nigeria's Federal Government identified 5,000 more 
Nigerians trapped in Libyan detention camps (Premium Times, 2018a). The 
International Organisation for Migration (IOM) says over 1,000 migrants drowned in 
the Mediterranean from January to June 2018 because smugglers are exploiting the 
desperation of migrants to leave before there are further crackdowns on 
Mediterranean crossings by Europe (Premium Times, 2018b). Most of the lucky 
returnees have since been relating their horrifying experience and the hostility they 
faced in the hands of Libyans in different camps. 

It behoves on the media to provide accurate and truthful information to the 
public that would make it possible for citizens to see the danger involved in illegal 
migration by raising, identifying and reporting them with clear explanations for the 
audience to easily comprehend them so that members of the public will be dissuaded 
from embarking on illegal migration. Unfortunately, it seems the media seem to be 
overwhelmed in performing this role.

Kumar (2012) and Owuamalam (2015) opine that the centrality of the mass 
media to the knowledge of goings-on in the society is at the heart of their influence on 
the public's knowledge, attitudes and behaviour, but it seems Nigerian newspapers are 
not living to this bidding even as studies by scholars like Nwabueze (2004), Ukonu, 
Akpan and Anorue (2012), Nwala (2014), and Ezebuenyi (2017) buttress the vulture 
reporting nature of the Nigerian media. People consult various media to know about 
the events taking place in the society so as to form opinions on diverse issues and 
determine how to live their lives. Therefore, the curiosity to find out if the case of 
vulture reporting is applicable to the reportage of the Libya migrants` saga by Nigerian 
newspapers led to this study which probed how the select newspapers (The Guardian, 
Vanguard, and The Nigerian Observer) have been reporting migration stories hitherto.

The rate at which young Africans, especially Nigerians, migrate to Europe is 
quite alarming considering the risks involved with the illegal routes through which 
they attempt to enter Europe. The spate of illegal migration has become a problem to 
both the migrants` countries and the European countries they are heading to. Added to 
the foregoing problem, there tend to be a “black out” on migration news in both the 
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international and local media until CNN reported the Libya slavery saga. 
As part of their functions in the society, the media are supposed to be 

constantly reporting what is happening in the area of migration, digging out the 
reasons Nigerian youths embark on illegal migration, suggesting how it can be curbed, 
and highlighting the dangers involved. However, the tenable situation right now is that 
migration reports in newspapers are only scratches-on-the-surface report, and the 
highest volume of migration and migration reports tend to be only after the CNN 
report. Newspapers tend to only report burning issues as they develop, maybe just to 
sell their papers, and after that abandons them. Therefore, this paper was interested in 
looking at how select Nigerian newspapers (The Guardian, Vanguard, and The 
Nigerian Observer) covered migration stories in the build up to the CNN report, and 
how they followed up after the report, with the aim of finding out if they gave priority 
to migration news or not. 

In essence, this paper sought to: 
1. ascertain the frequency of report on migration stories by the select Nigerian 

newspapers;
2. determine, through the story genres used, if the Libya slavery saga was 

discussed in the Nigerian newspapers` editorials; and 
3. To know the prominence given to migration stories by the select Nigerian 

newspapers.

Definition of Terms
For the purpose of conceptual and operational clarity, the following terms are defined:
1. Story genre: This means Story types, for example news, features, opinion 

articles, columns, editorial, photographs etc.
2. Immigration: As used in this study, is the movement of people from one 

country to the other. This term could also mean migration.

Theoretical Foundation
This study is based on the Vulture Reporting Hypothesis which simply explains that 
the media mostly report a news stories when it is “breaking”, and after a very short 
time abandon that story and move on to report other recent events. This hypothesis was 
postulated by Ikechukwu Nwosu, a renowned Nigerian communication professor and 
former President of the African Council for Communication Education (ACCE); 
however, the foundation for the hypothesis was laid by an American scholar named 
Anthony Downs. In a study he carried out entitled “Up and down with ecology-the 
issue-attention cycle”, Anthony Downs found that American public attention rarely 
remains sharply focused upon any one domestic issue for very long, even if it involves 
a continuing problem of crucial importance to the society (Downs, 1972). 

Ezebuenyi (2017) reports that Downs observed that the mass media which are 
saddled with the responsibility of reflecting issues of public interest either 
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compromised their function of agenda-setting as well as being socially responsible to 
the society, or could not apply themselves to the professional tenets of journalism 
among others, to ensure that follow-up on issues of public interests are published to 
keep the public abreast with how such issues were brought to a logical conclusion. 
Downs' submission therefore draws attention to the fact that the mass media highlight 
newsy events without corresponding follow-ups to sharply focus public attention on 
the issue or the end of that issue or story. 

Building on Downs` foundation on the issue of Vulture Reporting Hypothesis 
in 1996, its exponent, Ikechukwu Nwosu, having carried out a study of select foreign 
media and their coverage of African wars reported that the pattern of coverage of the 
said wars (including Nigeria-Biafra, Angola, Zaire and Uganda wars) by foreign 
media was akin to the behaviour of a vulture which feast on a dead animal and 
abandons its carcass when it is done (Nwosu, 1996). Nwosu observes that the mass 
media did not report much of the limited wars until the shooting wars start, when the 
media would then descend on the affected areas, country or war theatre en masse and 
tear it to shreds like a pack of vultures would do to a dead animal (Nwabueze, 2004).   

This “theory” fits well for this study because Nigerian newspapers tend to 
have reported the Libya migrants` slavery saga when it was “hot” news, and have 
since not been doing follow-up stories on the issues and the talking points it raised. 
The issue of media abandonment of the Libya slave selling saga will be used to either 
validate or discredit the Vulture Reporting Hypothesis of Anthony Downs and 
Ikechukwu Nwosu. 

Migration as a Global Phenomenon 
The United Nations (UN) Charter guarantees the freedom of movement in the 
countries that have domesticated it (Claiming Human Rights, 2009). Hence, the 
movement of people from within and outside their countries as long as they abide by 
the set-down laws tenable wherever they find themselves, is guaranteed by 
international law. Migration is natural, and has always been taking place right from 
time immemorial with reasons linked to factors like escape from persecution, conflict 
and poverty (Lajcák, 2018). However, irregular and illegal migration is now a major 
issue in Africa where many migrants dare to cross through the Sahara Desert and the 
Mediterranean Sea on unsecured balloons and rickety boats to get into Europe. 
Unfortunately, the reality is that majority of these migrants have met their untimely 
death in the process. Some get into trouble by being abused, duped, and raped while 
many others fall into the hands of merciless human smugglers, human organ 
harvesters, crook traffickers or slave traders. Most of these migrants travel without 
correct documents and some conceal their identities. 

According to Punch (2018), a new report by the United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development says no fewer than 17 million Africans left the Continent in 
2017 in search of greener pastures. The 'Economic Development in Africa' report also 
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said 5.5 million people moved to Africa from other continents while some 19 million 
international migrants moved within Africa. Of these lots, most international migrants 
in Africa move within the region, according to McAuliffe (2018), this is contrary to 
much media coverage that majority of Africans do not leave the Continent, but they do 
largely move to neighbouring countries. At present there are around 258 million 
international migrants (Lajcák, 2018). According to (Lajcák, 2018), that figure has 
grown rapidly since the turn of the millennium, when there were 173 million. 

Migration has been from the outset of human existence; maybe due to man`s 
gregarious nature, he migrated from one place to the other in search of pasture for his 
flocks; for instance, many groups of people are known to prefer to migrate looking for 
arable land, riversides, pastures, jobs, etc. to settle because of their needs. But such 
movements where within specific geographical locations, that is, within a country or 
Continent until Europeans introduced slave trade and started to “export” human 
beings as goods under terrible and harsh conditions.

People of all classes and stratum in the society migrate due to one reason or the 
other, hence Utomi (2018) asserts that there is exodus from Nigeria at the bottom and 
the middle, with the statistics of upper and the middle class indicating that well 
educated, well paid managers and executives are migrating to a place like Canada. 
Lamenting the circumstances and conditions under which migrants travel through 
deserts and the Mediterranean sea, which are so hazardous, and comparing migration 
today with what was tenable in the 1960s, Nobel Laureate, Professor Woke Soyinka, 
said while migrants of the 60s were regarded as kings, the contemporary ones are 
regarded in pathetic terms. Amadi (2018) quotes Soyinka as saying that when 
migrants of the 60s arrived their destinations, they were accorded the status of kings, 
but noted that it was no longer so at present. He said the circumstances that triggered 
migration in the 60s (search for knowledge) has changed now to economic reasons, 
making those embarking on it so pathetic.

A survey carried out by the Pew Research Centre between February and April 
2017 says that 74% of Nigerians could migrate in another country if they had the 
means and opportunity. The research survey took place in six of the 10 countries that 
have supplied many of the sub-Saharan immigrants now living in the United States. 
The survey also revealed that for Ghana, it`s 75%, Kenya: 54%, South Africa: 51%, 
Senegal: 46%, and Tanzania: 43% (Bellnaija, 2018).

Though there are many factors that warrant movement from one place to the 
other, however, the basic reasons people migrate are their desire for the essentials of 
life (Kalu, 2016). Some of the reasons people migrate include search for better life, 
economic crisis in the country and the feelings that there are no more hope and 
opportunities, human rights abuse, marginalisation, threat to life, desire for life in a 
functional society, unemployment, environmental and natural disasters like gully 
erosion, flood, business stagnation at home country, oppression, education, 
desertification, gregarious nature of man, exclusion, and uncertainty about life. 
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According to Bolashodun (2018), in a place like Edo State, literature suggests that 
parents and guardians deliberately encourage and force their children and wards 
migrate whether legally or illegally. Lajcák (2018) gives other reasons as changing 
demographics, advancing technology, evolving needs of labour markets, and 
continued challenges posed by wars, shortages, human rights violations and climate 
change. 

Media and Migration Reportage
In most international media today we are daily regaled with the reports of migrants 
being stranded and getting rescued in the Mediterranean Sea and the lifeless bodies of 
many being recovered. This has made Africa to be depicted in the media as “a 
continent of mass exodus” (McAuliffe, 2018, p.2). These sensational and one-
dimensional reports in the international media on African international migrants, 
according to McAuliffe (2018), “has played a role in invoking fears of the so-called 
'flood' of migrants to Europe's shores” (p. 2). 

Hopkin (2009) notes that the study of representation of migration in the media 
has relevance to migration studies particularly against the contemporary situation of 
massive  immigration flows and concomitant technological advances in media and 
communications contributing to globalisation. Hence, Gemi, Ulasiuk and 
Triandafyllidou (2013) observe that European societies are becoming increasingly 
multicultural and ethnically diverse as a result of immigration, and that this change is 
not properly reflected in the European mass media, neither in the portrayal nor in the 
representation of immigrants in the mainstream media. The trio embarked on a study 
which aimed to analyse the news making routines of mainstream newspapers and TV 
channels in Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland and the United Kingdom, 
with a view to showing which factors mostly influenced these routines. 

They analysed the impact of three factors on the making of migration-related 
news: (1) the news value of such news; (2) the role of news making routines and in 
particular who selects what is published and why; and (3) the availability of alternative 
sources and the journalists' trust of different types of news sources. 

The findings of their study revealed that while migrant media follow the 
general rule that something negative has a higher news value, they are also bound by 
additional challenges: notably that media do not cover migration as a topic regularly, 
that media outlets have a given “line” of coverage concerning migration and this 
contributed to shaping what kind of news are reported. They also discovered that 
journalists are not always well networked with migrant sources to have access to them. 
While the rule of thumb “you have to talk to people who are directly involved” holds, 
they notice that not all journalists devote the necessary energy and time to present a 
balanced coverage of migration-related issues.

McAuliffe, Weeks, and Koser (2015), likewise carried out a study entitled 
“Media and migration: Comparative analysis of print and online media reporting on 
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migrants and migration in selected origin and destination countries”, and 
commissioned by the Australian government's Department for Immigration and 
Border Protection. The study covered 10 countries of the world classified destination 
countries, and sought to ascertain the thematic content, contextual framing and the 
sources of migration reports in the media channels adopted for the study. The research 
method used was a high multistage level multilingual analysis of over 500 million 
articles. The outcome of the study revealed that majority of the stories were framed in 
the humanitarian context with majority of them having human-interest frames in the 
reports. It was also revealed that the immigration themes of refugee/asylum seekers 
and immigrants were the themes reported more in the media destination countries 
while in origin countries, the issue of overseas workers stood dominant among the 
themes covered in the five countries. The study also revealed that the voices of 
politicians were heard more in the reports than other groups.

th
Also, in the front page of The Guardian newspaper of January 9  2018, 

Akeregha (2018) reports how Nigerian ladies were sold to Arab men for N200,000 in 
Libya. The Nigeria migrants evacuated from Libya by the Federal Government 
described their experiences as “hellish”. Akeregha (2018) refers to six-month 
pregnant Lewisa Comfort, 23, who narrated her experience, saying that the Nigerians 
who collected money and piloted them to Libya “did sell Nigerian ladies to Arab men 
for about N200, 000 and the Arab men would use the girls as sex machines and for 
house cleaning jobs and with all these, we would only be given one dry bread to eat per 
day without water.”

In its editorial of December 1, 2017, captioned “Nigeria must lead war against 
slavery”, the Vanguard newspaper notes that, although some religious cultures and 
state systems rooted in religion are still generally tolerant of practices that verge on 
slavery, the recent exposé by the CNN of thriving slave markets in Libya confirmed, to 
the shock of the civilised peoples of the world, the existence of this long abolished 
abominable practices. The newspaper observes it is no longer news that thousands of 
Nigerians and other Black Africans are being held in camps in anarchy-ruled, post-
Muammar Gaddafi Libya, where they are sold for as little as $400  (about N150,000). 
The newspaper adds that the victims fall into the traps of human traffickers in their 
quest to escape into Europe for a supposedly “better life”. It emphasises that majority 
of them end up dying in the Sahara Desert or drowning in the Mediterranean Sea. 
Others have their essential organs harvested and sold in the black market in Europe to 
rich Europeans needing them to stay alive.

Due to the alarming level human trafficking has assumed, which the National 
Agency for the Prevention of Traffic in Persons (NAPTIP) cannot solely tackle, the 
newspaper advocated for President Muhammadu Buhari to rally the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the African Union (AU) to link up 
with the European Union (EU) to annihilate human trafficking and slavery, the 
editorial concludes.
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As a critical function to the society, the media are meant to investigate the root 
causes of migration and also proffer solutions, hence newspapers should not just 
report it on “hit and run” basis but rather the reportage should be continual; they must 
keep reporting about the dangers of illegal migration until the message sinks and 
people are seen to have change of hearts in undertaking such dangerous journeys 
across borders.

Method
The newspapers studied are The Guardian, Vanguard, and The Nigerian Observer. 
The period of the study was from October 2017 to January 2018. CNN reported the 
Libya slavery saga in the month of November 2017; therefore the study started a 
month before the saga report, through the period of the report, to two months after the 
report. This is to confirm if the newspapers were reporting migration stories before the 
CNN report, or only reported it because it was “hot news” then and later abandoned 
story

The study used content analysis research technique to examine contents of 
four purposively selected newspapers on the reportage of 2017 Libyan migrant 
slavery saga. The population consists of all the editions of the three newspapers 
published during the period of study (October 2017 to January 2018) totalling 369 
editions.

 Purposive sampling technique was used to select The Guardian, Vanguard, 
and The Nigerian Observer newspapers. Apart from the fact that these newspapers are 
popular in Nigeria due to their in-depth reporting and follow-up on stories in Nigeria, 
they are easily accessible to the researchers. The Guardian and Vanguard are privately 
owned newspapers while the Nigerian Observer is published by Edo State 
government. Edo State is considered to be the epicentre and base of most of the 
irregular migrants who travel out of Nigeria (Bolashodun, 2018).The three 
newspapers published 192 Straight news, Editorials, Opinion Articles/Columns, 
Feature Articles, and Photographs that has to do with migration during the period of 
study (October 2017 to January 2018).

The units of analysis for the study are the newspaper articles in the form of 
news, features, opinions/columns, photographs and editorials that have to with 
migration within the period under study. Based on the units of analysis, this study will 
determine for Frequency (the number of times each of the unit of analysis occurred); 
prominence (placement of the stories in the Front, inside or back pages, noting that 
stories placed on the front page are regarded as very prominent/important followed by 
stories on the back pages. Stories of migration that appeared on the inside pages are 
regarded as low in the order of prominence) and format (news, features, 
opinions/columns, photographs and editorials), to identify the way the stories are 
reported.

The instrument used in the coding is the Coding sheet and the instruction on 
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how to use the Coding Sheet is presented in the Coding guide. To achieve 
dependable result, inter-coder reliability was achieved using the formula below 
recommended by Nwodu (2017, p. 99) thus:

A =   
po -pe-
100- pe

Where Po = Observed percentage agreement
            Pe= Expected percentage agreement by chance
             A= Inter-coder agreement
Therefore: Po = 90 
                  Pe= 65

po - pe-
100+pe

A = = 90 --
100+

65
65

= 25
35
-= 0.71

The result (0.71) showed high level of agreement, which indicates that the instrument 
is reliable for objective coding and analysis.

Results 
The frequency talks about the number of times that the newspapers reported 
immigration stories.

Table 1: The frequency of migration stories by the three newspapers

Month The 
Guardian 

Vanguard  Nigerian 
Observer 

Total Percentage 

October 
2017 

0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (2.80%) 3 1.56% 

November 
2017 

3 (8.33%) 7 (14.29%) 13(12.15%) 23 11.98% 

December 
2017 

30 (83.33%) 35(71.43%) 73 (68.22%) 138 71.88% 

January 
2018 

3 (8.33%) 7 (14.29%) 18 (16.82%) 28 14.58% 

Total 36 49 107 192 100 
 

Source: Content Analysis, 2018.

The implication of Table 1 is that the select newspapers reported little about 
migration until CNN reported the Libya's migrants` slavery saga on November 14, 
2017, which increased the coverage, but later the reportage went low again.
Table 2: Format covered by the newspaper
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Types of stories  Guardian  Vanguard  Nigerian 
Observer  

Total  

News Stories  16 (44.44%)  23 (46.94%)  73 (70.09%)  112 (58.33%)  
Features  3 (8.33%)  3 (6.12%)  6 (5.61%)  12 (6.25%)  
Opinion/Columns  7 (19.44%)  3 (6.12%)  9 (8.41%)  19 (9.90%)  
Editorial  1 (2.78%)  2 (4.08%)  0 (0%)  3 (1.56%)  
Photographs  9 (25%)  18 (36.73%)  19 (17.76%)  46 (23.96%)  
Total  36  49  107  192  

 Source: Content Analysis, 2018.

Table 2 shows that the usage of editorials by the newspapers to address 
migration issues was abysmally low.
Table 3: Prominence given to migration stories by the newspapers

Position  Guardian  Vanguard  Nigerian 
Observer  

Total  

Front page  8 (22.22%)  6 (13.64%)  37 (33.64)  51 (26.56)  
Inside pages  30 (83.33%)  36 (81.81%)  72 (65.45%)  140 (72.92%)  
Back page  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  1 (0.91%)  1 (0.52%)  
 36  44  110  192  

 

Source: Content Analysis, 2018.

Table 3 shows that the and the  did not give prominence to Guardian Vanguard

the migration stories as most of their reports appeared on the inside pages. However, 

the gave the issue some level of prominence. This may be because Nigerian Observer 

Edo State where the newspaper is published is considered to be the number state 

involved in irregular migration out of Nigeria.

Discussion 
On the basis of data presented and analysed, results show that in the month (October, 

2017) preceding the CNN report on the Libya slavery saga only 3 (1.56%) migration 

stories were reported by the newspapers. The CNN report was on November 14, 2017 

and in that month the newspapers` stories on migration rose to 23 (11.98%), and in the 

peak of it in December 2017 the stories jumped to 138 (71.88%), but in January 2018 

when the newspapers have successfully “scavenged” the story, the migration reports 

dropped to 28 (14.58%). The  had 36 (18.75%) stories, and  had 49 Guardian Vanguard

The Nigerian Journal of Communication (TNJC), Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2019



132

(25.52%) stories. The  newspaper had the highest quantity of Nigerian Observer

stories in all the months studied (107= 55.73%) maybe because it is published in Edo 

State ranked first by the Director-General, National Agency for the Prohibition of 

Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP), Julie Okah-Donli, as the source of trafficking and 

illegal migration outside Nigeria; Kano and Delta States were ranked second and 

third respectively Theophilus, 2018). (

The foregoing scenario clearly shows the case of the demonstration of the 

Vulture Reporting Hypothesis which likens the media to a “hit-and-run” driver who 

vanishes from the scene of an accident, and may not return there to observe 

subsequent developments of things. The volume of coverage given to the Libya 

slavery story when it first broke was high, but after nothing was heard from the 

newspapers; no wonder Nwosu (1996, p. 103) declares that the manner of media 

coverage of events in Nigeria reflects the “Vulture Reporting Hypothesis.” Put 

sufficiently, the Vulture Reporting Hypothesis is a situation whereby the media 

ravage a story or event only when it “broke” and is 'hot” and recent, most times 

reporting such story on the periphery without in-depth investigative analysis, and 

abandoning it for a new story without thorough follow-up on the former story; it is 

like a husband neglecting his wife at home for a new bride which he will eventually 

abandon after he sees yet another beautiful bride. This should not be so. As watchdog 

of the society, newspapers are supposed to have been reporting the story regularly 

with emphasis even before it broke, and even after, to put pressure on the authorities 

concerned so that they could do something about it. News stories have far reaching 

consequences. In other words, they have outcomes; however, in the reportage of 

migration stories the outcome is supposedly lost because the newspapers did not stay 

on.

Another finding from the study showed that the newspapers did not give 

migration the priority it deserves in their editorial columns. This aligns with the 

assertion of Gemi, Ulasiuk and Triandafyllidou (2013) that media do not cover 

migration as a topic regularly. The editorial is important to the media; it states the 

stand of a newspapers or magazine concerning any particular issue that is of public 

importance and benefit. The editorial is expected to give concise interpretation, and 

also broader and balanced analysis of issues, proffering solutions where necessary. 

Oyesomi (2010) also posits that the editorial is the opinion of the Management of the 

media outfit, usually on a matter of public concern while Abiola (1986) sees it as the 

unsigned opinion column which reflects a Newspaper's view on an issue, event or a 

subject matter and appears daily or often in approximately the same place, or column, 
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on the editorial page or section of the newspaper"(p. 133).

Based on the importance of the editorial, one would ordinarily expect that 

newspapers would have discussed migration issues there taking into consideration 

the number of lives affected especially the slavery saga in Libya. However, that was 

not the case. For the four months period of this study, there were only minimal 3 

(1.56%) editorials on migration. It was observed that  that is Nigerian Observer

published Edo State did not have a single editorial on the issue. This shows that 

important focus is not given to the issue. 

Findings from the study also show that much prominence was not given to 

migration stories by the select newspapers. Apart from the Nigerian Observer 

newspaper that had 37 (33.64%) front page stories, newspaper had 8 The Guardian 

(22.22%) and newspaper had 6 (13.64%) front page stories.Vanguard 

According to Guanah (2017, p.136), “the importance and prominence of a 

news story is determined by the location and placement of such story (ies) in any 

publication”. From the data gathered, prominence cannot be said to have been given 

to migration stories by the newspapers with only 26.56% of the stories placed on the 

front pages of the newspapers. This also shows that the newspapers did not accord 

much importance to migration stories because if they did they would have placed 

most of the migration stories on their front pages since the front pages of newspapers 

or magazines contain the most important stories (Guanah, 2018, p. 112).

Conclusion
One major problem associated with the Vulture Reporting Hypothesis is that most of 

the reports are on the surface (periphery), not in-depth, because the media are in a 

hurry to report and move on to other breaking stories, for this reason, they hardly 

conduct comprehensive research or conduct full-fledged fact-checking exercises, 

and seldom devote enough time and resources to dig deep enough to uncover and 

publish hidden facts that were hitherto unknown to the public about the subject of 

discussion. In-depth reports are as a result of investigative journalism whose rules De 

Burgh (2000) gives as reporting news values, keeping eyes and ears open, getting the 

facts, checking them, and fitting the facts together, and working the law.

Therefore, based on the findings in this study, we could conclude that the 

Vulture Reporting Hypothesis was on display in the way and manner the select 

Nigerian newspapers reported the Libya migration slavery saga. The media, 

especially newspapers, should follow all breaking stories through, endeavouring to 

carry out investigations that will lead to in-depth reporting that will further bring out 

the salient angles of the stories they are reporting.
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Recommendations
1. Nigerian newspapers should engage in continuous and massive 

enlightenment of the citizens about the danger of illegal migration by providing 

them needed information that will be persuasive enough to stop many from 

engaging in the hazardous journey out of the country.

2. There should be an effective working relationship between the media on one 

hand and other stakeholders engaged in stopping illegal migration like Nigerian 

Immigration Services, NAPTIP, and other Non-governmental agencies, to 

monitor and report the activities of human smugglers and traffickers.

3. It is the responsibility of newspapers to take the message on the risks and 

realities of irregular migration to the general public thereby creating awareness, 

enlighten the populace on the dangers inherent in irregular migration and stop the 

many from engaging in it or contacting traffickers to help them. 

4. At this stage, we strongly recommend the media to engage in the time tested 

and trusted investigative journalism as a way to expose human traffickers and nip 

in the bud every attempt to smuggle Nigerians out of the country and by so doing, 

expose them to abuse, rape, torture and death. Investigative journalism has the 

capacity to bring to justice human traffickers and smugglers and end their 

nefarious business of human smuggling/trafficking.

References
Abiola, M. K. O. (1986). Mass media and political awareness. In N. Etukudo (Ed.) 

Issues and problems in mass communications -. (pp. 122 134). Calabar: 

Development Digest Limited.

Akeregha, I. (2018, January 9). How Nigerian ladies were sold to Arab men for 

N200,000 in Libya. , p.1.The Guardian

Amadi, O. (2018). Soyinka laments migrants' plight at J. P. Clark's conference. 

Retrieved from https://www.vanguardngr.com/2018/07/soyinka-laments-

migrants-plight-at-j-p-clarks-conference/.

Bellnaija (2018). This Survey says 74% of Nigerians want to Move to Another 

Country. Retrieved from https://www.bellanaija.com/2018/08/survey-says-

74-nigerians-want-move-another-country.

Bolashodun, O. (2018). Libyan returnees share harrowing experience of survival. 

Retrieved from https://www.naija.ng/1149378-libyan-returnees-share-

Coverage of the 2017 Libyan Migrant Slavery Saga in Selected Nigerian Newspapers

https://www.vanguardngr.com/2018/07/soyinka-laments-migrants-plight-at-j-p-clarks-conference/
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2018/07/soyinka-laments-migrants-plight-at-j-p-clarks-conference/
https://www.bellanaija.com/2018/08/survey-says-74-nigerians-want-move-another-country
https://www.bellanaija.com/2018/08/survey-says-74-nigerians-want-move-another-country
https://www.naija.ng/1149378-libyan-returnees-share-harrowing-experience-survival.htm


135

harrowing-experience-survival.htm.

Burrows, D. (1988), Mass media campaigns: Worthwhile or wasted resources, 

Connexions, 8 (4), 14-16. 

Claiming Human Rights (2009). Definitions of the right to freedom of movement. 

R e t r i e v e d  f r o m 

http://www.claiminghumanrights.org/freedom_movement_definition.html.

De Burgh, H. (2000).  London: Investigative journalism: Context and practice.

Routledge.

Downs, A. (1972). Issue –attention cycle and the environment. Up and down with 

ecology.  28:38.Public Interest,

Edeani, D. O. (1995). Role of Africa media review in the sustainable development of 

African communication research. , 9(1), 24–52.Africa Media Review

CNN (2017). Where you can buy a slave for $400: What happened after the report? 

Retrieved from .https://edition.cnn.com/specials/africa/libya-slave-auctions

Ezebuenyi, E. (2017). Re-Evaluating the Vulture Reporting Hypothesis: The Case of 

'MMM' Crash in Nigeria. Unpublished Ph.D. Seminar paper submitted to the 

School of Postgraduate Studies, Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu 

University, Igbariam Campus. 

Gemi, E., Ulasiuk, I. & Triandafyllidou, A. (2013). Migrants and Media Newsmaking 

Practices.  7 (3): 266-281.Journalism Practice,

Guanah, S. J. (2018). Volume of coverage, story types and prominence: A content 

analysis of Nigerian newspapers' coverage of education news. Journal of 

Communication and Media Research -, 10(1):  103 114. Available at 

http://www.jcmrweb.com/2018/05/20/vol-10-no-1-april-2018-103-114/.

Guanah, S. J. (2017). Comparative study of Nigerian press coverage of male and 

female aspirants in the 2013 gubernatorial election in Anambra State. Uniuyo 

Journal of Communication Studies. -1(1):126 140. Available at 

http://www.commartsuniuyo.com/index.php/blog/.

Hopkin, L. (2009), Media and Migration: A review of the Field.  Australian Journal 

of Communication, 36 (2): 35-54.

Kalu, U.O. (2016). Leadership, deviance and the Nigerian youth. Retrieved from 

http://sunnewsonline.com/leadership-deviance-and-the-nigerian-youth/. 

Kumar, D. (2012). Media, war, propaganda: Strategies of information management 

during the 2003 Iraqi war. , 3 Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies

(1), Pp. 48-69.   

Lajcák, M. (2018). Why we need a global understanding of migration. Retrieved from 

The Nigerian Journal of Communication (TNJC), Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2019

https://www.naija.ng/1149378-libyan-returnees-share-harrowing-experience-survival.htm
https://edition.cnn.com/specials/africa/libya-slave-auctions
http://www.commartsuniuyo.com/index.php/blog/
http://sunnewsonline.com/leadership-deviance-and-the-nigerian-youth/


136

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/01/global-migration-can-be-a-

success/.

Lawal, N. (2018): AU blows hot as Italian deputy prime minister likens African 

immigrants to slaves. Retrieved from https://www.naija.ng/1193099-au-

blows-hot-italian-deputy-prime-minister-likens-african-immigrants-

slaves.html.

McAuliffe, M. (2018). African migration: what the numbers really tell us. Retrieved 

from https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/06/heres-the-truth-about-

african-migration/.

Senna. F. (2017). Libya slave auctions: World leaders accused of hypocrisy. 

Retrieved from https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Slave-auctions-in-

Libya/1066-4201978-ckuoxx/index.html.

McAuliffe, M., Weeks, W., & Koser, K. (2015). Media and migration: Comparative 

analysis of print and online media reporting on migrants and migration in 

se l ec ted  o r ig in  and  des t ina t ion  coun t r i e s .  Re t r i eved  f rom 

https://za.pinterest.com/pin/299489443964274769/

Nwabueze, C. (2004). Re-appraising the vulture reporting hypothesis: A study of 

mass media coverage of Okija shrine crises in Anambra State. The Nigerian 

Journal of Communication, 4(1&2), 173-181.

Nwala, B. A. (2014). Press coverage of 2012 flood in Nigeria (A study of The 

Guardian, The Nation Punch and newspapers) An Unpublished M.Sc. Thesis. 

Department of Mass Communication, Faculty of Arts, University of Nigeria, 

Nsukka.

Nwodu, L. C. (2017). Research in communication and other behavioural sciences: 

Principles, methods and issues ). (2nd Rev. Ed Enugu: Rhyce Kerex 

Publishers.

Nwosu, I. E. (1996). . Mass media and African wars: Media images of crisis in Africa

Enugu: Stars Publishing Co.

Opeyemi, A. (2018). Another 111 Nigerian migrants in Libya are set to return on 

Thursday, May 3. Retrieved from https://www.naija.ng/1167218-111-libya-

returnees-arrive-nigeria.html.

Owuamalam, E. (2015). Voter perception of unique selling proposition in Nigeria's 

presidential political advertisement. International Journal of International  

Relations, Media and Mass Communication Studies. 1 (1): 1-6. 

Oyesomi, K. O. (2010). An appraisal of Nigerian newspapers coverage of women's 

participation in 2007 general elections. Otta: Covenant University. Retrieved 

Coverage of the 2017 Libyan Migrant Slavery Saga in Selected Nigerian Newspapers

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/01/global-migration-can-be-a-success/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/01/global-migration-can-be-a-success/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/06/heres-the-truth-about-african-migration/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/06/heres-the-truth-about-african-migration/
https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Slave-auctions-in-Libya/1066-4201978-ckuoxx/index.html
https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Slave-auctions-in-Libya/1066-4201978-ckuoxx/index.html
https://www.naija.ng/1167218-111-libya-returnees-arrive-nigeria.html
https://www.naija.ng/1167218-111-libya-returnees-arrive-nigeria.html


137

from covenantuniversity.edu.ng/.../Fort+hare+full+paper+submission.doc.

Premium Times. (2018a). 5,000 Nigerians trapped in Libyan detention 

camps Official. Retrieved from   -  --
---https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/morenews/2517555000nigerianst

rappedlibyandetentioncampsofficial.html?relatedposts_hit=1&relatedposts_o

rigin=251739&relatedposts_position=0.

Premium Times (2018b). Over 1,000 migrants drowned in Mediterranean in 6 

months. Retrieved from https://www.premiumtimesng.com/foreign/274707-

over-1000-migrants-drowned-in-mediterranean-in-6-months.html.

Punch (2018). 17m people left Africa in 2017 for greener pastures- UN report. 

Retrieved from http://punchng.com/17m-people-left-africa-in-2017-for-

greener-pastures-un-report/.

Quackenbush, C. (2017).The Libyan Slave Trade Has Shocked the World: Here`s 

What You Should Know. Retrieved from http://time.com/5042560/libya-

slave-trade/.

Razek, R. & Said-Moorhouse, L. (2017). 'Where is the world?' Libya responds to 

outrage over slave auctions.  Retrieved from https: / /edit ion-

m.cnn.com/2017/11/23/africa/libya-reaction-slave-trade/index.html.

Theophilus, O. (2018). 10,000 Nigerians forced into prostitution yearly in Italy- 

NAPTIP DG. Retrieved from https://punchng.com/10000-nigerians-forced-

into-prostitution-yearly-in-italy-naptip-dg.

Ukonu, M. O., Akpan, C. S. &Anorue, L. I. (2012). Nigeria newspaper coverage of 

climate change, 2009-2010.  5 (2), 21-New Media and Mass Communication.

32.

Utomi, P. (2018). Media and development challenge in Nigeria at a time of crisis (1). 

Retrieved from http://sunnewsonline.com/media-development-challenge-

nigeria-time-crisis/.

Vanguard Vanguard (2017, December, 1). Nigeria must lead war against slavery. , p. 

17.

IOM (2017). IOM Learns of 'Slave Market' Conditions Endangering Migrants in 

North Africa. Retrieved from https://www.iom.int/news/iom-learns-slave-

market-conditions-endangering-migrants-north-africa.

The Nigerian Journal of Communication (TNJC), Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2019

https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/morenews/2517555000nigerianstrappedlibyandetentioncampsofficial.html?relatedposts_hit=1&relatedposts_origin=251739&relatedposts_position=0
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/morenews/2517555000nigerianstrappedlibyandetentioncampsofficial.html?relatedposts_hit=1&relatedposts_origin=251739&relatedposts_position=0
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/morenews/2517555000nigerianstrappedlibyandetentioncampsofficial.html?relatedposts_hit=1&relatedposts_origin=251739&relatedposts_position=0
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/foreign/274707-over-1000-migrants-drowned-in-mediterranean-in-6-months.html
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/foreign/274707-over-1000-migrants-drowned-in-mediterranean-in-6-months.html
https://edition-m.cnn.com/2017/11/23/africa/libya-reaction-slave-trade/index.html
https://edition-m.cnn.com/2017/11/23/africa/libya-reaction-slave-trade/index.html
https://punchng.com/10000-nigerians-forced-into-prostitution-yearly-in-italy-naptip-dg
https://punchng.com/10000-nigerians-forced-into-prostitution-yearly-in-italy-naptip-dg
http://sunnewsonline.com/media-development-challenge-nigeria-time-crisis/
http://sunnewsonline.com/media-development-challenge-nigeria-time-crisis/

