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A girl getting her head loaded with a big box at the 
Dantokpa market in Cotonou. The hard job and carrying 
continuously heavy loads on their heads creates many 
problems to girls’ spine.



The Dantokpa market, in Cotonou, is the pulsing heart of Benin’s economical 
capital. It’s the right place for commercial and cultural exchanges, often 
flagged by travel guides as must-see. This huge market is also a major centre of 
a tragic business: the trafficking of underage persons, especially girls. This 
trafficking has roots in a tradition, called ‘vidomegòn’ in Fon language, that 
see the poorest families entrusting their children to some relatives or other 
families to allow them receive an education in the city. Nowadays, unluckily, 
those kids are in the end just exploited, when not abused, by their “tutors”. 
Among people fighting against this trafficking there are the Salesian Sisters of 
Don Bosco, Catholic sisters checking the Dantokpa market daily and trying to 
give a different chance to the thousands of girls selling all kind of things 
from a great basket they carry on their heads. The Salesian Sisters goal is to 
reintegrate these girls in the society, and their work is widespread. They 
started a huge number of projects: from a counseling centre in the middle of the 
Dantokpa market to the foyer where they can sleep, from the alphabetization 
classes to the Maison de l’Espérance (House of Hope), a real professional 
school.
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Overview of a sunset on Cotonou with the Dantokpa market.



Young ‘vidomegòn' selling food at the Dantokpa market. The name ‘vidomegòn’ 
indicates the girls from poor farming families entrusted to other families 
living in town to receive an education. Quite often, unluckily, the entrusted 
girls are only kept in an almost slave state, and forced to work in the 
market from dawn till dusk.



A very young girl carrying a bucket filled with goods on her head at 
the Dantokpa market in Cotonou. The hard job and carrying continuously 
heavy loads on their heads creates many problems to girls’ spine.



Young ‘vidomegòn' selling food at the Dantokpa market. The name 
‘vidomegòn’ indicates the girls from poor farming families entrusted 
to other families living in town to receive an education. Quite 
often, unluckily, the entrusted girls are only kept in an almost 
slave state, and forced to work in the market from dawn till dusk.



A shanty town on Cotonou’s lagoon. Here is located the professional school 
‘Maison de l’Espérance’ (House of Hope), established by the Salesian Sisters 
to give an education to the children in need.



Young ‘vidomegòn’ girls in the counseling centre established for them in the Dantokpa market by the 
Salesian Sisters. The name ‘vidomegòn’ indicates the girls from poor farming families entrusted to 

other families living in town to receive an education. Quite often, unluckily, the entrusted girls are 
only kept in an almost slave state, and forced to work in the market from dawn till dusk.



A boy sleeping in a corridor of Dantokpa’s market warehouses in Cotonou. This 
area is used as a night shelter by hundreds of kids.



Sister Tiziana Borsani with some of the guys frequenting the 
Salesian centre in the Dantokpa market of Cotonou.



The counseling centre established in the Dantokpa market by the Salesian Sisters for the 
‘vidomegòn’ girls. This name indicates the girls from poor farming families entrusted to other 
families living in town to receive an education. Quite often, unluckily, the entrusted girls 
are only kept in an almost slave state, and forced to work in the market from dawn till dusk.



A girl resting in the counseling centre established in the Dantokpa market 
by the Salesian Sisters for the ‘vidomegòn’ girls. The name ‘vidomegòn’ 

indicates the girls from poor farming families entrusted to other families 
living in town to receive an education. Quite often, unluckily, the 

entrusted girls are only kept in an almost slave state, and forced to work 
in the market from dawn till dusk.



The great Dantokpa market in Cotonou.



Girlmothers breastfeeding their children at the 
‘Maison du Soleil’, created by the Salesian 

Sisters of Cotonou to help the ‘vidomegòn' girls 
and young women. This name indicates the girls 
from poor farming families entrusted to other 

families living in town to receive an education. 
Quite often, unluckily, the entrusted girls are 
only kept in an almost slave state, and forced 

to work in the market from dawn till dusk.



A house soon to be demolished in a shanty town on 
Cotonou’ s lagoon. Here is located the professional 

school ‘Maison de l’Espérance’ (House of Hope), 
established by the Salesian Sisters to give an 

education to the children in need.



Boys and girls of the bakery and pastry course managed 
by Salesian Sisters at their ‘Maison de 
l’Espérance’ (House of Hope) in Cotonou.



A girl in an alphabetization class held in the counseling centre established for 
‘vidomegòn’ girls in the Dantokpa market by the Salesian Sisters. The name 

‘vidomegòn’ indicates the girls from poor farming families entrusted to other 
families living in town to receive an education. Quite often, unluckily, the 

entrusted girls are only kept in an almost slave state, and forced to work in the 
market from dawn till dusk.



A shanty town on Cotonou’s lagoon. Here is located the 
professional school ‘Maison de l’Espérance’ (House of Hope), 
established by the Salesian Sisters to give an education to 

the children in need.



A volunteer at work in the ‘Maison de l’Espérance’ (House of Hope), 
established by the Salesian Sisters to give an education to the children 
in need in a shanty town of Cotonou.
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