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Editorial
___________________________________________________________________________________
Professor Mulugeta F. Dinbabo
Editor-in-Chief, African Human Mobility Review (AHMR) 
University of the Western Cape
Email: editor@sihma.org.za

This issue consists of six articles. The first article by Ajwang’ Warria entitled “Stateless 
transnational migrant children in South Africa: Implications and opportunities for 
social work intervention”, examines statelessness in South African migrant children 
and conducts a literature review to clarify the phenomenon. This research assesses 
the causes and circumstances that lead to statelessness among South African migrant 
children. The findings indicate that a large number of migrant children are at risk of 
statelessness in South Africa. This research contributes to the literature and debates 
on statelessness in childhood and highlights the potential role of social workers in ad-
dressing this important phenomenon. In general, this is South Africa's first research 
on statelessness from a social work perspective and shows how transnational migra-
tion and national legislation can contribute to statelessness and put children at risk.

The second article by Derek Yu and Joseph Kleinhans is entitled “The impact 
of inter-provincial migration on the labor market outcomes in two developed prov-
inces in South Africa”. The study used a multivariate econometric analysis with probit 
regressions on labor force participation likelihood, and Heckprobit regressions on 
employment likelihood (conditional on labor force participation). The econometric 
analysis found that, other controlling for other differences in personal- and house-
hold-level characteristics, the inter-provincial migrants were about 5% more likely 
to enter the labor market to seek work and 3% more likely to find work, compared 
with the permanent residents. According to this analysis both results were statisti-
cally significant. The empirical results also suggested that not all the inter-provincial 
migrants eventually found work in Gauteng and the Western Cape.

The third article is by Fatima Khan and is entitled “Is voluntary repatriation 
the preferred durable solution? The view of refugees in South Africa”. The study in-
terrogates voluntary repatriation as a possible permanent solution for refugees living 
in an urban environment, considering the reasons that refugees themselves gave for 
choosing to return home. The research also incorporates a study which reveals that 
refugees choosing to repatriate from South Africa are indeed very small in number, 
despite the vigorous attempts of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) at promoting voluntary repatriation. It further reveals that this can 
be partly attributed to the fact that in an urban setting such as South Africa with a 
rights-based framework, refugees are often able to better integrate into their host so-
ciety without the direct assistance of the UNHCR as they would do in a camp-based 
setting.

The fourth article by Fabian Sebastian Achana and Augustine Tanle is entitled 
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“Experiences of female migrants in the informal sector businesses: Is Target 8.8 of the 
SDG 8 achievable in Ghana?” This research examines female migrants in the busi-
nesses of the informal sector, and analyzes their interactions with regard to remuner-
ation, basic human rights and health risks, as they navigate their obvious weak and 
insecure portfolios, attempting to achieve their set aspirations. The study found that 
most participants intimated that they were often deprived of their health and eco-
nomic rights, and that they suffered verbal assault, physical harm, sexual harassment 
and were forced to work even when sick. The study recommends an integrated ap-
proach for addressing vulnerable female migrants’ health concerns and social needs. 
This should include the enforcement of the Ghana Labour Act of 2003 (Act 651), op-
erationalization of the Legal Advocacy for Women in Africa, Ghana chapter (LAWA, 
Ghana) and collaboration among all stakeholders. The study encourages migrants to 
join unions with leadership structures in this sector for easy reach and engagement.

The fifth article by Achille Dargaud Fofack and Joel Nkeng Akendung is en-
titled “The root causes of migration: Why Africans leave their homes”. The aim of 
this paper is to assess the root causes of international migration in sub-Saharan Af-
rica using extreme bounds analysis (EBA). This econometric method, used to check 
each variable's sensitivity and robustness, helped researchers to determine the most 
important causes of foreign migration in sub-Saharan Africa. This article focuses on 
the extensive literature on international migration and based on data availability, 27 
potential root causes of migration were selected to cover 30 sub-Saharan countries 
for the period between 2002 and 2016. The result of this study reveals that a large 
number of determinants and root causes of migration in sub-Saharan Africa. 

The final article, presented by Pineteh E. Angu and Thecla Ngwi Mulu is en-
titled “The changing material conditions of Cameroonian migrants in South Africa: 
What does this say about an ‘Afrophobic’ post-apartheid state?” This article reflects 
on the changing material conditions of Cameroonians in South Africa to understand 
why this “Afrophobic” state is still a key migration destination for Cameroonians. 
Based on the researcher’s personal exile experiences, observations, and related lit-
erature, the study concludes that while many Cameroonian migrants still face many 
economic challenges or are unable to access economic opportunities due to lack of 
legal documentation, the lifestyles of most permanent residents and those who have 
obtained South Africa citizenship tell a different story. In light of Cameroonian mi-
grants' changing material conditions, the article strongly argues that South Africa, 
as a constitutional democracy, has always been an attractive migration destination. 

I firmly believe that these topics offer researchers, practitioners and students 
invaluable knowledge. The articles also present insightful suggestions for policy-
makers to make informed decisions on migration strategies, initiatives and projects 
by providing highly credible research evidence from the continent. 
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Stateless Transnational Migrant 
Children in South Africa: 
Implications and Opportunities 
for Social Work Intervention
Ajwang’ Warria*

* University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg
Email: ajwang.warria@wits.ac.za

Migrant children who are vulnerable to statelessness are a growing at-risk population 
worldwide, and in South Africa. Migrant children often travel unaccompanied 
or become separated from their families during the journey, thus increasing their 
vulnerability. These children are often denied their rights in countries of transit and 
resettlement and might even be detained due to lack of documentation. They are subject 
to high levels of violence and status-exclusion within the migratory process. This paper 
considers statelessness in migrant children in South Africa, and undertakes a review 
of the literature to understand this phenomenon. The results show that a considerable 
number of migrant children in South Africa are at risk of statelessness. While all 
children may have roots that can be traced, situations and technicalities arise within the 
migration and registration framework that result either in children becoming stateless 
or at risk of becoming such. These children’s childhoods fall through the gaps as they 
lack a sense of belonging. They also have limited rights and none of the protection that 
goes with being recognized as nationals. Social workers are able to play a significant 
role in assessing and determining if migrant children are either stateless or at risk of 
becoming stateless and offer appropriate intervention to help them realize their rights, 
potential and contributions.
 
Keywords: children; migration; rights; statelessness

mailto:Ajwang.Warria%40wits.ac.za?subject=
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INTRODUCTION

Mixed migration is on the rise globally and in Africa. The presence of many un-
documented migrants crossing different international borders is straining immigra-
tion, child protection and citizenship legislation and policies, and a sense of balance 
is required between inclusion and exclusion (Van Waas, 2007: 437). Statelessness is 
when a person is not recognized by any country as a citizen, and they cannot call any 
country their own. According to Art. 1 of the 1954 Convention relating to the Status 
of Stateless Persons, a stateless person is an individual “who is not considered as a 
national by any state under the operation of its law.”

South Africa is reported to have many undocumented migrants, who are ei-
ther stateless or vulnerable to becoming stateless. A part of this population includes 
children and young people under the age of 18. Due to lack of country affiliation and 
subsequent protection, stateless persons have been referred to as “outcasts from the 
global political system of states” (UNHCR, 2001) and as “legal ghosts” (UNHCR, 
2004). Stateless adults and children experience challenges when they try to access 
fundamental rights and services and they are at risk of marginalization, discrimina-
tion and insecurity (Van Waas, 2007: 439). The worldwide growth in the number 
of children who are migrants and stateless and the associated risks are increasing 
concerns among scholars and practitioners (Bhabha, 2009, 2011; Lynch, 2010). Em-
pirical research in this area is scant and there is a call to increase the voices of local 
actors to help fill the gaps to further understand statelessness and responses to it 
(Ball et al., 2014). In addition, Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16.9 requires 
“providing legal identity for all, including birth registration, by 2030” – a key factor 
in preventing statelessness.

Childhood statelessness in South Africa is reported to be an increasing phe-
nomenon, which, though preventable, is often overlooked (LHR and ISI, 2016). The 
Lawyers for Human Rights (LHR) have been instrumental in providing assistance 
to stateless persons in South Africa. However, the lack of a social work response to 
childhood statelessness means that its guiding ethics and principles are not being 
fully exercised (Edwards and Mika, 2017). Despite social work being a global profes-
sion that is committed to social change and social justice, little attention has been 
devoted to this challenge in the social work discourse in South Africa. The paucity of 
attention in social work to the issue of childhood statelessness is concerning in light 
of the opportunities for social work engagement and support. Indeed, several reports 
have singled out and suggested that social workers can play a critical role in address-
ing this issue. However, information relevant to helping social workers to address this 
challenge in South Africa is largely absent.

The goal of this paper is to help social work practitioners assist stateless mi-
grant children and migrant children at risk of becoming stateless. The expressions 
irregular migrant, undocumented or non-documented migrant refer to the same ba-
sic situation, i.e. when a non-national in South Africa is in contravention of South 
African immigration laws. These terms also include people who entered the country 
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illegally and legally but subsequently broke or dishonored the conditions of their 
stay. This paper reviews the literature on childhood statelessness and identifies the 
role that social workers in South Africa can play. Firstly, it presents an overview of 
the methodology used, followed by a discussion of the nature of statelessness. Next, 
it introduces the general pathways to statelessness, and discusses the nexus between 
statelessness and transnational migration. The author then presents an overview of 
childhood statelessness in general, highlighting statelessness in South Africa. Lastly, 
the paper identifies implications for social work practice and suggests avenues for 
future research.

 
METHODOLOGY

This paper is based on a desk-study of the available literature on statelessness. The 
reference period was June to November 2018. The initial search for material used 
keywords such as ‘statelessness*’, ‘statelessness migrant children*’, ‘statelessness South 
Africa*’ and ‘statelessness AND social work’. A further search was conducted in 
March 2020 with a specific focus on South Africa and southern Africa. The research-
er also conducted a grey literature search. The databases that were used included 
Social Work Abstracts, PsychINFO, and Social Services Abstracts (SSA). The selec-
tion criteria required the journal articles to be under 15 years old, peer-reviewed, and 
written in English. In addition, reports commissioned by international organizations 
such as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the Institute on Statelessness 
and Inclusion (ISI), and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR) were included and key websites and online resource libraries including Google 
Scholar were searched. A manual search in different documents led to the identifica-
tion of additional articles and reports which were included. Despite efforts to reduce 
bias in this review, methodological limitations exist. For example, the articles which 
were included were reviewed by one person, i.e. the author of the article. In addition, 
the review did not include articles which were written in languages other than in 
English and available online.

 
DEFINING STATELESSNESS AND SCOPE

A stateless person is an individual who does not have a nationality. Such persons 
cannot enjoy the protection of any country, and although they might identify with 
a certain country, they cannot call any country their own. According to Ball et al. 
(2014: 3), stateless people lack a legal bond of nationality with any country. In other 
circumstances, they may have a valid claim to citizenship, but they cannot prove citi-
zenship, or governments have refused to grant them citizenship. Children who are 
undocumented because of lack of registration at birth end up subsequently not being 
recognized as citizens. Indeed, statelessness also affect children born in South Africa. 

According to Foster and Lambert (2016), careful analysis is crucial of a coun-
try’s application of domestic laws to individual cases to determine who is awarded 
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nationality. The position under national law is what is relevant and applicable as it is 
based on principles of sovereignty and self-determination. 

Statelessness can be caused by various complex, multi-dimensional and mul-
ti-systemic factors. According to Menz (2016: 505), statelessness can be “caused by 
expressed or implied discriminatory nationality laws, mass displacement from con-
flicts, or ineffective or non-existent birth registration systems, which makes it an un-
fortunate by-product of citizenship gaps”. This is echoed in an earlier paper by Fokala 
and Chenwi (2014), analyzing the decision by the African Committee of Experts in 
the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACERWC) on Nubian children, in addition to 
conflict in and failure to implement nationality laws, and a lack of effective natu-
ralization procedures by African countries. In as much as both publications conflict 
on the cause of statelessness, it should be noted that it is an indirect cause, and pro-
tracted displacement is what places a person at-risk of statelessness.

Although a country has the freedom to regulate its conferring of nationality to 
children born in its territory, it is unfortunate that children are often excluded by the 
discriminatory application of laws or policies on birth registration and immigration. 
Manby (2016: 2) reports that dual nationality regulations can be misinterpreted and 
can be “used to deny a child born to one citizen parent the right to nationality in the 
country of their birth, even when in principle the child is eligible for that national-
ity.” Denationalization is when countries continuously deny recognition to certain 
persons within their borders or strip them of their right to citizenship despite legal 
reforms, personal ties to the country, economic benefits or diplomatic interventions. 
For example, when World War II ended, Germany stripped Jewish survivors of the 
Holocaust of their citizenship and recent incidents of denationalization are tied to 
security threats as counterterrorism responses (Pillai and Williams, 2017). 

The number of people who are stateless worldwide is unknown. Nahmias 
(2020) reports that although UNHCR has data for 3.9 million stateless people, there 
are millions of additional people who are stateless. The 2020 World Statelessness Re-
port (ISI, 2020) indicates that the ISI continues to use the 15 million global stateless-
ness estimates based on existing statistical information. The varied statistics indicate 
the difficulty in estimating the actual number since only few countries report these 
statistics – even if there are known stateless populations in their countries (Mbiyozo, 
2019). According to the UNHCR (2015: 8) report, 1,021,418 people are considered 
to be stateless in just six African countries, and “at least 70,000 stateless children 
are born each year in the countries hosting the 20 largest statelessness situations.” 
Though South Africa is considered to have a significant number of stateless per-
sons, the figures are unknown because they are simply not counted. This lack of 
acknowledgment increases the risks of marginalization and discrimination (Menz, 
2016; Thompson, 2017) and protection of rights (Bhabha, 2009; Goris et al., 2009; 
Manby, 2011, 2016; Van Waas, 2014).

Menz (2016: 505) argues that the figures provided of stateless persons are 
“speculative, because stateless persons are by definition outside of any legal regime 
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and must live in the shadows on the outermost margins of society.” This supports 
earlier assertions by Ball et al. (2014) that estimates of stateless persons vary because 
of heterogeneity, the situations that led to them being stateless and challenges in-
volved in calculating people who are legally excluded.  This paucity of information 
has been attributed to the lack of serious attention it has been accorded. In addition, 
stateless people are “often undocumented…ignored by authorities and not counted 
in national administrative registries and databases or in population censuses” (Foster 
and Lambert, 2016: 568). A further challenge in collecting information on stateless 
people is their unwillingness to be identified because of their immigration status and 
their unconscious vulnerability.

OVERVIEW OF GENERAL PATHWAYS TO STATELESSNESS

According to Ball et al. (2014), there are different pathways to statelessness, and 
therefore varied approaches and interventions are required to address the issue. The 
following are some wide-ranging pathways to statelessness: (i) political change; (ii) 
expulsion from territory; (iii) discrimination; (iv) descent-based nationality; (v) 
withdrawal of nationality; and (vi) laws on birth registration. These pathways may 
vary from country to country. 

Being undocumented can act “as a possible protection against state surveil-
lance, control and persecution” (Ball et al., 2014: 6). This can be so especially in areas 
or countries where there have been incidents of discrimination and massacres based 
on ethnic and/or religious affiliations. In addition, lack of documentation may ben-
efit working children, who due to family circumstances are able to work and contrib-
ute to family resources and income because their status cannot be confirmed, and 
their age cannot be proven by labor inspectors. On the other hand, this also opens up 
the prospects of exploitation and trafficking (Warria, 2017b).

There are also different pathways to child statelessness. Some include: (i) in-
ability to register a child’s birth even though they might be entitled to citizenship; (ii) 
when children are born in one country and they travel with their parents to live in 
another country without documentation; (iii) unaccompanied or separated children 
in country of resettlement without documentation; (iv) trafficked children; (v) fon-
dlings, i.e. abandoned children whose parents cannot be identified; (vi) unregistered 
children or children without birth records who are left under the care of relatives; 
and (vii) children born in countries where discriminatory provisions exist in nation-
ality laws based on gender, race, ethnicity, religion, etc. Whichever way one looks at 
it, “understanding determinants and consequences of birth registration is critical to 
gaining insight into how migration can affect child protection” and their rights (Ball 
et al., 2017: 310). However, it should be noted that not all unregistered children at 
birth become stateless. Lack of registration merely increases their risk of being un-
able to claim nationality at a later stage. 
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TRANSNATIONAL MIGRATION AND STATELESSNESS

Previously, young men were the ones who often migrated. This has changed and 
women, children and the elderly now form part of recent migration trends. Notably, 
the feminization of migration has been on the increase. In addition, due to pre-mi-
gration situations in their home countries, migrants show a willingness to take “the 
unpopular 3D jobs – dirty, difficult and dangerous…though a valuable asset to the 
national economy, it also means that the number of irregular migrants will continue 
to grow, remain un-deportable and states continue to concede to the demand for 3I 
labor – inexpensive, imported and irregular” (Van Waas, 2007: 442-443). As time 
progresses, the child migrants grow up, and adult male and female irregular migrants 
find partners (either fellow migrants or local nationals) and get married. This results 
in the inevitable expansion of the family. Given that states are signatories to interna-
tional human rights conventions, these migrants remain in a state of irregularity and 
cannot be returned due to humanitarian reasons, i.e. non-refoulement. On the other 
hand, though controversial and no country will readily admit this, countries turn a 
blind eye and do not return migrants due to the economic benefits that the country 
derives from migrant labor – legal or illegal. This is partly what Bourdieu (1998 in 
Ball et al. 2014: 7) referred to as “flexploitation” – flexible exploitation of vulnerabili-
ties in varying forms including low pay and unsafe working conditions. Furthermore, 
several studies have noted that undocumented migrants often remain invisible to 
authorities in their country of settlement either by choosing to do so or simply out of 
necessity (Van Waas, 2007). Without legal identity documents that enable children 
of undocumented migrants access to entitlements associated with citizenship, their 
options are fewer, their futures are bleak, (Lynch, 2010) they end up as products 
of inter-generational statelessness and they may follow in their parents’ footsteps of 
doing low-skilled exploitative wage work (Ball et al., 2017). Even in death, stateless 
people are invisible people (Lynch and Teff, 2009).

Statelessness and undocumented migration are on the increase (Ball et al., 
2014). Stateless people sometimes find that their predicaments in their own home 
countries are untenable and they resort to migration as their only option (Foster 
and Lambert, 2016; Menz, 2016). Migration itself can also cause statelessness such as 
when migrants lose their documentation during the journey. Depending on their cir-
cumstances especially as linked to loss of all identity records and evidence of nation-
ality, the migrants are unable to establish citizenship with a particular country and 
prove their nationality. Migration can also create confusion in cases where one can-
not tell if the individuals are stateless or if they simply have challenges proving their 
nationality. Therefore, it is crucial to ensure the protection of stateless people within 
the migration framework. As such, the Abidjan Declaration as adopted in 2015 by 
the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) member states, on the 
eradication of statelessness in West Africa, encouraged countries to tackle migration 
as a factor that leads to statelessness. Effectively identifying and addressing the issue 
of statelessness within a mixed migration context has been largely ignored and war-

Stateless Transnational Migrant Children in South Africa
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rants more attention in future studies.

CHILDHOOD STATELESSNESS 

Statelessness is a major concern for countries “with mandates to reinforce national 
borders, promote national security and prevent ‘aliens’ from making claims on citi-
zen services including social protection, education and healthcare” (Ball et al. 2014: 
2). A high risk of childhood statelessness has been observed in relation to (i) children 
of cross-border migrants without official documents; (ii) children who are in a coun-
try without legal status; (iii) unaccompanied and separated children; (iv) children 
born in another country that is not their parent’s country of origin; (v) children left 
in the care of relatives when parents migrate or in residential care facilities; and (iv) 
children fending for themselves when parents leave their country of origin to become 
(economic) migrants.

Lack of birth registration by irregular migrants can also contribute to their chil-
dren’s state of statelessness. In light of this, the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) 
acknowledged the right to nationality as a fundamental right and that all children 
must be registered at birth irrespective of their parent’s immigration status, national-
ity, statelessness, disability or gender status. Despite this, the obstacles to birth regis-
tration by irregular immigrants include the lack of knowledge and understanding of 
the relevant legislation and policies by and attitudes of officials; ignorance of migrants 
regarding knowledge on the necessary requirements and processes; lack of vital re-
sources, such as time, money (transport, time off work etc.); lack of consideration 
for future benefits vs current or immediate costs; fear of consequences emanating 
from irregular immigration status, such as arrest, deportation, family separation; and 
physical location and restrictions of movement (Ball et al., 2014; Van Waas, 2007). A 
further study by Bhabha (2011) report that the main challenges associated with birth 
registration are “timely, affordable, friendly, linguistically appropriate access to birth 
registration process”. Ball et al. (2014) agree that the challenges transcend the mere 
awareness of benefits and reasonable access to facilities.

If parents are not residing in their country of origin during the birth of the 
child, it is less likely that the child would be registered, thus increasing the child’s 
vulnerability (Ball et al., 2017). In their respective research studies, Van Waas (2007) 
and Ball et al. (2014) found that the perks that come with citizenship might rank 
lower on the priority list of undocumented transnational migrants. Maslow’s hierar-
chy of needs indicates that they would first try to meet a child’s basic needs in order 
to ensure the child’s survival, including psychosocial security and social protection. 
However, this debate is more complex than it seems, and more insights and research 
are needed in this area.

It is crucial to consider the consequences of statelessness through a human 
rights lens. This is because statelessness has been linked to discrimination in rela-
tion to accessing basic rights and it could render the individual vulnerable to other 
human rights violations (Foster and Lambert, 2016). Children whose births go un-
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registered are at increased risk of identity fraud (Ball et al., 2017) and gender-based 
violence (Menz, 2016) and are vulnerable to being trafficked and exploited (Warria 
and Chikadzi, 2018). Statelessness can be linked to criminal activities, for example, 
in the fraudulent use of another’s documents such as when (undocumented) parents 
borrow identity documents to access healthcare. The individual insecurity of dis-
empowered, voiceless, stateless people can also be a destabilizing factor leading to 
collective/international insecurity especially when individuals feel unjustly targeted 
and singled out (Van Waas, 2007; Warria, 2016). According to the recently released 
Stateless Report (ISI, 2020: 12), “the securitisation and instrumentalisation of citizen-
ship policy has led to a wider resurgence of denationalisation, with national security 
or counter-terrorism arguments” as reasons. According to Paulussen and Scheinin 
(2020: 226), “…revoking the citizenship of individuals is not conducive to the public 
good…it is a measure that is problematic from both an international law and (thus 
also) a security perspective and may sometimes even turn out to be a condition con-
ducive to terrorism.” Links between statelessness and early or forced marriages have 
often been overlooked (Ball et al., 2014; Menz, 2016; Warria, 2017a). Parents have 
been found to lie about their daughter’s age in order to meet the minimum marriage 
age requirements. Moreover, many young girls themselves seek marriage in order to 
address the instability brought about by statelessness in countries like Jordan, Nepal 
and Malaysia. Statelessness can thus perpetuate child marriages and vice versa and 
attempts to fight one implicates the other (Menz, 2016).

Challenges linked to statelessness include lack of contact with healthcare and 
social practitioners and legal protection (Ball et al., 2014). In addition, stateless peo-
ple have poor prospects – they often lack access to education, do not have a national 
identity, and are subjected to social stigma and discrimination, violence and harass-
ment (Bhabha, 2017; Lynch and Teff, 2009; UNHCR, 2015). Adults have poor job 
prospects, often face labor rights violations and rarely have the opportunity to own 
property (Ball et al., 2014). Statelessness can result in dysfunctional home environ-
ments and family separation – both key child development factors (Lynch and Teff, 
2009). Both children and adults have been known to be subjected to travel restric-
tions (Ball et al. 2014). 

The UNHCR’s study in 2015 is the first study to seek the views of 250 chil-
dren on what it is like to be stateless. The study was conducted in Côte d’Ivoire, 
the Dominican Republic, Italy, Malaysia, Jordan, Thailand and Georgia. Children’s 
testimonies show that statelessness can impair children’s development, create insur-
mountable barriers and psychological distress impacting the child, their family and 
the community as well. Childhood statelessness affects children’s self-esteem and fu-
ture prospects as they are growing up, even if they eventually acquire nationality in 
adulthood. In the Nubian Children v Kenya case, the African Committee of Experts 
on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACERWC) found the practice of waiting for 
children to be 18 years old before they can apply for and acquire nationality to be 
discriminatory. This is because childhood statelessness denies children their right 
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to be a child, and it threatens their freedom to play and freedom to feel secure. Fur-
thermore, stateless children tend to grow up too soon, resulting in working from an 
early age or getting married, having troubled relationships with law enforcement, 
falling prey to exploitation and abuse, and being harassed for documents. After at-
taining citizenship upon turning 18, one young person in the study remarked: “Being 
stateless stays inside you – like a permanent mark”. Nothing can compensate for the 
rights, care and protection these children would have had if they had a nationality.

While children do not have and are not entitled to some rights, such as the 
right to vote, it does not negate the importance of nationality (Bhabha, 2017). In this 
light, it is crucial to understand the relational benefits for children which are linked 
to safe childhoods. Childhood development impacts on well-being and functioning 
in adulthood and thus childhood stages should be taken seriously. Statelessness also 
has consequences for a child’s sense of belonging (Bhabha, 2017). Lack of a sense of 
belonging to a place affects psychological well-being (Kohli and Mather, 2003). A 
sense of belonging to a community often comes with being a member of a nation. It 
is crucial to note that although nationality on its own does not guarantee well-being, 
its absence is correlated with rights violations and pain for children (Bhabha, 2017).

STATELESSNESS IN SOUTH AFRICA

South Africa has ratified major international human rights instruments containing 
birth registration as a universal right. This means that South African laws and regula-
tions should be compatible with these international obligations. However, South Af-
rica is not a signatory to the two statelessness conventions, i.e. the 1954 Convention 
relating to the Status of Stateless Persons and the 1961 Convention on the Reduction 
of Statelessness, which are key international conventions specifically tackling state-
lessness. 

According to the South African Births and Deaths Registrations Act (BDRA) 
(88 of 1995), all children born alive in the country must be registered within 30 days 
of their birth, regardless of their parents’ status in the country. Although either of the 
child’s parents can register the birth, guardians and caregivers are not allowed to do 
so unless both biological parents are dead. According to Sec. 12 of the BDRA, only 
the mother is allowed to register the birth of a child born out of wedlock. However, 
an unmarried father is also allowed to register the birth of his child but only if the 
child’s mother has made a statutory declaration acknowledging him as the father of 
the child, or if he brings along a parental responsibility agreement or a court order. 

The biometrics of the person registering the birth are also captured and the 
child’s parents are required to produce a valid identity document or passport with 
a valid permit in order to register a child’s birth. This is often not possible for many 
migrants who lost their documents during their journey to South Africa. Proof of 
(national) identity, usually a birth certificate, links the person to a country and they 
are then able to access rights, protection, services and other opportunities (Ball et al., 
2017; UNHCR, 2016).
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In cases of children not born in recognized marriages, the BDRA allows chil-
dren’s mothers to register the births of these children in situations only when the 
child’s father is documented. This, therefore, means that the children born of all 
undocumented mothers are undocumented and vulnerable to statelessness. Fathers 
need to acknowledge paternity and get the mother’s consent in order to be recorded 
as the father of the child and to pass on his nationality to the child where the child is 
born outside of wedlock. According to Van Waas (2007: 446), children do not gain 
individual citizenship, but rather they inherit their parents’ immigration status which 
results in them being referred to as ‘irregular migrants’ despite being born in South 
Africa. This is the case in countries such as Australia, where permanent illegality is 
facilitated from generation to generation. “An illegal person cannot produce a legal 
person”, was what Manuel E. Polanco said on the citizenship of Haitian children born 
in the Dominican Republic (cited in Bhabha, 2011:12) 

Communities in South Africa construct meanings of nationality, citizenship 
and rights. Children born to non-nationals at home are required to produce an affi-
davit from a South African citizen who witnessed the birth of the baby in order to get 
a birth certificate. Most non-nationals live in migrant communities and it may not 
always be possible to get a South African citizen to witness the birth. A further com-
plicating factor is the sporadic xenophobic violence in various South African town-
ships where some migrants live. Due to the sense of distrust for each other, migrant 
mothers giving birth at home might not call a South African to witness the birth.

The BDRA requires the registration of children who are abandoned or or-
phaned and have not been registered before. Given the process that is required when 
recording an adoption in the South African birth register, it becomes a challenge for 
a child in South Africa without a birth certificate to be adopted. The BDRA also does 
not make specific provision for the re-registration of foreign adopted children, even 
though the Children’s Act requires it.

In South Africa, in relation to foreign children, citizenship is acquired:
i) By birth – if one of the child’s parents is a South African citizen, even 

in circumstances where the child is born outside of South Africa (Sec. 
2(1)(b) of RSA Citizenship Act 88 of 1995) (RSA, 1995); if the child is 
born and registered in South Africa and would otherwise be stateless; or if 
the child’s parents are permanent residents (Sec. 2(3) of RSA Citizenship 
Act). The last is not automatic: an application is required, and it is non-
discretionary. In 2016, the judgment in the South African Supreme Court 
of Appeal, in DGLR and Another v Minister of Home Affairs and Oth-
ers, affirmed the right of a stateless child born in South Africa to acquire 
nationality.

ii) By descent through one’s parents – if the child is adopted by a South Afri-
can citizen and their birth was registered (Sec. 3 of RSA Citizenship Act) 
(RSA, 1995).

iii) By declaration – through birth registration and/or declaration of loyalty, 
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for example, children born out of wedlock to South African mothers who 
are unmarried.

iv) By naturalization or upon application (discretionary) – after a long-term 
legal residence, children with refugee status can apply for citizenship, 
based on the Refugee Act. Sec. 4(3) of the RSA Citizenship Act (RSA, 
1995), which allows a child born in South Africa to parents with no citi-
zenship or permanent status to apply for South African citizenship when 
they turn 18, but only if their birth was registered. Children can apply for 
naturalization after permanent residency.

IMPLICATIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR SOCIAL WORK INTERVENTION 

According to Edwards and Mika (2017: 695), “the profession of social work has a 
mandate to serve vulnerable populations, effect positive social change, and strive for 
justice on a local, national and global level.” It is within this area that social work and 
statelessness intersect. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ social work intervention guide 
for individual stateless children (and their families), although similarities may ex-
ist in cases. However, “effective interventions to reduce children’s risks of becoming 
stateless, must take into account the social, cultural, economic, historical and political 
contexts involved in transnational migration” (Ball et al., 2014: 2). An understanding 
of these contexts can provide greater insights into factors influencing statelessness.

Children in South Africa can get nationality only under the conditions set out 
in the various pieces of legislation. In addition, they must also be able to demonstrate 
their entitlement (Van Waas, 2007: 447). Documentary evidence showing birthplace 
or parentage is required for birth registration in South Africa. Other forms of evi-
dence such as DNA and hospital records can be used in place of the birth certificate, 
but these can be problematic, expensive or impossible to get and government offi-
cials can always challenge them and their process of acquisition. In certain instances, 
stateless, stateless-migrant and migrant children are looked at through the ‘human 
security’ lens and not the human/child rights lens. Thus, “social workers need to be 
informed of the discourses that shape the issue in policy and practice” (Edwards and 
Mika, 2017: 696). This calls for social workers to reframe the language of human 
rights so that stateless people, including children, can join this debate with policy-
makers and implementers and can be heard (Ife, 2008). This social work voice is 
needed during policy development, as social workers bear witness to the stateless 
child in the oppressive system. The actualization of human rights for migrant state-
less children must be at the core of policy development. The practice knowledge 
shared by social workers can subsequently be translated into effective policy, and the 
separation between micro and macro work is lessened (Cox and Pawar, 2013; Perdue 
et al., 2012; Warria and Chikadzi, 2018).

According to Ball et al. (2014), parents’ own life trajectories can influence birth 
registration as they relate to child birth circumstances. These trajectories include, the 
child being born in or out of marriage, the child’s father being the mother’s partner, 
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the wife status of the child’s mother, the child born at home or in a health facility, 
the presence of a midwife during birth, the child’s conception through rape or other 
violence, and other complexities intersecting with other issues, traditions, codes of 
conduct and relationships. Ball’s (2009) study in Canada on family and community 
influence on the accuracy of indigenous children’s birth records points out to cul-
tural determinants of decision-making in birth registration. Therefore, from a socio-
cultural perspective, this impacts the positioning of the parent(s) and children in 
relation to the greater hierarchical or collective systems. Social work with stateless 
children (and their families) must include a recognition of both present and his-
torical cultural patterns and determinants within the given (migratory or resettle-
ment) context and not premised on stability (Ball and Moselle 2016). Social workers 
can help parents by facilitating birth registration for children who are eligible for 
registration under South African national laws such as those born into statelessness 
because of parents’ arrogance, inadequate information and lack of time or money. 
An example includes the provision of mobile registration teams in rural areas or in 
areas where many migrant families live and by combining birth registration with 
other crucial issues where benefits and risks will not support non-registration. Social 
workers can also advocate for statelessness or lack of birth registration not prevent-
ing children from accessing crucial childhood-related services such as immunization 
and early childhood education. 

Sec. 2(2) of the RSA Citizenship Act (RSA, 1995) provides citizenship to chil-
dren who are born stateless in South Africa. However, it is impossible for stateless 
children to make citizenship applications using this provision because there is no 
regulation for the provision of forms to complete. In addition, there are no guiding 
principles in the Act, defining who a stateless child is. This is an oppressive structure 
that subsequently leads to the denial of rights of stateless children. A policy implica-
tion of this review is the need for the development of a minimum quality of care and 
protection standard in South Africa where this is non-existent. Social workers in 
partnership with legal experts should, therefore, include multidimensional analyses 
of structural drawbacks and lobby for the regulation to be formulated and forms to 
be made available at the relevant offices. According to Blitz and Otero-Iglesias (2011: 
661), “support organizations can work to mitigate the effects of social exclusion and 
deprivation by forming social bridges especially in situations where they have restric-
tive policy development.” Given that this role is being abandoned because organiza-
tions are struggling to survive in hostile policy environments, it is in children’s best 
interest and that of the country to address statelessness at birth or soon thereafter 
(UNHCR, 2015). 

The recognition and promotion of every child’s right to a nationality is critical 
and is emphasized in the recent 2020 World Statelessness Report (ISI, 2020). This 
must, therefore, be prioritized by both the human rights and development sectors, 
including psychosocial practitioners such as social workers who work in these sec-
tors. This report calls for further urgent measures to address intergenerational state-
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lessness, which would then ensure access to opportunities to the children who would 
have been born stateless (ISI, 2020). These are aspects that social workers can inter-
vene in as they fight towards social justice and human rights for everyone.

The pseudo-statelessness of children is precarious, as exclusion often happens 
when they turn 18 and are no longer covered and protected by the child protection 
system (Blitz and Otero-Iglesias, 2011). Sec. 4(3) of the RSA Citizenship Act (RSA, 
1995) means that such a child will remain stateless until (s)he is an adult, and, even 
then, the application can be approved only by the Minister of Home Affairs. Applica-
tion of this section is currently interpreted to be limited to children born after the 
enactment of the provision in 2013 (Read: Ali and Others v the Minister of Home 
Affairs). A social worker can help these children make sense of their situation, iden-
tify and make use of their capabilities and give support as they navigate the system as 
young adults and make application for citizenship. Psychosocial support from social 
workers that is practical, nurturing and informative and weaves the children back 
into the context can sustain and generate a sense of belonging. 

Stateless children experience life with great fragility. Like refugee children, 
they seem to have strengths similar to those of older children, but the vulnerability 
of younger children. They have a bleak sense of the future that makes it challeng-
ing for them to plan (Kohli and Mather, 2003: 203). It is crucial that social workers 
recognize that they are children first, who have needs and capabilities that all vulner-
able children harbor; that they are children in need of care and protection and not 
just as stateless children. Social workers should assist them to balance resilience with 
vulnerability and guide them towards the achievement of psychological well-being. 
Despite the relative powerlessness of children in many societies, social work rights-
based work with children is powerful because space is created for their agency and 
voice (CPC Learning Network, 2018). Future social work research could focus on 
how to amplify the voices of young migrant children identified and who have been 
classified as stateless in South Africa.

The children’s parents might be left traumatized by their own state of stateless-
ness and therefore the children feel the need and responsibility to represent them-
selves and apply for citizen status. Once they obtain this status, the young adult might 
still harbor worries about the stateless members of his or her family, experiencing 
guilt at achieving sanctuary or being the one to carry the hopes of the family. This 
dual sense of honor-punishment pressure is complex, and a social worker can help 
the young person navigate this situation by reweaving of narrative threads, thus giv-
ing rise to opportunities that see them thrive. Social workers can also help build 
agency and assist them manage distressing experiences. This involves helping the 
children feel they can make active choices to help shift helplessness. These young 
people can also be trained by social workers to act as peer-helpers by assisting others 
in similar situations. This has been known to contribute to the sense of well-being 
derived from doing valuable acts for others (Kohli and Mather, 2003).

Children do not choose to be stateless. In addition, being stateless does not 
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stop any of them from establishing ties and contributing to their societies of reset-
tlement. Therefore, social workers should not rescue stateless children, but should 
learn to be therapeutic witnesses, by holding, containing and bearing witness. This 
requires them to be still, unafraid, and emotionally strong to bear the pain of listen-
ing to stateless children’s real, heartfelt and complex stories as they emerge, rather 
than hastening to be action-oriented. This stillness provides space to the children 
to be agents of their own recovery. However, this does not release the social worker 
from the obligation of engaging with practical work and support. It also means that 
social workers need to intervene and document these interventions towards building 
an evidence base for practice with stateless children and their families (Muraya and 
Fry, 2015).

Children’s agency in birth registration should also be considered as a possible 
intervention. Children decide to migrate with or without documentation. Children 
are often assumed to be passive, although recent studies indicate that children can 
be proactive and have a sense of agency in matters affecting them. Approaches that 
focus on children’s sense of agency give recognition to their capacity to participate 
and make decisions. When social workers, researchers and other practitioners solicit 
children’s views, this can optimize their capacity to understand what is going on and 
to be dynamic contributors to decision-making. Research by Huijsmans (2011) re-
ports that unregistered children tried to facilitate their individual birth registration 
as they inched closer to adulthood and when they faced certain glitches, such as the 
inability to travel or get employment. Social workers can assist with this process of 
birth registration. In relation to birth registration after turning 18 years, future stud-
ies from a socio-legal perspective could explore how stateless children understand 
their statelessness, as children and as adults living in South Africa.

CONCLUSION

This study considered the causes of and circumstances leading to statelessness among 
migrant children in South Africa, noting that these are linked to the following fac-
tors: (i) the challenges related to birth registration; (ii) children born to stateless or 
undocumented parents; (iii) unfair laws; and (iv) children not knowing their nation-
ality. The review further highlighted the gaps in policy, social services and research 
addressing social aspects of childhood statelessness.

The value of this study is its contribution to the literature and debates on 
childhood statelessness and its identification of the possible role of social workers 
in addressing this crucial phenomenon. It showed how transnational migration and 
national legislation can lead to statelessness and put children at risk. This is the first 
study on statelessness in South Africa from a social work perspective. A stateless 
child’s access to social services and support can lead to better psychosocial outcomes, 
and social workers can contribute immensely in this area. They can also draw upon 
the basic social work practice skills which they are already familiar with as a starting 
point for thinking through possible responses (Cox and Pawar, 2013). 
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As social workers expand their services to include stateless children and chil-
dren at risk of statelessness, and conduct research on this challenge, the profession 
will be better positioned to be champions of human rights, enhancing the voices of 
the silenced, and building a foundation of empowerment. It is not an easy road that 
lies ahead. There are numerous questions, concerns and debates that will arise, but 
social workers should rise to the occasion and not feel daunted by these challenges.
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This study used the South African Census 2011 data to examine the impact of inter-
provincial migration on the labor market outcomes in the Western Cape and Gauteng, 
the two most developed and popular inter-provincial migration destination provinces 
in South Africa. In both provinces, the residents were divided into four groups: per-
manent residents, intra-provincial migrants, long-term inter-provincial migrants and 
short-term inter-provincial migrants. The descriptive statistics indicated that both 
short- and long-term inter-provincial migrants into the two provinces were likely to 
be young people aged 15-34 years, unmarried African urban residents with 11-12 edu-
cational years on average, coming from households with three members. These inter-
provincial migrants enjoyed lower unemployment rates than the permanent residents, 
but the intra-provincial migrants remained the best-performing group with the lowest 
unemployment rate and highest share of employed persons involved in formal sector 
activities. The study also conducted a multivariate econometric analysis with probit 
regressions on labor force participation likelihood, and Heckprobit regressions on em-
ployment likelihood (conditional on labor force participation). After controlling for 
differences in other characteristics (or ceteris paribus), compared to the permanent 
residents, it was evident that both short- and long-term inter-provincial migrants into 
Western Cape and Gauteng were about 3% significantly more likely to be employed. 
After examining migrants from the Eastern Cape to the Western Cape and migrants 
from Limpopo to Gauteng, the study found that both groups enjoyed a much higher 
labor force participation rate (above 70%) and lower unemployment rate (30%), com-
pared to individuals who remained in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo (labor force par-
ticipation rate: 45%; unemployment rate: 38%).

Keywords: migration, inter-provincial migration, labor market, Western Cape, 
Gauteng
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INTRODUCTION  

Migration is a necessity in the modern labor market of the 21st century, as it rep-
resents an essential and potentially beneficial component of all economies, regions 
and countries (Kalitanyi and Visser, 2010). As a result of globalization, the world is 
experiencing an increasing flow of labor and capital, both locally and internationally. 
The general flow of people is from developing to developed countries, and from rural 
to urban provinces. The main reasons for this are twofold; firstly, due to the disparity 
in the economic dispensation of developing and developed countries/areas, people 
find it more advantageous to migrate for the prospect of greater opportunities else-
where. Secondly, the recruitment policies implemented in developed regions appear 
to target high-skilled immigrants (Chand and Paldam, 2005).

As far as international migration is concerned, an immigrant is an individual 
who migrated from another country, an emigrant is an individual who migrated to 
another country, whereas a native is someone who resides in the birth country (Van 
Rooyen, 2000; Moses and Yu, 2009). South Africa is a country with a high interna-
tional emigration rate, and this can be attributed to crime, inequality and unemploy-
ment in this country, which have plagued the nation since the advent of the country’s 
democracy (Fauvelle-Aymar, 2015). In contrast, the country is still one of the main 
destinations of immigration in Africa, because compared to other African countries, 
immigrants in South Africa enjoy one of the highest rates of employment (Fauvelle-
Aymar, 2014). 

With regard to inter-provincial migration, the Western Cape and Gauteng ac-
count for most of the immigration within South Africa. These two provinces contrib-
ute the most towards the economic success of the country, with the lowest provincial 
employment rate in the country (Kollamparambil, 2017). These two provinces also 
account for a combined 49% of South Africa’s gross domestic product (GDP) – 35% 
in Gauteng and 14% in the Western Cape in 2018 (StatsSA, 2019). In the Western 
Cape and Gauteng, 57% and 48% of inter-provincial migrants are employed respec-
tively (StatsSA, 2014). Hence, these two provinces remain attractive destinations for 
potential job seekers from other provinces.

While there have been empirical studies on inter-provincial migration in 
South Africa in recent years (reviewed here in section two), these studies have either 
been outdated, or did not thoroughly examine how the inter-provincial immigrants 
fared in these two popular destination provinces. A particular area of neglect has 
been the immigrants’ labor market outcomes compared to the natives who remained 
in their home provinces. Given the persistently high unemployment rate (29.1% in 
the fourth quarter of 2019), one of the most pressing socio-economic problems of the 
country, and people seeking better employment opportunities elsewhere, these have 
emerged as prominent reasons for inter-provincial migration. This study aims to fill 
the existing research gap in the local empirical literature by providing an updated and 
detailed analysis of inter-provincial migration into Gauteng and the Western Cape, 
to gain an understanding of how the migrants from other provinces fare in the labor 
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market of these two provinces. 
The general research objective of this study is to determine the effects of in-

ter-provincial migration on the labor markets in the Western Cape and Gauteng. 
Additionally, the study aims to achieve the following specific research objectives: to 
determine the migration patterns in the Western Cape and Gauteng; to identify the 
characteristics of inter-provincial migrants into these two provinces; and to examine 
whether the overall impact of inter-provincial migration in the Western Cape and 
Gauteng is positive or detrimental to the local labor market and employment of the 
native population.

 
LITERATURE REVIEW

Migration definition

The term ‘migration’ can mean many things, depending on the context in which it is 
used. In the animal kingdom, migration is natural inherent behavior when animals 
move from one place to another. Human behavior is thus patterned after this phe-
nomenon in nature. Goetz (1999) illustrates one of the many meanings of migration, 
citing the movement of people across state lines in the USA. Clark (1986: 33) asserts 
that migration takes place when an individual moves residentially, with the distance 
between the two locations being “so large that it is no longer possible for the mover to 
commute to the old place of work”. Furthermore, Kok et al. (2006: 10) define migra-
tion as the “crossing of the boundary of a predefined spatial unit by persons involved 
in a change of residence”. One common thread that the above definitions have in 
common is that migration takes place when individuals change their geographical 
locations, either permanently or for a long duration.

In this study, the focus is on inter-provincial migration, that is, migration 
from one province to another within the same country (Moses and Yu, 2009). These 
inter-provincial migrants have been classified into two groups, namely short-term 
and long-term migrants. While the empirical analysis compares the labor market 
outcomes of the inter-provincial migrants to those of the intra-provincial migrants – 
those who migrated from one place to another within the same province – the inter-
provincial migrants remain the focus group of individuals in this study.

Migration theories and models

From a theoretical perspective, various factors initiate and perpetuate international 
migration (Massey et al., 1993). The key theoretical models are discussed below, with 
specific reference to inter-provincial migration in the two designated provinces.

Initiation of migration

According to the push-pull model, many native individuals left the country due to 
various economic and non-economic push and pull factors. Push factors are those 
aspects in the country of origin that produce emigration, whereas pull factors depict 
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those aspects in the country of destination that induce migration (Oteiza, 1968:126). 
When it comes to inter-provincial migration, the main push factors include the 
following in the province of origin: slow economic growth, high and growing un-
employment (especially amongst the youth), poor access to services and facilities 
(e.g. water and electricity) and poor infrastructure (e.g. transport). On the contrary, 
the main pull factors include the following in the provinces of destination: more 
rapid economic growth, more abundant employment and professional development 
opportunities and higher remuneration, better quality of life, and family ties (Van 
Rooyen, 2000; Moses and Yu, 2009; Rasool et al., 2012; Pekane, 2018).

In the neoclassical model, individuals are deemed to be rational decision-mak-
ers by conducting a cost-benefit analysis, before deciding to move if the expected net 
return of migration is positive. In particular, geographical wage differentials induce 
migration from low-wage provinces to high-wage provinces. Once wage levels at the 
provinces of origin and destination converge, inter-provincial migration comes to an 
end (Massey et al., 1993; De Haas, 2010). In the dual labor market theory, migration 
is induced by an intrinsic demand for labor in the primary sector, characterized by a 
capital-intensive production method, higher remuneration and better working con-
ditions. Thus, individuals from the labor-intensive secondary sector, characterized 
by lower remuneration and poor working conditions, are induced to relocate to the 
primary sector (Massey et al., 1993; Moses and Yu, 2009).

According to the world systems theory, firms from capitalist, core and devel-
oped areas enter peripheral, developing areas to take advantage of low-wage labor 
by establishing assembly plants there. Nonetheless, as new factory work is associ-
ated with demanding tasks and poor remuneration, factory workers work for a short 
duration only, before leaving to seek new and better opportunities in the more de-
veloped areas (Massey et al., 1993). Furthermore, according to the new household 
economics of migration, household members make migration decisions collectively, 
by not only maximizing expected income but also minimizing risks. The latter hap-
pens by assigning some members to remain in the province of origin, but sending 
other members to work in other provinces with higher wages and better employment 
conditions (Massey et al., 1993; De Haas, 2010).

Perpetuation of migration

In the network theory, migrants establish relationships with former, current and 
potential migrants and non-migrants in both sending and receiving regions. These 
network connections constitute social capital to assist individuals to gain access to 
employment in other provinces and to adapt better in the destination province (Mas-
sey et al., 1993; Weeks, 1996). On the contrary, according to the institutional theory, 
many people would like to migrate to a capital-rich region with a limited number 
of immigration visas available. This leads to development of an underground black 
market in migration associated with conditions that are conducive to victimization 
and exploitation. Hence, voluntary humanitarian organizations are in place to pro-
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vide migration services and enforce the rights and treatment of migrants. As a result, 
migration flows become more institutionalized and less dependent on factors which 
originally induced them (Massey et al., 1993).

The cumulative causation theory assumes that each migration act affects the 
social environment in both home and host regions, typically in ways that induce ad-
ditional movements.  In particular, the success of migrants’ first moves encourages 
more people in the sending area(s) to move, thereby contributing to increases in mi-
gration volume. According to the migration systems theory, a migration system con-
sists of a core, receiving region and numerous sending regions. This system, whilst 
being stable, may evolve over time in cognizance of international economic and po-
litical trends (or provincial trends, when it comes to inter-provincial migration). The 
countries (or provinces) may not be physically close as economic and political links 
between countries (or provinces) drive migration flows (Massey et al., 1993).

Review of past empirical studies

This section reviews the recent local empirical studies on inter-provincial migration. 
Van der Berg et al. (2002) analyzed the 1996 South African census data to investigate 
rural-urban migration. The authors specifically focused on the migration of Afri-
cans from Transkei (an apartheid-era bantustan in the Eastern Cape) to the Western 
Cape, finding that 90% of inter-provincial migrants to the Western Cape originated 
from the Eastern Cape. The empirical findings indicated that male individuals aged 
19-50 years with secondary education were significantly more likely to move to the 
Western Cape. The study did not examine how these migrants fared in the Western 
Cape labor market.

Oosthuizen and Naidoo (2004) used the data from the 2001 South African cen-
sus and the September 2002 Labor Force Survey (LFS), to examine inter-provincial 
migration into Gauteng. The authors found that the majority of migrants into this 
province originated from Limpopo, the Northern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. These 
migrants were also relatively younger and less educated than the Gauteng-born na-
tive population. The superior employment prospect was clearly the primary reason 
for migration, as the inter-provincial migrants enjoyed a lower unemployment rate 
in Gauteng compared with those who remained in their birth provinces, with the 
exception of the Western Cape. Nonetheless, the employed inter-provincial migrants 
were more likely to be involved in unskilled occupations (27% share) compared to 
the Gauteng-born natives (15%), while the opposite happened in high-skilled em-
ployment, with inter-provincial migrants at 20% and Gauteng-born natives at 31%.

Moses and Yu (2009) conducted research on migration from the Northern 
Cape using South African Census 1996 and 2001 datasets. The authors identified the 
Western Cape, North West and Gauteng as the top three destination provinces. They 
subsequently examined four migration groups, namely permanent residents in the 
Northern Cape, permanent inter-provincial migrants from the Northern Cape to an-
other province, recent inter-provincial migrants from the Northern Cape to another 
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province, and intra-provincial migrants within the Northern Cape. The empirical 
findings on the labor market analysis indicated that the two inter-provincial migrant 
groups fared the best, as they were associated with the lowest unemployment rate and 
highest probability of engaging in high-skilled occupations (if employed). Moreover, 
the results of the multivariate econometric analysis indicated that, after controlling 
for differences in other characteristics, the recent inter-provincial migrants enjoyed 
a significantly greater likelihood of finding employment in the abovementioned top 
three destination provinces, compared to the reference category (permanent inter-
provincial migrants).

Jacobs (2014) identified inter-provincial migration patterns and characteristics 
of in-migrants to the Western Cape in 2001-2011 by using the South African Census 
2011 data (StatsSA, 2011). The author found that 52% and 22% of inter-provincial 
migrants into the Western Cape originated from the Eastern Cape and Gauteng, re-
spectively. This study also found that the Eastern Cape migrants were relatively less 
educated, with only 34% having completed Matric or Grade 12, while the Gauteng 
migrants were much more educated, with 68% having completed Matric, with half 
of them possessing post-Matric qualifications. While both groups of inter-provincial 
migrants had similar labor force participation rates (LFPRs) of slightly above 70%, 
the Eastern Cape migrants suffered a much higher unemployment rate of 33%, which 
was three times higher than that of the Gauteng migrants (only 11%). One shortcom-
ing of this study is that the work activities of the inter-provincial migrants in the 
Western Cape were not investigated.

Schiel (2014) examined inter-provincial migration by analyzing the first three 
waves of the National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) data (2008 to 2012). After 
examining the provinces of origin of inter-provincial migrants across all nine prov-
inces, the author compared the personal- and household-level characteristics of the 
migrants and non-migrants, with one notable finding being that the migrants were 
relatively more educated. The latter finding explained why a higher proportion of 
migrants, if employed, were involved in high-skilled occupations, at 30%, compared 
to the non-migrants, at 25%. The author also conducted a transition matrix on the 
migrants, and found that for those who were inactive, unemployed and employed in 
the first wave (2008), 19%, 27% and 64% respectively were employed at the time of 
the third wave (2012).

Buwembo (2015) used the South African Census 2011 data (StatsSA, 2011) 
to specifically focus on comparing the inter-provincial migrants from Limpopo to 
Gauteng with those who remained in Limpopo. This study found that the majority 
of these migrants resided in the Tshwane municipality and the northern parts of 
Ekurhuleni. It also found that the Limpopo migrants to Gauteng were 1.3 times more 
likely to be employed than non-migrants who remained in Limpopo, after control-
ling differences in various personal characteristics. Similar to the Jacobs (2014) study, 
the Buwembo (2015) study also excluded a detailed investigation of the work activi-
ties of the inter-provincial migrants, despite finding that the Limpopo-to-Gauteng 
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migrants were more likely to belong to higher-income groups, whereas those who 
remained in Limpopo were more likely to fall under the lower-income groups.

Kollamparambil (2017) used the first, second, and fourth waves (2008 to 2014) 
of the NIDS data to examine the impact of internal in-migration on the labor markets 
of the receiving areas at district level. Only individuals aged 18-59 years at the time 
of first wave (2008) and who took part in all three waves were included for analysis, 
with a final sample size of about 7 600 individuals. The empirical findings suggested 
that in-migration reduced the LFPR in destination locations of the migrants. The au-
thor also asserted that initial migration led to the expansion of formal sector employ-
ment, while a sustained increase in in-migration in turn led to the informalization 
of the labor market. The author also found that while the migrants initially suffered 
lower employment rates than the locals before migration taking place in the first two 
waves, at the time of the fourth wave (2014), these migrants enjoyed a higher rate 
of employment than the non-migrants. This study also excluded a comprehensive 
investigation of the work activities of the migrants.

Upon reviewing these past recent studies on inter-provincial migration in 
South Africa, this research paper identified the following research gaps: first, the 
labor market activities of inter-provincial migrants were not investigated in detail, in 
most of these studies. Secondly, the comparison between inter-provincial migrants 
and permanent residents was not precise. Thirdly, not all studies clearly distinguished 
between short- and long-term migrants. Lastly, not all studies specifically focused on 
inter-provincial migration into Gauteng and the Western Cape, the two most popu-
lar destination provinces in South Africa.

 
METHODS AND DATA

Methods

To achieve the stated research objectives and fill the existing research gaps, this study 
used the South African Census 2011 data (StatsSA, 2011) to identify the following 
eight groups of individuals aged 15-64 years at the time of the Census:

[1]: Permanent residents of the Western Cape
[2]: Intra-provincial migrants in the Western Cape
[3]: Long-term migrants from other provinces to the Western Cape
[4]: Short-term migrants from other provinces to the Western Cape
[5]: Permanent residents of Gauteng
[6]: Intra-provincial migrants in Gauteng
[7]: Long-term migrants from other provinces to Gauteng
[8]: Short-term migrants from other provinces to Gauteng

Short-term and long-term migration are distinguished from each other based 
on the time periods before and after 2006. Thus, in-migrants to Gauteng and the 
Western Cape during 2001-2006 are considered long-term migrants, while those 
who moved to these two provinces during 2007-2011 are considered short-term mi-
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grants. This serves to differentiate the groups [3] and [7] from groups [4] and [8], 
respectively.

The Stata software package was used to conduct descriptive and economet-
ric analysis. With regard to the descriptive analysis, this study first compares the 
personal- and household-level characteristics of these eight groups, ranging from 
gender, race, age cohort, educational attainment and marital status, to labor market 
status, work activities (if employed) and socio-economic status (SES). The primary 
focus is on investigating the individuals’ labor market outcomes.

Principal Component Analysis (PCA) is used to derive the non-income wel-
fare SES index using the various indicators as shown in Table A1. PCA is a data 
reduction method to re-express multivariate data with fewer dimensions (Vyas and 
Kumaranayake, 2006). The primary aim of this method is to re-orient the data so that 
a multitude of original variables can be summarized with relatively few ‘components’ 
that capture the maximum possible information (variation) from the original vari-
ables. Each component is the weighted sum of the original variables (the non-income 
welfare indicators in this study, as shown in Table A1), with the weighting of each 
variable being proportional to the share of total variance that it represents. The ei-
genvalue ratios, which represent the proportion of total variance that each principal 
component explains, are used to identify the number of components to be included 
in the SES index (Van der Berg et al., 2003). The first principal component explains 
the greatest possible proportion of variation in the original data, the second compo-
nent explains additional but less variation than the first component, and so forth, but 
these components are completely uncorrelated with each other (Vyas and Kumara-
nayake, 2006).

The econometric analysis employs a probit regression to examine the impact 
of various explanatory variables on labor force participation likelihood and employ-
ment likelihood of the working-age population in these two provinces. The particu-
lar focus is on how the inter-provincial migrants to the two provinces (that is, groups 
[3], [4], [7], and [8]) fare in the labor market, compared with the reference categories 
(that is, groups [1] and [5]). 

In a probit model, the dependent variable is binary with a value of either zero 
or one. The econometric model can be mathematically represented as follows (Guja-
rati and Porter, 2009; Wooldridge, 2012):

(y=1|x)=P(y=1|x_1,x_2¬,…,x_k )  

where P(y=1|x) represents the probability that an individual migrant would partici-
pate in the labor force (in the probit model on labor force participation likelihood) or 
find work (in the Heckprobit model on employment likelihood) in the Western Cape 
and Gauteng. In addition, x_1,x_2¬,…,x_k are the various explanatory variables. 

The sample of individuals within the labor force is not random, as these indi-
viduals have already undergone a selection process through deciding whether or not 
to enter the labor force, the estimated results may suffer from sample selection bias. 
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To address this, the study employs the Heckman two-step approach (Oosthuizen, 
2006: 53). First, to ascertain whether or not an individual is likely to participate in the 
labor force, the probit model is estimated, with dependent variable equaling to either 
one (labor force) or zero (inactive).  This model enables the estimation of the inverse 
Mills ratio, which is included in the next employment of the Heckprobit model, that 
is estimated. Thus, if an individual is likely to participate in the labor force, an em-
ployment probit is estimated to ascertain if the individual is likely to be employed 
based on the explanatory variables. The regress and variable therefore, equals one for 
employed and zero for unemployed. The employment probit is therefore conducted, 
conditional on labor force participation. 

In this study, the explanatory variables include the following:

•  Gender (reference category: female)
•  Race (reference category: African)
•  Age cohort (reference category: 15-24 years)
•  Years of education and years of education squared
•  Marital status (reference category: not married or living with a partner)
•  Migration status (reference category: permanent residents)
•  Area type (reference category: rural)
•  Number of children aged 0-14 years in the household
•  Number of males aged 15-59 years in the household
•  Number of females aged 15-59 years in the household
•  Number of elderly aged at least 60 years in the household

In both the probit and Heckprobit models, the average marginal effects are derived by 
estimating the change in the dependent variable for a unit change in the independent 
variable, holding other variables constant. 

As most inter-provincial migrants to the Western Cape and Gauteng came 
from the Eastern Cape and Limpopo respectively, additional descriptive analysis is 
conducted on these groups: [I]: Eastern Cape permanent residents; [II]: inter-pro-
vincial migrants from the Eastern Cape to the Western Cape (both short-term and 
long-term migrants are included); [III] Limpopo permanent residents; [IV]: inter-
provincial migrants from Limpopo to Gauteng (again, both short-term and long-
term migrants are included).

Data

South African Census data, conducted by Statistics South Africa (StatsSA) was used 
in the study. Three censuses have been conducted in South Africa since apartheid, 
in the years 1996, 2001 and 2011. The primary aim of a national census is to capture 
the living conditions and non-income welfare of the population. In addition, there 
is a comprehensive section with numerous questions on the migration status of the 
individuals, ranging from the country of birth, province of birth, and year of migrat-
ing to the current place of residence, to province of usual residence and province of 
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previous residence. Census 2011 data (StatsSA, 2011) was used instead of the Census 
2001 and Community Survey (CS) 2007 and 2016 data. The main reason is that Cen-
sus 2001, CS 2007 and CS 2016 captured provincial migration only within the last 
five years, whereas Census 2011 (StatsSA, 2011) captured provincial migration data 
from the previous 10 years (i.e. since 2001). This allowed us to analyze both short- 
and long-term migration.

The key questions contained in the questionnaire of Census 2011 (StatsSA, 
2011) that are employed in this research study are, firstly question P-10a (province of 
usual residence), which determines whether or not the individual is a usual resident 
of the province. This question is used to determine the various permanent residents 
in each province. Questions P-11 (Since 2001) and P-11a (month and year moved) 
determine whether or not an individual has lived in a particular province since 2001 
and are therefore used to determine whether or not an individual is a long-term or 
short-term migrant. In addition, question P-11b (province of previous residence) is 
used in order to populate the inter-provincial statistics between the various provinces 
as it identifies an individual’s province of origin.

If an individual identifies the same province for Questions P-11b and P-10a, 
but has recently moved according to Questions P-11 and P-11a, then s/he is an intra-
provincial migrant. However, if different provinces are identified for these two ques-
tions, then s/he is an inter-provincial migrant. As identified by Questions P-11 and 
P-11a, individuals who migrated during 2001-2006 and 2007-2011 are regarded as 
long-term and short-term migrants, respectively.

 
EMPIRICAL FINDINGS

Descriptive statistics

While not the focus of this study, the results of the PCA are shown in Table A2 and 
briefly discussed here. The first component accounts for 27.68% of the total variation 
across the 22 indicators (the corresponding proportions are 8.94% and 7.85% for the 
second and third components respectively, despite not being shown in the table). The 
second column shows the scoring factors of each indicator in the first component. 
Note that a positive (negative) scoring factor is associated with a positive (negative) 
correlation with the first component, thereby increasing (decreasing) the SES index. 
The column shows that the scoring factors are the highest in the ‘piped water access: 
inside dwelling’ (0.2999) and ‘sanitation: flush or chemical toilet’ (0.2981) indicators; 
these results mean that access to these two facilities raises the SES index by the largest 
amount. In contrast, the scoring factors are the smallest in the ‘piped water access: on 
community stand’ (-0.2161) and ‘sanitation: pit toilet without ventilation’ (-0.1839) 
indicators; hence, these two indicators result in a lower SES index. 

Next, Tables A3 and A4 show that intra-provincial migrants accounted for the 
highest proportion of total migrants in all provinces. This is no exception in the 
Western Cape and Gauteng (64.84% and 59.11% shares, respectively). International 
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immigrants from overseas also accounted for a considerable proportion of migrants 
– 12.81% in Gauteng and 7.92% in the Western Cape. The various migration patterns 
observed into and within the Western Cape and Gauteng are largely consistent with 
the literature. Furthermore, the bottom of Table A4 shows that the share of inter-
provincial migrants was the highest in the North West (33.43%), the Northern Cape 
(32.02%), and Mpumalanga (32.00%).

Table 1 only includes inter-provincial migrants. While the research reviewed 
earlier, found that the majority of migrants into the Western Cape came from the 
Eastern Cape, the findings in Table 1 show that in 2011, more than half (53.64%) 
of inter-provincial migrants into the Western Cape came from the Eastern Cape, 
followed by Gauteng (20.95%) and KwaZulu-Natal (8.25%). In contrast, Gauteng in-
migrants were more evenly spread, with the top four provinces of previous residence 
being Limpopo (30.92%), KwaZulu-Natal (19.30%), the Eastern Cape (14.22%), and 
Mpumalanga (11.15%).

Table 1: Previous province of residence versus current province 
of residence (%), if they are not the same as each other

Note: intra-provincial migrants and immigrants from overseas are excluded.

Profile of the eight groups of individuals in Gauteng and the Western Cape

Table A5 provides the summary statistics of the Gauteng and Western Cape indi-
viduals in the Census 2011 data (StatsSA, 2011). Moving on to Table 2, it shows that 
the two short-term inter-provincial migrant groups ([4] and [8]) are associated with 
a younger mean age (about 30 years) and a higher proportion of youth aged 15-34 
years (approximately 70% share). In addition, the male share was slightly more domi-
nant in groups [3], [4], [7], and [8].

Current province of residence
WC EC NC FS KZN NW GAU MPU LIM

Pr
ev

io
us

 p
ro

vi
nc

e o
f r

es
id

en
ce

WC N/A 29.47 16.17 5.82 5.64 2.91 5.17 2.85 3.49
EC 53.64 N/A 12.98 20.63 47.53 17.17 14.22 9.12 9.67
NC 5.36 2.81 N/A 7.97 2.41 5.59 1.63 1.95 1.71
FS 3.60 6.55 12.87 N/A 4.24 11.80 7.76 5.86 4.52
KZN 8.25 18.28 4.54 12.15 N/A 5.30 19.30 17.20 6.28
NW 2.34 3.94 29.75 10.18 3.18 N/A 9.84 5.23 11.46
GAU 20.95 30.22 15.97 32.45 25.99 37.86 N/A 34.98 45.82
MPU 2.47 4.25 3.47 4.45 6.68 5.81 11.15 N/A 17.05
LIM 3.39 4.48 4.24 6.35 4.34 13.57 30.92 22.80 N/A

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

The Impact of Inter-provincial Migration on the Labor Market 
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Table 2: Personal-level and household-level characteristics of the eight groups 
of Western Cape and Gauteng residents (% share unless stated otherwise)

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8]
Age cohort
15-24 years 26.65 22.55 21.04 34.45 25.99 21.79 20.48 37.03
25-34 years 22.86 33.57 42.26 36.00 24.93 37.41 45.42 39.54
35-44 years 20.41 24.41 20.53 16.44 20.51 24.38 21.06 14.57
45-54 years 18.14 12.56 9.75 7.60 17.39 11.18 8.98 6.09
55-64 years 11.93 6.91 6.43 5.52 11.18 5.25 4.05 2.77

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean (years) 35.92 34.12 33.14 30.92 35.66 33.45 32.33 29.36
Gender
Male 48.35 48.56 52.20 52.31 50.74 50.39 54.56 52.85
Female 51.65 51.44 47.80 47.69 49.26 49.61 45.44 47.15

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Race
African 30.49 31.40 68.89 60.61 79.99 68.66 81.28 80.08
Coloured 55.91 37.70 6.87 8.03 3.80 3.10 1.94 2.18
Indian 0.89 1.44 1.54 1.96 2.48 3.44 4.43 4.06
White 11.78 27.21 21.79 27.47 13.37 24.00 11.99 13.06
Other 0.94 2.24 0.09 1.93 0.37 0.80 0.37 0.62

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Marital status
Married or lived 
together 47.35 57.74 51.27 45.43 43.59 56.91 49.88 41.96
Never married 46.44 36.22 44.77 50.11 50.79 38.07 46.62 54.80
Other 6.21 6.04 3.97 4.45 5.62 5.02 3.50 3.24

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Educational attainment
None 2.61 1.41 1.64 1.64 3.53 1.83 2.19 1.74
Incomplete primary 10.90 5.49 6.08 5.35 7.20 4.07 4.50 3.56
Incomplete secondary 51.69 38.47 46.67 40.75 43.22 32.63 37.96 33.27
Matric 25.54 32.08 28.99 31.22 33.40 34.59 36.04 39.84
Matric + Cert. / Dip. 3.21 6.66 4.47 5.85 4.95 8.81 6.78 7.46
Degree 5.74 15.28 11.71 14.74 7.33 17.44 12.15 13.69
Other/Unspecified 0.31 0.61 0.44 0.45 0.37 0.64 0.38 0.44

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean (years) 9.69 11.13 10.79 11.12 10.33 11.53 11.12 11.43
Area type
Urban 90.87 93.95 95.11 90.45 97.01 97.74 97.24 97.02
Rural 9.13 6.05 4.89 9.55 2.99 2.26 2.76 2.98

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Household size
One person 4.40 8.53 16.32 16.72 8.15 13.21 18.91 21.34
Two to three persons 26.90 40.76 41.35 46.53 30.01 43.89 40.35 46.62
Four to five persons 36.59 34.70 30.37 25.57 33.02 31.00 27.81 22.36
More than 5 persons 32.11 16.00 11.95 11.17 28.81 11.88 12.94 9.67

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean household size 4.81 3.78 3.36 3.22 4.53 3.42 3.33 3.02
SES quintile
Quintile1 4.08 3.89 12.61 10.07 7.28 6.03 17.35 14.38
Quintile2 7.64 6.48 16.78 14.70 7.30 6.49 9.78 11.00
Quintile3 16.88 13.65 22.61 19.42 20.22 16.55 21.98 22.32
Quintile4 35.22 28.49 18.54 19.53 34.37 27.87 22.74 24.09
Quintile5 36.18 47.49 29.45 36.28 30.82 43.06 28.15 28.21

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Income quintile
Quintile1 14.29 12.87 18.85 16.75 18.92 13.23 16.71 18.34
Quintile2 19.88 11.50 15.43 11.04 18.53 8.63 11.07 8.47
Quintile3 28.21 19.17 22.72 21.52 22.28 15.93 20.79 20.62
Quintile4 20.35 19.71 16.47 17.79 19.52 20.06 20.71 20.72
Quintile5 17.26 36.75 26.53 32.91 20.75 42.15 30.72 31.86

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean
(2019 Dec prices) 54 277 110  509 86 173 106 047 65 320 138 963 100 822 105 646
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In the Western Cape, the permanent residents (group [1]) and intra-provincial mi-
grants (group [2]) were dominated by Coloured individuals (56% and 38% respec-
tively), whereas for both long-term and short-term inter-provincial migrants into 
this province, Africans accounted for more than 60%. In Gauteng, all four groups 
([5] to [8]) were dominated by Africans, even though the African share was relatively 
higher (slightly above 80%) in the two inter-provincial migrant groups. Furthermore, 
the unmarried share was most dominant for the short-term migrant groups ([4] and 
[8]). As far as educational attainment is concerned, the two permanent resident 
groups ([1] and [5]) were least educated on average, but the opposite happened to 
the two intra-provincial migrant groups ([2] and [6]). Short-term inter-provincial 
migrants were also slightly more educated than long-term migrants, on average. 

For the results derived at household level, Table 2 shows that the mean house-
hold size was the smallest for the short-term migrants (just above 3) and long-term 
migrants (about 3.3 members). Interestingly, for both short-term and long-term 
inter-provincial migrants, they enjoyed higher mean per capita income, compared 
to the permanent residents. Nonetheless, the intra-provincial migrants remained 
the group associated with better non-income welfare (highest proportion of people 
belonging to most privileged SES quintile 5) and higher income (highest mean per 
capita income and greatest proportion of people falling under the richest income 
quintile 5).

FIGURE 1

Despite not being shown in Table 2, the majority of the migrants into the Western 
Cape resided in the City of Cape Town (group [3]: 75%, group [4]: 65%). Moreover, 

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8]
LFPR (%) 62,49 73,62 75,01 72,21 65,74 77,90 77,83 73,72
Unemployment rate (%) 23,35 16,35 23,57 21,41 30,38 17,30 22,96 25,88
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nearly 90% of migrants into Gauteng settled in Johannesburg, Tshwane and Ekurhu-
leni districts, with the respective shares being 39%, 26% and 24% in group [7], 33%, 
30% and 26% in group [8].

Regarding labor market status, Figure 1 shows that the two intra-provincial 
migrant groups enjoyed the lowest unemployment rates. For both the short-term 
and long-term inter-provincial migrants, they enjoyed relatively higher LFPRs and 
lower unemployment rates, compared with the permanent residents in the provinces.

Table 3 shows a more detailed breakdown of the LFPRs and unemployment 
rates of the four inter-provincial migrant groups by province of origin and compare 
them with the respective provincial rates. The results show that the LFPR was higher 
but the unemployment rate was lower in these four groups, thereby confirming the 
argument that these South Africans relocated to Gauteng and the Western Cape pri-
marily due to the better labor market prospects there. For example, in the Eastern 
Cape, the LFPR was 42.68% and the unemployment rate was 37.32%. However, for 
the Eastern Cape individuals who moved to the Western Cape, their LFPR was about 
30 percentage points higher (75.73% in group [3] and 69.74% in group [4]) while the 
unemployment rate was five percentage points lower (group [3]: 32.03%; group [4]: 
32.58%).  On the other hand, it was previously shown in Table 1 that the majority 
of migrants to Gauteng came from the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga 
and Limpopo. The findings in Table 3 show that these migrants had a high LFPR of 
above 70%, which was much higher than the provincial rate (as low as 42.68% in the 
Eastern Cape and as high as 55.45% in Mpumalanga), while they also enjoyed a lower 
unemployment rate (e.g. 18.90% for group [7] migrants who came from KwaZulu-
Natal; 23.53% for group [7] migrants who originated from Mpumalanga), which was 
lower than the provincial unemployment rates of above 30%.

Table 3: Labor force participation rates and unemployment rates of inter-
provincial migrants to Gauteng and Western Cape by province of origin

WC EC NC FS KZN NW GAU MPU LIM
Labor force participation rate (%)

All provincial 
residents

65.75 42.68 53.82 55.75 47.69 55.19 69.84 55.45 46.17

Group [3] N/A 75.73 78.65 71.46 72.71 76.88 72.94 74.09 79.00
Group [4] N/A 69.74 71.33 77.88 73.75 80.65 74.74 75.79 73.47
Group [7] 81.65 76.66 81.42 75.78 79.06 74.84 N/A 75.83 79.05
Group [8] 80.04 74.62 76.72 75.38 76.36 73.81 N/A 71.39 70.75

Unemployment rate (%)
All provincial 
residents

21.49 37.32 27.87 32.65 32.92 31.10 26.25 31.56 38.55

Group [3] N/A 32.03 8.11 10.30 14.40 8.78 9.78 6.44 14.80
Group [4] N/A 32.58 12.77 9.77 10.56 8.77 11.04 10.16 12.05
Group [7] 9.49 27.09 21.52 19.44 18.90 21.08 N/A 23.53 26.79
Group [8] 12.13 28.61 17.97 20.92 24.02 22.46 N/A 25.49 31.76
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Table 4 shows the breakdown of provincial shares of labor force, employed and un-
employed in the four inter-provincial migrant groups. For groups [3] and [4], the 
Eastern Cape share was most dominant, as expected, given that the Eastern Cape 
people accounted for the majority of migrants into the Western Cape. On the con-
trary, for groups [7] and [8], migrants from Limpopo were most dominant (more or 
less one-third in both labor force, employed and unemployed shares), followed by 
KwaZulu-Natal, Eastern Cape and Mpumalanga (about 20%, 15% and 10% shares in 
all three labor status variables, respectively)

Table 4: Provincial shares of labor force, employed and unemployed of inter-
provincial migrants to Gauteng and Western Cape by province of origin

Table 5 shows the LFPRs and unemployment rates of all eight groups by educational 
attainment. As expected, a higher educational attainment is associated with a greater 
likelihood of entering the labor market to seek work and lower unemployment prob-
ability, and it is no exception to the inter-provincial migrants to the Western Cape 
and Gauteng provinces. 
   

WC EC NC FS KZN NW GAU MPU LIM
Labor force (%)

All 
provincial 
residents

15.13 7.85 2.13 4.90 15.62 6.39 33.71 7.37 6.89 100.00

Group [3] N/A 60.67 5.45 3.48 6.71 1.88 17.02 2.03 2.76 100.00
Group [4] N/A 48.38 5.38 3.84 9.16 2.93 23.61 2.82 3.88 100.00
Group [7] 4.77 14.27 1.60 7.48 19.19 9.67 N/A 10.55 32.47 100.00
Group [8] 5.93 14.27 1.75 7.97 20.19 9.74 N/A 10.94 29.20 100.00

Employed (%)
All 
provincial 
residents

9.80 11.05 1.95 5.62 18.13 6.84 28.36 8.04 10.23 100.00

Group [3] N/A 53.96 6.55 4.09 7.51 2.24 20.09 2.48 3.08 100.00
Group [4] N/A 41.51 5.97 4.41 10.42 3.40 26.73 3.23 4.34 100.00
Group [7] 5.60 13.51 1.63 7.82 20.20 9.91 N/A 10.48 30.85 100.00
Group [8] 7.04 13.74 1.94 8.51 20.70 10.19 N/A 11.00 26.88 100.00

Unemployed (%)
All 
provincial 
residents

13.55 8.80 2.08 5.11 16.16 6.52 32.12 7.57 7.89 100.00

Group [3] N/A 82.46 1.87 1.52 4.10 0.70 7.06 0.55 1.73 100.00
Group [4] N/A 73.63 3.21 1.75 4.52 1.20 12.18 1.34 2.18 100.00
Group [7] 1.97 16.84 1.50 6.33 15.79 8.88 N/A 10.81 37.87 100.00
Group [8] 2.78 15.77 1.22 6.44 18.74 8.45 N/A 10.77 35.83 100.00

The Impact of Inter-provincial Migration on the Labor Market 
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Table 5: Labor force participation rates and unemployment rates of the eight 
groups of Western Cape and Gauteng residents by educational attainment

Table 6 examines the LFPRs and unemployment rates of the inter-provincial mi-
grants in the popular destination districts in the two provinces concerned. Groups 
[3] and [4] had slightly higher LFPRs but also slightly higher unemployment rates in 
the City of Cape Town compared with the respective rates in the other districts in the 
province. Therefore, the empirical findings suggest that even though the City of Cape 
Town is the most popular Western Cape district for the inter-provincial migrants to 
settle (about two-thirds as mentioned earlier), there is no guarantee these migrants 
enjoyed the lowest unemployment probability. 

On the other hand, the inter-provincial migrants to Gauteng experienced the 
highest LFPR in Johannesburg (79.54% for group [7] and 75.90% for group [8]), 
followed by Ekurhuleni (77.46% and 75.18%) and Tshwane (76.31% and 72.08%). 
However, it is interesting that these migrants enjoyed the lowest unemployment rate 
in Tshwane (group [7]: 20.02%; group [8]: 22.71%). The respective rates for these 
migrants were one percentage point higher in Johannesburg (21.30% and 23.62%), 
but the highest in Ekurhuleni (27.51% and 32.06%).

Table 6: Labor force participation rates and unemployment rates of the 
eight groups of Western Cape and Gauteng residents in selected districts

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8]
Labor force participation rate (%)

Without Matric 56.42 63.75 71.25 67.58 58.00 67.93 70.64 69.23
Matric 71.73 78.58 77.54 73.76 72.32 79.99 80.63 72.66
Matric + Cert. / Dip. 78.95 85.54 78.82 79.26 79.22 88.14 87.44 78.87
Degree 81.05 87.57 85.21 81.01 83.44 90.40 90.43 86.51

Unemployment rate (%)
Without Matric 28.84 27.03 32.88 30.53 37.47 27.34 31.19 33.90
Matric 19.07 13.55 18.53 19.55 29.12 17.34 22.58 27.72
Matric + Cert. / Dip. 9.28 6.39 8.04 9.55 18.25 10.36 14.50 18.19
Degree 4.84 3.03 4.35 5.09 7.61 4.28 4.93 7.44

Province: Western Cape
City of Cape Town Other districts in Western Cape

[1] [2] [3] [4] [1] [2] [3] [4]
LFPR (%) 62.80 74.86 75.96 72.96 62.00 70.26 73.76 71.09
Unemployment rate (%) 26.61 17.13 25.41 22.85 18.37 14.12 20.61 19.20

Province: Gauteng
Johannesburg Tshwane

[5] [6] [7] [8] [5] [6] [7] [8]
LFPR (%) 66.02 79.88 79.54 75.90 65.05 77.58 76.31 72.08
Unemployment rate (%) 29.35 15.76 21.30 23.62 28.75 16.40 20.02 22.71

Ekurhuleni Other districts
[5] [6] [7] [8] [5] [6] [7] [8]

LFPR (%) 66.40 77.92 77.46 75.18 65.11 73.54 77.76 70.97
Unemployment rate (%) 31.90 18.88 27.51 32.06 31.90 20.52 24.36 26.70
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As far as the broad occupation categories of the employed are concerned, Table 7 
shows that altogether about 60% of the four groups of inter-provincial migrants un-
der study were involved in the following occupations: clerks, service workers, craft 
and related workers, and elementary occupations. With regard to skills level of occu-
pation, Figure 2 shows that the proportion of workers involved in skilled occupations 
was the highest for the two intra-provincial migrant groups, whereas this share for 
both the short-term and long-term inter-provincial migrants was relatively larger, 
compared to the permanent residents.

Table 7: Labor market characteristics of the eight groups 
of Western Cape and Gauteng residents

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8]
Occupation (if employed)
Senior legislators 9.61 12.78 9.77 11.51 9.19 11.85 9.74 10.33
Professionals 6.56 9.71 7.32 9.46 7.90 11.46 9.04 10.11
Technical associates 10.17 10.82 7.80 9.24 9.35 9.99 7.88 8.97
Clerks 13.60 14.75 11.53 12.44 14.00 14.79 13.29 13.78
Service workers 15.10 16.15 17.44 17.18 17.19 17.01 18.89 17.98
Skilled agriculture 0.92 0.86 0.54 0.70 0.40 0.42 0.33 0.41
Craft and related 11.44 10.21 11.98 10.21 12.10 10.37 12.17 11.28
Plant and machinery 6.71 5.01 5.89 5.49 6.05 4.67 5.85 5.48
Elementary occupation 17.44 13.12 18.97 17.00 13.68 10.79 12.91 12.38
Domestic workers 8.42 6.56 8.74 6.74 10.11 8.62 9.87 9.24
Other 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.05 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.03

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Skilled 26.35 33.32 24.89 30.22 26.45 33.31 26.67 29.42
Semi-skilled 47.78 46.99 47.39 46.03 49.75 47.27 50.55 48.95
Unskilled 25.87 19.69 27.72 23.75 23.80 19.42 22.79 21.63
Industry (if employed)
Agriculture and hunting 5.40 3.98 4.71 5.44 1.49 1.40 1.64 1.66
Mining and quarrying 0.31 0.31 0.33 0.46 1.31 1.18 1.18 1.58
Manufacturing 11.27 10.44 10.16 9.57 10.92 9.49 10.63 10.31
Electricity, water and gas 0.71 0.78 0.89 0.72 0.80 0.90 0.91 0.95
Construction 7.90 6.83 9.99 8.65 7.72 7.31 8.58 8.17
Wholesale and retail 19.23 19.37 19.40 19.08 18.23 17.22 17.72 16.93
Transport and storage 6.48 6.79 5.89 6.08 7.23 7.14 7.39 7.10
Financial intermediary 15.96 19.86 19.94 20.93 19.70 23.29 21.36 21.95
CSP services 23.01 23.96 18.48 20.65 20.76 21.75 18.97 20.40
Private household 9.68 7.64 10.17 8.36 11.79 10.19 11.52 10.86
Other 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.07 0.11 0.09 0.10

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Primary sector 5.71 4.29 5.04 5.90 2.80 2.58 2.82 3.24
Secondary sector 19.89 18.06 21.05 18.95 19.45 17.72 20.14 19.45
Tertiary sector 74.40 77.65 73.91 75.15 77.75 79.69 77.04 77.31
Sector (if employed)
Formal 78.45 79.20 76.11 77.24 77.90 77.13 76.21 75.85
Informal 11.52 9.65 10.53 10.53 8.73 8.03 9.21 8.86
Other/Unspecified 10.03 11.15 13.35 12.23 13.37 14.84 14.57 15.29

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Number of other household members by labor market status
Mean number of other 
employed members

1.08 0.89 0.66 0.79 0.86 0.82 0.69 0.70

Mean number of other 
unemployed members

0.37 0.22 0.25 0.20 0.47 0.21 0.25 0.22

Mean number of other 
inactive members

0.98 0.55 0.46 0.41 0.86 0.41 0.42 0.35

The Impact of Inter-provincial Migration on the Labor Market 



42

AHMR African Human Mobilty Review - Volume 6  No 2, MAY-AUG 2020

FIGURE 2

Table 7 also shows that about three-quarters of the inter-provincial migrants were 
involved in tertiary sector activities, in particular wholesale and retail, financial in-
termediary, as well as community, social and personal (CSP) services (approximately 
20% share in each broad industry category). These results are not much different 
when compared to the permanent residents and intra-provincial migrants. Further-
more, slightly above three-quarters of all eight groups of individuals worked in the 
formal sector.

The last few rows of Table 7 show that the four inter-provincial migrant groups 
came from households with smaller mean numbers of other employed (0.7), other 
unemployed (0.2) and other inactive (0.4) members. These results are not surprising, 
given the findings in Table 2 that household size was smaller on average for these 
inter-provincial migrants.

Profile of the Eastern Cape and Limpopo residents and inter-provincial migrants

Table 8 shows that both groups [II] and [IV] were relatively younger (29 years on aver-
age) than the two permanent resident groups (33-34 years of mean age), and the male 
share was slightly more dominant. In all four groups, the African share was the greatest 
(ranging between 85% and 95%), whereas the married share was the lowest for groups 
[II] and [IV]. In addition, groups [II] and [IV] were about two years more educated 
on average, compared to the corresponding permanent resident groups. Furthermore, 
the share of urban residents was much higher (above 90%) for the two inter-provin-
cial migrant groups. For the household-level variables, the table shows that the mean 
household size was smaller (about three members), and both income and non-income 
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welfare was better for these two groups, compared with the permanent residents.
Table 8: Personal-level and household-level characteristics 

of the four selected groups of individuals (%)
[I] [II] [III] [IV]

Age cohort
15-24 years 33.86 35.94 36.17 35.38
25-34 years 21.86 43.35 24.63 44.53
35-44 years 17.66 13.55 17.23 13.50
45-54 years 15.37 4.84 13.13 4.74
55-64 years 11.24 2.32 8.84 1.84

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean age (years) 34.05 28.80 32.63 28.81
Gender
Male 46.06 50.63 45.45 54.65
Female 53.94 49.37 54.55 45.35

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Race
African 84.69 89.00 95.76 94.07
Coloured 9.15 3.67 0.30 0.41
Indian 0.50 0.33 0.43 0.56
White 5.25 6.46 3.29 4.71
Other 0.41 0.54 0.22 0.25

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Marital status
Married or lived together 36.10 39.87 37.38 42.91
Never married 57.56 57.80 57.46 55.11
Other 6.33 2.32 5.16 1.98

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Educational attainment
None 6.59 1.82 9.21 1.69
Incomplete primary 15.90 7.12 9.59 3.13
Incomplete secondary 50.71 55.32 50.58 35.10
Matric 19.09 27.51 21.91 43.49
Matric + Cert. /Dip. 3.03 2.86 3.64 7.24
Degree 4.46 5.09 4.84 9.00
Other/Unspecified 0.21 0.27 0.22 0.34

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean education years 8.81 10.20 9.11 11.29
Area type
Urban 50.34 92.71 21.25 97.07
Rural 49.66 7.29 78.75 2.93

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Household size
One person 7.68 17.92 8.38 23.24
Two to three persons 25.43 43.46 24.25 48.54
Four to five persons 29.48 25.42 30.87 19.32
More than five persons 37.41 13.20 36.50 8.90

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean household size 5.02 3.32 4.91 2.90
SES quintile
Quintile1 32.72 17.59 27.53 22.10
Quintile2 22.91 23.29 39.96 12.85
Quintile3 16.10 28.04 16.36 26.19
Quintile4 17.20 19.05 9.33 23.42
Quintile5 11.07 12.04 6.82 15.44

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Income quintile
Quintile1 21.92 22.91 22.13 20.44
Quintile2 36.39 18.46 35.96 9.57
Quintile3 21.58 29.18 21.89 25.39
Quintile4 10.42 16.94 10.90 24.14
Quintile5 9.69 12.51 9.12 20.47

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean per capita income (2019 Dec prices) 30 744 43 244 29 953 61 336
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Regarding labor market status, it is interesting that the LFPRs were much higher 
(above 70%) for groups [II] and [IV], compared with the permanent resident groups 
of [I] and [III] (only above 40%). Groups [II] and [IV] also enjoyed lower unemploy-
ment rates of about 30%, compared to approximately 38% in groups [I] and [III]. 
These results can be seen in Figure 3. 

FIGURE 3

Table 9 shows that the members of group [II] were most likely to be involved in 
elementary work (22%) and service work (19%) occupations. These two broad oc-
cupation categories were also most dominant for the employed in group [IV] – 16% 
and 21% respectively. Figure 4 shows the share of the employed involved in skilled 
occupations was higher in the two permanent resident groups (group [I]: 26%; group 
[III]: 22%). In groups [II] and [IV], about half were involved in semi-skilled occupa-
tions whereas only about 20% were engaged in skilled occupations.

[I]: EC residents [II]: Migrants from
EC to WC

[III]: LIM
residents

[IV]: Migrants
from LIM to GAU

LFPR (%) 42,68 72,10 46,17 73,50
Unemployment rate (%) 37,32 32,34 38,55 29,98
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Table 9: Labor market characteristics
of the four selected groups of individuals (%)

[I] [II] [III] [IV]
Occupation (if employed)
Senior legislators 6.58 6.96 5.23 6.84
Professionals 7.00 5.35 7.12 6.12
Technical associates 12.57 7.12 9.62 7.23
Clerks 10.45 10.17 9.94 13.29
Service workers 15.02 19.40 15.99 21.27
Skilled agriculture 1.33 0.55 1.16 0.37
Craft and related 10.64 12.30 13.03 13.24
Plant and machinery 6.44 6.44 6.95 5.76
Elementary occupation 20.24 22.31 20.39 15.58
Domestic workers 9.73 9.37 10.58 10.26
Other 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.04

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Skilled 26.15 19.44 21.97 20.20
Semi-skilled 43.88 48.87 47.07 53.95
Unskilled 29.97 31.69 30.97 25.85
Industry (if employed)
Agriculture and hunting 7.29 4.80 9.13 1.90
Mining and quarrying 0.52 0.31 6.15 0.92
Manufacturing 8.20 10.58 6.55 10.53
Electricity, water and gas 0.68 0.58 1.07 0.87
Construction 8.13 10.32 8.94 9.22
Wholesale and retail 17.35 19.70 15.31 18.75
Transport and storage 4.98 5.60 4.18 7.40
Financial intermediary 10.16 19.45 9.24 19.96
Community, social and personal services 29.88 17.38 26.49 18.15
Private household 12.80 11.23 12.92 12.20
Other 0.02 0.05 0.02 0.10

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Primary sector 7.81 5.11 15.28 2.82
Secondary sector 17.01 21.49 16.56 20.64
Tertiary sector 75.18 73.40 68.15 76.54
Sector (if employed)
Formal 71.76 75.26 66.96 72.96
Informal 14.25 11.61 17.55 10.39
Other/Unspecified 13.98 13.13 15.48 16.65

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Mean number of other household members by labor market status
Mean number of other employed members 0.63 0.63 0.54 0.59
Mean number of other unemployed members 0.35 0.30 0.37 0.24
Mean number of other inactive members 1.29 0.43 1.21 0.35

The Impact of Inter-provincial Migration on the Labor Market 
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FIGURE 4

Reviewing other results in Table 9, the majority of the two inter-provincial migrant 
groups (about three-quarters) worked in the tertiary sector activities – especially in 
the wholesale and retail, finance and CSP services industries. A greater proportion of 
these two groups worked in the formal sector (also about three-quarters) compared 
to the corresponding shares in the two permanent resident groups. It is interesting 
that the mean number of other inactive household members was much smaller (0.4) 
in the two inter-provincial migrant groups. This result suggests that the Eastern Cape 
to the Western Cape migrants, as well as the Limpopo to Gauteng migrants actively 
looked for work in the destination provinces.

Econometric analysis

This section conducts multivariate econometric analysis, by means of probit regres-
sions on labor force participation likelihood and Heckprobit regressions on employ-
ment likelihood (conditional on labor force participation), focusing on the individu-
als in the Western Cape and Gauteng. The reference categories are as follows: gender: 
female; race: Africans; age cohort: 15-24 years; migration status: permanent residents 
who did not migrate in the past 10 years.

The probit regression on labor force participation likelihood (Table 10) results 
indicate that, after controlling for differences in other personal- and household-level 
characteristics, males were more than 10% significantly more likely to enter the labor 
market in both provinces. Africans were significantly more likely to enter the labor 
force in the Western Cape, whereas this was the case with the white individuals in 
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Gauteng, ceteris paribus. In both provinces, individuals from the four older age co-
horts were associated with significantly greater labor force participation likelihood 
compared to the reference category (15-24 years), ceteris paribus. There was a posi-
tive but non-linear relationship between years of education and labor force participa-
tion likelihood. In addition, the presence of more children and elderly members in 
households led to significantly lower labor force participation probability.

Table 10: Probit regressions on labor force participation 
likelihood in Western Cape and Gauteng

*** Significant at 1% ** Significant at 5% * Significant at 10%
Base categories:  Gender: Female
   Race: African
   Age cohort: 15-24 years
   Migration status: permanent residents

Regarding the migration status dummy variables, compared to the permanent resi-
dents, intra-provincial migrants, as well as both long-term and short-term inter-pro-
vincial migrants were significantly more likely to be labor force participants in both 

Western Cape Gauteng
Marginal effects

Gender: Male 0.1306*** 0.1086***

Race: Coloured -0.0251*** -0.0003
Race: Indian -0.0942*** -0.0614***

Race: White -0.0474*** 0.0059***

Age: 25-34 years   0.2510*** 0.2422***

Age: 35-44 years 0.2562*** 0.2527***

Age: 45-54 years 0.1999*** 0.2207***

Age: 55-64 years 0.0259*** 0.1057***

Education year -0.0016*** -0.0089***

Education year squared 0.0015*** 0.0017***

Married or living with a partner 0.0570*** 0.0491***

Migration status: Intra-provincial 0.0422*** 0.0572***

Migration status: Long-term inter-provincial 0.0441*** 0.0570***

Migration status: Short-term inter-provincial 0.0377*** 0.0527***

Migration status: International/others 0.0352*** 0.0664***

Area type: Urban -0.1165*** -0.0122***

Number of children 0-14 years in the household -0.0096*** -0.0096***

Number of males 15-59 years in the household -0.0195*** -0.0198***

Number of females 15-59 years in the household 0.0006** -0.0051***

Number of elderly 60+ years in the household -0.0595*** -0.0615***

Number of observations (weighted) 3 685 517 8 222 914
Prob > Chi-squared 0.0000 0.0000
Pseudo R-squared 0.1286 0.1336

The Impact of Inter-provincial Migration on the Labor Market 
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provinces, with marginal effects being approximately 4% in the Western Cape and 
5.5% in Gauteng, upon controlling for differences in other characteristics.

The results of the Heckprobit regressions on the respective employment prob-
abilities of the two provinces, conditional on participation, are shown in Table 11. 
First of all, the lambda was statistically significant in both regressions. The inverse 
Mills ratio that Lambda stands for serves as a measure to which a sample suffers 
from selection bias. It can thus be ascertained that the members of the labor force 
do in fact differ from their counterparts who chose not to participate in the labor 
force. Hence, the use of the Heckman two-step approach to conducting employment 
probits, is justified. 

Table 11: Heckprobit regressions on employment likelihood
in Western Cape and Gauteng, conditional on labor force participation

*** Significant at 1% ** Significant at 5% * Significant at 10%
Base categories:  Gender: Female
   Race: African
   Age cohort: 15-24 years
   Migration status: permanent residents

The results indicate that, ceteris paribus, males were significantly more likely to be 
employed in the labor force; with regard to race; Africans were least likely of all the 

Western Cape Gauteng
Marginal effects

Gender: Male 0.0116*** 0.0282***

Race: Coloured 0.1084*** 0.0545***

Race: Indian 0.1170*** 0.1626***

Race: White 0.1552*** 0.1854***

Age: 25-34 years   0.0198*** -0.0317***

Age: 35-44 years 0.0616*** 0.0216***

Age: 45-54 years 0.1008*** 0.0859***

Age: 55-64 years 0.1519*** 0.1790***

Education year -0.0209*** -0.0256***

Education year squared 0.0019*** 0.0019***

Married or living with a partner 0.0281*** 0.0148***

Migration status: Intra-provincial 0.0204*** 0.0533***

Migration status: Long-term inter-provincial 0.0201*** 0.0291***

Migration status: Short-term inter-provincial 0.0275*** 0.0259***

Migration status: International/others 0.0795*** 0.0685***

Area type: Urban -0.1450*** -0.0309***

Lambda -0.2244*** -0.4229***

Number of observations 2 423 373 5 740 373
Prob > Chi-squared 0.0000 0.0000
Pseudo R-squared 0.1552 0.1496
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races to be employed in both provinces, and the marginal effect was the greatest for 
whites, followed by Indians and Coloureds, ceteris paribus. In addition, individuals 
aged 35-64 years were significantly more likely to be employed, with the marginal ef-
fect increasing across these three elderly age cohorts, after controlling for differences 
in other characteristics.

Higher educational attainment was associated with significantly greater em-
ployment likelihood but this positive relationship was not linear. Compared with the 
reference migration status category (permanent residents), intra-provincial, short-
term inter-provincial and long-term inter-provincial migrants into the Western Cape 
and Gauteng were significantly more likely to find work, with the marginal effect in 
all three above-mentioned migrant categories being greater in the Gauteng regres-
sion, ceteris paribus.

CONCLUSION

This study used the Census 2011 (StatsSA, 2011) to investigate how the short- and 
long-term inter-provincial migrants fared in the labor markets of Gauteng and the 
Western Cape, the two most developed and popular migration destination provinces 
in South Africa. Both short-term and long-term inter-provincial migrants into these 
two provinces were typically youth aged 15-34 years, unmarried African urban resi-
dents with 11-12 years of educational attainment on average, coming from house-
holds with about three members. The majority of migrants to the Western Cape came 
from the Eastern Cape (above 50%) and Gauteng (21%), whereas about half of the 
migrants to Gauteng had Limpopo (31%) and KwaZulu-Natal (19%) as their home 
provinces. 

These inter-provincial migrants enjoyed lower unemployment rates and high-
er per capita income than the permanent residents but were still outperformed by 
intra-provincial migrants within these two provinces. In addition, the multivariate 
econometric analysis found that, other controlling for other differences in personal- 
and household-level characteristics, the inter-provincial migrants were about 5% 
more likely to enter the labor market to seek work and 3% more likely to find work, 
compared with the permanent residents. Both results were statistically significant.

There were also brief descriptive statistics derived on the inter-provincial mi-
grants from the Eastern Cape to the Western Cape as well as from Limpopo to Gaut-
eng. It was found that, compared to those who remained in the Eastern Cape and 
Limpopo, the two groups of migrants were relatively younger and more educated 
urban residents, who enjoyed higher LFPRs, lower unemployment likelihoods, better 
non-income welfare and higher per capita income.

Job-seeking inter-provincial immigration into Gauteng and the Western Cape 
will certainty continue as long as these two provinces are associated with better eco-
nomic conditions and more abundant work opportunities, whereas the economic 
problems like unemployment and poverty persist in the home provinces (Oosthui-
zen and Naidoo, 2004; Jacobs, 2014). In particular, based on the empirical findings, 
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these migrants are most likely to cluster in certain districts (City of Cape Town, 
Ekurhuleni, Johannesburg and Tshwane). 

Therefore, the Gauteng and Western Cape provincial governments will con-
tinue to face important challenges in addressing the increased burden on basic ser-
vice delivery, housing, health, education and social service systems as a result of the 
inter-provincial migration, and backlogs will most likely exist in the abovementioned 
districts (Posel, 2010). In other words, the national government needs to take inter-
provincial migration into consideration when allocating the national budget to prov-
inces, districts and municipalities. 

The empirical findings have also indicated that not all the inter-provincial mi-
grants eventually found work in Gauteng and the Western Cape. Assuming they did 
not return to their home provinces, their presence would mean that the two receiving 
provinces need to deal with the increased unemployed population, when it comes to 
job creation and entrepreneurship development strategies. 

On the other hand, even though the migrants (assuming they settled and 
found work in Gauteng and the Western Cape) maintain economic linkages with 
their home provinces through remittances, it is still undeniable that the emigration 
of younger and more educated individuals has resulted in an aging and less educated 
population in the home provinces. Hence, more detailed research needs to be done 
on the push factors in the home provinces (especially the Eastern Cape and Lim-
popo) for better policy and strategy development to improve the socio-economic 
conditions in these provinces, to better address the problems in these less developed 
provinces, before more private investment and entrepreneurial activities are attract-
ed to retain the youth population there (Gamede, 2017). Otherwise, the provincial 
brain drain could deprive these provinces of receiving returns on their investment 
in their potential youth labor force, not forgetting that their departure imposes ad-
ditional fiscal burden on the remaining residents.
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APPENDIX

Table A1: Non-income welfare indicators included for the SES index
Variable Category

Dwelling
[1]: Formal house/flat
[2]: Single room or flatlet
[3]: Other

Piped water access
[1]: Piped water inside dwelling
[2]: Piped water inside the yard
[3]: Piped water on community stand
[4]: No access to piped water

Sanitation
[1]: Flush or chemical toilet
[2]: Pit toilet with ventilation
[3]: Pit toilet without ventilation
[4]: Other

Fuel source for cooking
[1]: Electricity or solar
[2]: Gas
[3]: Other

Refuse removal frequency [1]: At least once a week
[2]: Other

Internet access
[1]: From home or cell phone
[2]: From elsewhere
[3]: No access

Computer [1]: Yes
[2]: No

Landline telephone [1]: Yes
[2]: No

Cell phone [1]: Yes
[2]: No

Television [1]: Yes
[2]: No

DVD player [1]: Yes
[2]: No

Refrigerator [1]: Yes
[2]: No

Washing machine [1]: Yes
[2]: No

Electric/Gas stove [1]: Yes
[2]: No

Motorcar [1]: Yes
[2]: No



55

Table A2: First principal components for deriving the SES index

Table A3: Previous province of residence versus current 
province of residence (weighted numbers, 1 000s)

Dwelling: Formal house/flat 0.2068
Dwelling: Single room or flatlet -0.0084
Piped water access: Inside dwelling 0.2999
Piped water access: Inside the yard -0.0707
Piped water access: On community stand -0.2169
Sanitation: Flush or chemical toilet 0.2981
Sanitation: Pit toilet with ventilation -0.1124
Sanitation: Pit toilet without ventilation -0.1839
Fuel source for cooking: Electricity or solar 0.2538
Fuel source for cooking: Gas 0.0108
Refuse removal frequency: At least once a week 0.2663
Internet access: From home or cell phone 0.1555
Internet access: From elsewhere 0.0771
Computer ownership: Yes 0.2367
Landline telephone ownership: Yes 0.2022
Cell phone ownership: Yes 0.1184
Television ownership: Yes 0.2579
DVD player ownership: Yes 0.2345
Refrigerator ownership: Yes 0.2718
Washing machine ownership: Yes 0.2774
Electric/Gas stove ownership: Yes 0.2622
Motorcar ownership: Yes 0.2496

Proportion of variation explained by the first principal components 27.68%

Current province of residence
WC EC NC FS KZN NW GAU MPU LIM Overseas Not 

specified

Pr
ev

io
us

 p
ro

vi
nc

e o
f r

es
id

en
ce

WC 690 26 7 4 9 5 41 4 4 1 0
EC 142 432 6 15 72 28 113 13 10 1 0
NC 14 3 84 6 4 9 13 3 3 0 0
FS 9 6 6 167 6 19 62 8 5 0 0
KZN 22 16 2 9 698 9 154 24 7 1 0
NW 6 3 14 7 5 243 78 7 12 0 0
GAU 55 27 7 23 39 61 1 805 49 49 2 1
MPU 7 4 2 3 10 9 89 225 18 0 0
LIM 9 4 2 5 7 22 247 32 315 1 0
Overseas 90 31 6 28 62 67 398 59 87 1 0
Not 
specified

31 14 4 6 25 11 56 8 6 0 0

1 075 566 140 272 937 481 3 057 432 515 6 2
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Table A4: Previous province of residence versus current province of residence (%)

Current province of residence
WC EC NC FS KZN NW GAU MPU LIM

Pr
ev

io
us

 p
ro

vi
nc

e o
f 

re
sid

en
ce

WC 64.84 4.59 5.36 1.54 0.91 0.94 1.33 0.82 0.72
EC 13.23 76.41 4.13 5.50 7.41 6.00 3.77 3.03 1.96
NC 1.24 0.42 60.82 2.06 0.39 1.84 0.43 0.58 0.35
FS 0.86 1.02 4.03 61.06 0.68 3.84 2.03 1.84 0.94
KZN 2.00 2.86 1.45 3.22 74.85 1.79 5.06 5.52 1.28
NW 0.56 0.60 9.43 2.65 0.51 50.72 2.58 1.60 2.29
GAU 5.06 4.74 5.14 8.58 4.24 12.56 59.11 10.90 9.56
MPU 0.60 0.61 1.14 1.18 1.08 1.95 2.91 52.49 3.60
LIM 0.81 0.69 1.35 1.69 0.68 4.50 8.15 7.71 62.23
Overseas 7.92 5.47 4.12 10.31 6.55 13.44 12.81 13.60 15.84
Unspecified 2.88 2.58 3.04 2.21 2.70 2.41 1.83 1.91 1.26

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Intra-provincial 64.84 76.41 60.82 61.06 74.85 50.72 59.11 52.49 62.23
Inter-provincial 24.36 15.54 32.02 26.42 15.90 33.43 26.25 32.00 20.67
Overseas 7.92 5.47 4.12 10.31 6.55 13.44 12.81 13.60 15.84
Unspecified 2.88 2.58 3.04 2.21 2.70 2.41 1.83 1.91 1.26

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
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Table A5: Summary statistics of the Western Cape and Gauteng residents
Western Cape residents Gauteng residents

Min Max Mean Std Dev Min Max Mean Std Dev
Age 15 64 35.1509 13.1918 15 64 34.3236 12.5611
Cohort 1 5 2.4937 1.2530 1 5 2.4937 1.2530
Gender 1 2 1.4871 0.4998 1 2 1.4871 0.4998
Race 1 5 1.5774 1.1414 1 5 1.5774 1.1414
Marital status 1 6 2.2929 1.1122 1 6 2.2929 1.1122
Educational 
attainment category

1 7 3.4835 1.1012 1 7 3.6559 1.1488

Education year 0 17 10.0960 3.3287 0 17 10.6703 3.3409
Number of children 
0-14 years

0 16 1.0991 1.2721 0 16 0.9648 1.2399

Number of male 
adults 15-59 years

0 19 1.4723 1.0865 0 19 1.3813 1.0545

Number of female 
adults 15-59 years

0 12 1.5498 1.0827 0 12 1.4036 1.0969

Number of elderly 60+ 
years

0 5 0.2525 0.5566 0 10 0.2016 0.4981

Labor market status 1 3 1.8263 0.9102 1 3 1.7866 0.8782
Dummy: Labor force 
participation

0 1 0.6575 0.4745 0 1 0.6984 0.4590

Dummy: Employed 0 1 0.7851 0.4108 0 1 0.7375 0.4400
Broad occupation 
category

1 99 5.5130 3.2504 1 99 5.4378 3.2082

Broad industry 
category

1 11 6.7839 2.4633 1 11 7.0360 2.2723

Sector 1 4 1.3491 0.7295 1 4 1.4021 0.7894
Number of other 
employed members

0 18 0.9818 1.0413 0 25 0.8247 0.9878

Number of other 
unemployed members

0 10 0.3247 0.7571 0 12 0.3770 0.8225

Number of other 
inactive members

0 11 0.8441 1.1377 0 12 0.6861 1.0747

Province of residence 
at the time of 
interview

1 9
1.0160 0.3017

1 9 6.9956 0.1717

Province of usual 
residence

1 1 1.0000 0.0000 7 7 7.0000 0.0000

Moved within the last 
10 years

0 1 0.2903 0.4539 0 1 0.3700 0.4828

Year of moving 2001 2011 2007 2.7533 2001 2011 2008 2.7646
Province of previous 
residence

1 11 2.7478 3.1567 1 11 7.1834 1.9165

Migration status 
category

2 6 5.0862 1.6000 2 6 4.9019 1.6827

Area type 1 2 1.0836 0.2769 1 2 1.0282 0.1656
Household size 1 29 4.4731 2.3877 1 30 4.0815 2.4114
SES index -5.1610 3.998 1.6444 1.8843 -5.2049 3.998 1.2693 2.1347
SES quintile 1 5 3.9173 1.1263 1 5 3.7254 1.2229
Per capita income 
(2019 December 
prices)

0 4 074 
731 68 948 159 673

0 4 074 
731

85 194 192 585

Per capita income 
quintile

1 5 3.1828 1.3414 1 5 3.2205 1.4362

The Impact of Inter-provincial Migration on the Labor Market
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Situated within the neoclassical micro-economic and migration networks theories, 
this study used in-depth interviews to explore the circumstances, lived experiences, 
risk and vulnerabilities of female migrants in selected informal sector businesses in the 
Cape Coast Metropolis of Ghana. The data was processed and analyzed thematically 
using the QSR Nvivo qualitative software version 11. Participants reported varied and 
complex lived experiences. Poverty, the search for employment, parental irresponsibili-
ty and marital instability were the dominant explanations for their decisions to migrate. 
Most participants intimated that their health and economic rights were often violated, 
that they endured verbal abuse, physical injury, sexual harassment, and were compelled 
to work even when sick. Their daily or monthly earnings were at the mercy of their 
employers, and their work, living and sleeping environments were unsafe. Considering 
that these findings reflect what generally prevails in other parts of the country, Ghana is 
unlikely to achieve Target 8.8 of the Sustainable Development Goal 8. There is therefore 
an urgent need to enforce the relevant laws and policies to protect the fundamental 
human rights, safety, health and well-being of females in these and similar livelihood 
activities in Ghana. 

Keywords: female migrants; informal sector; vulnerabilities; sustainable 
development goals
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INTRODUCTION 

Globally, migration is driven mainly by disparities in income and wealth, job oppor-
tunities, human security, demographic trends, and social networks (UN, 2013; 2015). 
Globally, there are nearly 272 million migrants of whom 47.9% are females (UNDE-
SA, 2019). The highest share of female migrants is in Northern America (51.8%) and 
Europe (51.4%), and the lowest is in sub-Saharan Africa (47.5%), and Northern Afri-
ca and Western Asia (35.5%). Sub-Saharan Africa, Northern Africa and Western Asia 
are regions with the fastest growing migrant populations (ILO, 2018). In sub-Saharan 
Africa, including Ghana, the informal sector is a key source of livelihood and income 
generation for migrant workers, especially in the urban areas (World Bank, 2011), a 
situation partly attributed to the failure of formal structures to create formal job op-
portunities (Anyidoho and Steel, 2016). The sector is fraught with many challenges, 
including the absence of regulations, thereby exposing vulnerable actors in the sector 
to exploitation, physical and sexual abuse, accidents, low financial remuneration and 
other health risks (Osei-Boateng and Ampratwum, 2011; Dogbe and Annan, 2015). 
Drawing on the principles of grounded theory in the context of international and na-
tional legal frameworks, this study documents the circumstances, motivations, lived 
experiences and future aspirations of female migrants engaged in informal sector 
businesses in the Cape Coast Metropolis of the Central Region of Ghana. It contrib-
utes to current debates on migration, health and sustainable livelihoods.

Adanu (2004) estimated that over 80% of employment is informal with 88% of 
street traders being women (Budlender, 2011). According to the Ghanaian 2010 Pop-
ulation Census (Government of Ghana, 2012), 42.5% of the total population in the 
Central Region are migrants. It has also been noted that more than seven out of ten 
people who engage in informal sector businesses in the Cape Coast Metropolis, are 
migrants (Tanle, 2018). The high number of migrants in the Metropolis is attributed 
to its unique historical, social and economic characteristics which attract migrants 
from within and outside the region. In particular, commerce, trade and the hospital-
ity industries are major sources of employment to both migrants and non-migrants 
in the Metropolis. It is estimated that about 32.5% of people who are employed in the 
Metropolis are engaged as service and sales workers (Government of Ghana, 2014). 
Some female migrants are engaged as domestic servants, auxiliary workers of pubs 
(drinking bars), and local restaurants also known locally as ‘chop bars’. Considering 
the increasing number of female migrants involved in the sector, it is imperative that 
measures are taken to mitigate against the associated vulnerabilities, socio-economic 
and health risks. This could contribute towards the attainment of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in Ghana, especially Target 8.8 of Goal 8. Goal 8 seeks 
to “promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employ-
ment and decent work for all” whilst Target 8.8 seeks to “protect labour rights and 
promote safe and secure working environments for all including female migrant 
workers, and those engaged in high risk jobs” (WHO, 2016). It is in this intriguing 
context that we pose a number of questions: (a) What attracts female migrants into 
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the informal sector businesses in the Cape Coast Metropolis? (b) What has been 
the lived experiences of female migrants with respect to remuneration, basic human 
rights and health risks? (c) How do female migrants navigate their apparent poor and 
vulnerable portfolios into achieving their set aspirations? This study illuminates an 
understanding of these important research questions.

CONCEPTUAL, THEORETICAL AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK

Migration has been defined as a spatial movement that involves temporary or perma-
nent change of one’s usual place of residence from one defined geographical area to 
the other at any given time (Baubock, 2013; Tanle, 2018; Tsapenko, 2018). This study 
focuses on autonomous internal migrant women mostly from nearby districts of the 
Central Region who are engaged in some informal sector businesses in the Cape 
Coast Metropolis. The study is guided by the neoclassical micro-economic theory 
developed by Todaro (1969) and Borjas (1989); and the migration networks theory 
proposed by Massey et al. (1993). 

The neoclassical micro-economic theory explains how individuals make deci-
sions in migration. The individual, being rational, is expected to make a comparative 
analysis of the cost and benefits associated with pre-migration arrangements. The 
hallmark of the theory is the existence of differences in economic opportunities be-
tween places which tend to motivate people to migrate (De Haas, 2010; Tanle, 2010). 
In Ghana, studies have shown that young adults of both sexes often migrate from 
rural agricultural areas with limited socio-economic opportunities to the towns and 
cities, for all kinds of employment (Van der Geest, 2010; Kwankye et al., 2007; Abdul-
Korah, 2011; Awumbila, 2015). Although the theory provides information on the 
structural differences between places of origin (rural areas) and destination (urban 
centers) which could induce female migration from the surrounding communities 
or districts within the Central Region to the Cape Coast Metropolis, it is not certain 
that migrants actually do a cost-benefit analysis before migrating (McDowell and De 
Haan, 1997; De Haas, 2010; Tanle, 2010).

The migration networks theory stipulates that migration is a set of interper-
sonal links or connections in which migrants interact with their families, friends or 
compatriots at the places of origin through the exchange of information and provi-
sion of diverse support mechanisms. These interactions facilitate the migration pro-
cess of potential migrants as it reduces costs and inherent risks associated with mi-
gration (Taylor, 1999; Tanle, 2010; 2018). In sub-Saharan Africa, through migration 
networks, some migrants (including females) from rural areas have been able to join 
their counterparts already in the informal sector businesses in the towns and cities 
(Elkan et al., 1982; Synnove, 1999; Van der Geest, 2010; Tanle and Awusabo-Asare, 
2007; Adepoju, 2010; Abdul-Korah, 2011; Awumbila et al., 2017). Through migra-
tion networks, female migrants from neighboring communities and districts within 
the Central Region could be assisted in various ways by their friends or compatriots 
to migrate to the Cape Coast Metropolis to engage in informal sector businesses. It 
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is, however, instructive to note that migration networks cannot continue unabated 
due to socio-economic, political or some structural changes which could make a 
hitherto popular migrants’ destination area no longer attractive to migrants (Tanle, 
2010; Arongo, 2018). 

There is no consensus on the definition of the informal sector or economy but 
this paper adopts the definition by Khotkina (2007), as any legal income-generating 
activity resulting in the production of goods and services by workers who are outside 
the organized workforce which may or may not include any violation of legal laws 
(Tanle, 2018). In most developing countries, there are no specific legal regulations 
guiding the informal sector (Adei and Kunfaa, 2007; Burton, 2010; Monney et al., 
2014). In Ghana, it has been noted that the sector is characterized by poor envi-
ronmental health and safety conditions, lack of protection by institutions mandated 
to ensure occupational health and safety at the workplace, and no recognition by 
the labor laws regarding the peculiar conditions of informal sector work (Burton, 
2010; Osei-boateng and Ampratwum, 2011). Based on these factors, this study draws 
on regulations of the International Labour Organization (ILO), the United Nations 
Convention, and the 2003 Ghana Labour Act (Government of Ghana, 2003), to re-
flect on the work and living circumstances of female migrant workers in the Cape 
Coast Metropolis. These instruments are anchored on principles codified in the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights. These include the ILO Migration for Employ-
ment Convention, 1949 (No. 97), the ILO Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provi-
sions) Convention, 1975 (No. 143), and the 1990 UN International Convention on 
the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members of their Families. 
For instance, ILO Convention 97 requires non-discrimination between nationals and 
migrants in job recruitments, contract and working conditions, access to justice, tax 
and social security regulations (ILO, 2015). 

In Ghana, studies on female migrants engaged in various activities in the 
informal sector have been widely documented (Tanle and Awusabo-Asare, 2007; 
Awumbila and Ardayfio-Schandorf, 2008; Awumbila, 2015; Awumbila et al., 2017a; 
Awumbila et al., 2017b). Some of these studies have noted the autonomous migration 
of young women and girls from rural agricultural communities in the north to urban 
centers in the south, where they work as head load porters (popularly known as kaya 
yei in Ghana), attendants in local restaurants, domestic workers or petty traders with 
no regulations or any social protection (Tanle and Awusabo-Asare, 2007; Awumbila 
and Ardayfio-Schandorf, 2008; Awumbila, 2015). Another study by Awumbila et al. 
(2017b) reported the mediating role of brokers in facilitating the recruitment, ne-
gotiation for better terms and conditions of employment of rural female migrants 
from poor rural agricultural communities into domestic work in Accra. Other stud-
ies (Awumbila and Ardayfio-Schandorf, 2008; Abdul-Korah, 2011; Briones, 2013; 
Awumbila et al., 2014; Awumbila et al., 2017a) have found that both male and female 
migrants are mostly engaged in the informal sector in low-paid, insecure occupa-
tions, have little or no control over their employment conditions, work longer hours 
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in a day, but the females compared to their male counterparts are more vulnerable 
and often exploited by their employers.

This paper focuses on Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8, Target 8.8. 
Goal 8 seeks to “promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and pro-
ductive employment and decent work for all”, whilst Target 8.8 seeks to “protect la-
bour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all including fe-
male migrant workers, and those engaged in high risk jobs” (WHO, 2016). In 2015, 
the United Nations (UN) proposed the concept of Sustainable Development Goals, 
central to its development agenda to guide the global community in its development 
programs. The SDGs comprised 17 Goals and 169 Targets, and member countries 
are expected to adopt/adapt these Goals and Targets and use them as benchmarks 
to assess their own levels of development, by 2030. In this regard, Target 8.8 serves 
as a framework for addressing the lived experiences of female migrants in the infor-
mal sector businesses in the Cape Coast Metropolis and others in similar situations 
across the country. There is therefore the need for research on these female migrants, 
to better inform policies and programs meant to address their plight, as proposed in 
SDG 8 and Target 8.8. The perspectives presented in this section provide the context 
for discussing the experiences of female migrants engaged in informal sector busi-
nesses in the Cape Coast Metropolis.

STUDY AREA, DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

The Cape Coast Metropolis is bounded on the south by the Gulf of Guinea, on the 
west by the Komenda-Edina-Eguafo-Abrem Municipality, on the east by the Abura-
Asebu Kwamankese District and on the north by the Twifu Hemang-Lower Denkyira 
District (Figure 1). The Metropolis is the smallest in the country and covers an area 
of 122 square kilometers. The capital, Cape Coast, is also the capital of the Central 
Region, and the first national capital of the former Gold Coast, now Ghana. 

The Cape Coast Metropolis has a population of 169,894, comprising 48.7% 
males and 51.3% females (Government of Ghana, 2012). The Metropolis is 77.0% 
urbanized and has a 90.0% literacy rate, which is higher than the national average 
of 74.1% (Government of Ghana, 2012). The Metropolis is endowed with historical, 
traditional and cultural resources which serve as a tourist attraction in Ghana. 

The Metropolis has a large daily market and some satellite markets, a wide 
range of banking, hospitality, and health facilities. The large population, brisk com-
mercial activities and tourist attractions attract migrants to the Metropolis to engage 
in all kinds of informal sector businesses. In Ghana, gender roles are prescribed for 
males and females and this is extended to informal sector businesses (Tanle, 2018; 
Government of Ghana, 2014; Porter et al., 2011). 
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Figure 1: Map of the Cape Coast Metropolis showing the study sites

Source: Geographic Information System (GIS) and Cartographic Unit of the Depart-
ment of Geography and Regional Planning, University of Cape Coast (UCC), Cape Coast.

The study is a cross-sectional qualitative assessment of migrant female hawkers and 
those who work as sales assistants in provision shops or serve in drinking bars and 
local restaurants in the Cape Coast Metropolis. Given the nature of these enterprises, 
we adopted a flexible, convenient and more engaging approach to data collection. 
We used a semi-structured interview guide to conduct in-depth interviews (IDIs) 
with the respondents, which covered the nature, terms and conditions of their work, 
physical and health risks and future aspirations. 

To ensure wide dispersion, the interviews were conducted in the daily and sat-
ellite markets and suburbs of the Metropolis. The interviews with hawkers and sales 
assistants in provisions shops were conducted at the Abura, Kotokoraba, Kingsway 
and Tantri Markets while female migrants serving in bars and local restaurants were 
contacted at Pedu, Adisadel and Bakaano, all in the Cape Coast Metropolis. 

Because of the nature of the activities of hawkers, we visited and positioned 
ourselves at different locations of the markets and also along the main streets. Fe-
male hawkers selling along the streets were then purposively targeted, conveniently 
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approached and invited to participate in the study. The objectives of the study, study 
procedures, potential risks and benefits were explained to the potential participants. 
Participation in the study was voluntary and participants had the right to accept or 
refuse participation in the study without suffering any denial of their fundamental 
human rights. To ensure anonymity, the real names or any information that can re-
veal the identity of the participants were not used in the study report or publication 
of its findings. In this paper, we used only pseudonyms in the excerpts from the tran-
scripts. Individuals who consented to participate in the study were invited to suitable 
locations to ensure their privacy. This arrangement also ensured that the interviews 
were done devoid of interruptions. There were no payments for participation in the 
study. However, at the end of each interview, participants were given a token in ap-
preciation of their participation. 

Prior to data collection, we thoroughly reviewed the interview guide and car-
ried out mock interviews to ensure its appropriateness and suitability. The interviews 
were conducted in the preferred local languages of the respondents (Fante/Twi), tape 
recorded, transcribed verbatim into English and edited for analysis. The tape record-
ers and transcripts were locked in a cabinet to which only the study investigators had 
access. Similarly, all transcripts were saved, passworded and accessible only to the 
study investigators. After the edited and final versions of transcripts were submit-
ted to the investigators, all files including those in the recycle bin on the laptops of 
the interview moderators were deleted. Because of our interest in the vulnerabilities 
and coping strategies of the participants and the policy implications for them, of the 
40 in-depth interviews conducted, this paper is limited to 34 of the interviews with 
participants who were employed by other people. 

The QSR Nvivo qualitative software version 11, was used to process the data 
for thematic analysis. The software permits data to be coded in major and sub-themes 
and this helps in relating and contrasting within and between cases. This approach 
enabled us to build a holistic picture of the perceptions, lived experiences and future 
aspirations of the female migrants in the Metropolis. We paid attention to views that 
differed from the dominant themes and extracted texts from the various aligning and 
contrasting views of participants to build the findings.

RESULTS

Background characteristics of participants 

A total of 34 female migrants working in four main informal settings (hawkers, sales 
attendants in provisions shops, waitresses in drinking bars and local restaurants) 
were interviewed. Eight of the study participants were hawkers, 20 of them worked as 
waitresses in local restaurants and drinking bars while six were sales assistants in pro-
visions shops. The hawkers were involved in different trading activities such as the 
sale of second-hand clothing, sachet water, fruits and local beverages (bisap/sobolo). 
A few of them were involved in the sale of multiple items, depending on trends in 
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sales and the season of the year, especially with regards to the sale of seasonal perish-
able products such as fruits and vegetables. Those serving in drinking bars and ‘chop 
bars’/restaurants were either waitresses or cooks, or both. 

Most of the participants were in their twenties. Twenty-two of the participants 
had no children at the time of the study and the rest had between one and three chil-
dren. The study participants migrated to the Metropolis mainly from the Eastern, 
Volta, Greater Accra, Ashanti, and northern regions and, surrounding districts in the 
Central Region of Ghana. 

In terms of education, four of the participants said they dropped out of school 
but did not indicate the specific stage. Fifteen others dropped out at the primary 
school level. Twelve of them completed Junior High Secondary (JHS) while five 
dropped out of school at the Senior High School (SHS) level. Participants intimated 
that marital instability (divorce) of their parents, lack of parental support and poverty 
were the main reasons for dropping out of school. Six of the migrants dropped out of 
school because of unintended pregnancies.

Nature, duration and context of work

We gauged participants’ views about the nature of their work. In the migrants’ views, 
the nature of the work depends on the specific activity or role one is engaged in. For 
hawkers, this may concern the goods being sold, the terms and conditions agreed 
with the owner of the business, on the season of the year, and general sales trends.

Unlike the formal sector, hawkers and female migrants in the hospitality in-
dustry work for comparatively longer hours. Some of the migrants interviewed in-
dicated that they start their day as early as possible first by doing household chores 
such as sweeping, washing of clothes and dishes, bathing and preparing children 
for school before they go hawking. These children may be their own children or the 
children of their employers. On good days, they make profits but on other days, they 
make losses, especially if dealing in perishable products such as tomatoes, bananas 
or bisap/sobolo (a local beverage). Commencement and duration of their daily work 
depend on the specific activity involved, as indicated in the excerpts below. 

Actually, I assist a woman who sells in the market from morning till 3pm and 
start hawking my own bananas from that time and close when my things get 
finished around 6pm. I work every day including Sundays (a 22-year-old ba-
nana seller).

I normally start hawking at 9am and close at 3pm. When I have [goods] left 
over, I store them in the fridge for the next day but when it goes bad, I throw it 
away. So, there are days I make a profit and days I run at a loss (a 20-year-old 
bisap/sobolo seller).

Migrants working in restaurants and drinking bars typically start their working day 
as early as about 4am and close at about 10pm. Similarly, the daily routine of wait-
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resses or cooks includes, cleaning of cooking utensils, sweeping and setting up seats 
for customers. During weekends or festive periods and special occasions, such as 
weddings, funerals and festivals, female migrants who work in drinking bars, could 
close from work as late as 12 midnight or even later. In some instances, the waitresses 
are permitted to close only if there are no more customers to be served. Waitresses 
and cooks work a minimum of six days a week and in some cases, they are given only 
a few hours of rest on Sundays. However, even on such days, the migrants exceed the 
legally acceptable maximum working hours of 8 hours a day for five working days 
a week, as enshrined in Ghana’s Labour Law (Government of Ghana, 2003). Yet, for 
some of the migrants, especially those working in bars and restaurants, routine tasks 
unattended to during their rest, such as washing of bowls and cooking utensils and 
loading of the fridge with drinks, await them the next day as explained in the follow-
ing narrative: 

 I work the whole week, from Monday to Saturday. I start work at 4am and 
close at 10pm but on Sunday I come here at 6am and close at 4 pm. When I 
get here in the morning, I first clean up the place, fetch water in all the con-
tainers, and then wash the napkins and other cloths and also the utensils that 
were not washed the previous day. In the evening around 9:30 pm, I sweep the 
kitchen and wash utensils (bowls and plates) (a 22-year-old waitress at a local 
restaurant). 

Most of the hawkers interviewed said they operate mainly in the vicinity of the Abura 
market. Occasionally however, they move to other communities, including public 
institutions, to promote their wares. In these circumstances, hawkers may face re-
sistance or backlash from members of those new territories that they try to explore. 
Resistance by community members may be a strategy to avoid competition and to 
reinforce their territorial dominance. According to one respondent:

I hawk around and go to UCC campus at times but now they (the UCC se-
curity and store owners who have monopolized the satellite markets as their 
territory) don’t even allow us there (a 28-year-old second-hand clothes seller).

Motivations and aspirations for engaging in informal sector business activities 

Generally, certain factors and conditions serve to attract people into specific indus-
tries or occupations. These may include availability of job opportunities, work envi-
ronment, including location and security of the job, remuneration, welfare policies 
such as paid annual and sick leave, health insurance and social security policies. The 
presence or absence of these factors may serve to attract or discourage people from 
desiring employment in those sectors. In this study, we explored female migrants’ 
motivations, aspirations and circumstances that informed their migration to the Me-
tropolis and engagement in the various informal business activities.

Participants intimated that poverty and the lack of better job opportunities 
and family-related factors compelled them to migrate, in search of livelihood op-
portunities. Some participants indicated that they had no one to cater for them at 
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home, hence their consideration of their current jobs as a chance to earn a living. 
Other participants who had children said the inability of their male partners to take 
care of the family pushed them into such activities. However, the narratives of some 
of the participants show that regardless of their circumstances, they aspire to become 
independent entrepreneurs, owners of their own businesses such as dressmaking and 
hairdressing, as illustrated below:

Oh, I will not be doing this work forever. If I get another work which is less 
risky and the pay is better, I will stop this one and go there. I want to open 
my own shop and do hairdressing. Before I came to my auntie, I learnt some 
hairdressing in my hometown. So, I will learn more and open my own shop (a 
32-year-old female in a local restaurant).

I came here because I was at home and had no job. I would quit if I get a better 
job but for now, I have to do it to take care of the kids. I have plans of learning 
dressmaking. After I completed JHS, I could not continue because there was 
no ‘home at home’ (life was difficult) so I had to start working for my upkeep 
(a 24-year-old second-hand clothes dealer).

With regards to decision-making, most of the migrants indicated that it was their 
personal decision to migrate, and to engage in their current jobs. This is consistent 
with the findings of Tanle and Awusabo-Asare (2007), in a study on the kaya-yei 
business – female porters carrying loads on the head, for a fee – that the decision 
to migrate is often made by the individual migrant or his/her household members. 
They explained that the lack of or little education they attained did not give them a 
competitive edge for formal jobs. Some participants were of the view that if one is 
not ‘well connected’ (having relations or access to people in higher positions who can 
influence a decision in one’s favor), it is difficult to secure employment in the formal 
sector. In their circumstances, they felt engaging in their present jobs was better than 
being unemployed. Others however, mentioned that it was through their friends, rel-
atives and other personal networks that they became aware of and were encouraged 
to get involved in their present business activities. The following excerpts illuminate 
the circumstances that motivated the decisions to engage in these activities: 

I was brought here by a woman from my hometown to come and assist her. 
The woman normally brings the drinks for me to sell (a 19-year-old female 
mineral water seller).

I wanted to come but I didn’t have the lorry fare, so a family friend agreed to 
pay for me to come to Cape Coast. So, I have to work to pay the transport cost 
and other expenses. (a 15-year-old female waitress in a local restaurant).

Earnings and work environment 

Remuneration for work done is an important motivation for hard work and job sat-
isfaction. On the whole, workers who are well paid are usually motivated to work 
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harder to achieve set targets. Poorly paid workers are prone to low output and pro-
ductivity. In this study, we explored participants’ views about their earnings. The 
monthly earnings of participants ranged from Gh¢50.00 to Gh¢200.00 (about $11 
to $45). Some participants intimated that they invest their earnings as savings in the 
form of susu (an informal savings arrangement between a customer and the opera-
tor), as explained by this respondent: 

I normally do susu savings daily and get about Gh¢100.00 a month when the 
market is good but on bad months, I make about Gh¢70.00 (a 20-year-old 
bisap/sobolo seller).

Participants who indicated that they earn daily wages, reported that their daily wage 
ranges from Gh¢5.00 to Gh¢30.00. Most of those who receive daily wages earn below 
the daily minimum wage of Gh¢10.65 in 2018 (Ofori-Atta, 2017). According to the 
Labour Act 651 (Government of Ghana, 2003), every worker in Ghana is entitled to 
be paid his or her remuneration for public holidays and for overtime work. Overtime 
work refers to any extra work done beyond the hours of work, fixed by the rules of 
that work. Exceptions are in circumstances including, accidents threatening human 
lives or the very existence of the undertaking. In addition, every worker is entitled to 
no less than fifteen working days’ leave with full pay in any calendar year of continu-
ous service. Given their low earnings, one of the women who deals in the sale of wa-
ter has devised her own savings whereby on a daily basis, she drops a specific amount 
of money into a personal savings box. While this strategy seems innovative and ap-
pealing for the informal sector, it is prone to risk of theft, given that most of them live 
in shared and unsecured facilities. Two participants shared their experience:

I normally save Gh¢5.00 a day in my money box (a 17-year-old sachet water 
seller).

I make Gh¢30.00 when the sale is good but Gh¢20.00 daily when things are 
not so good (a 32-year-old tomatoes seller).

Working environment, challenges, personal experiences and perceptions of risk 

Participants were encouraged to talk about their work environment, what they per-
ceive as challenges or risks and to share their lived or perceived risk experiences 
encountered in the course of their work. We probed for details where such personal, 
sensitive incidents were admitted. Those who serve in bars and restaurants admit-
ted and bemoaned the hazardous nature of their work environment and encounters 
with abusive clients, co-workers and even employers. They indicated that the poor 
and filthy surroundings of their workplaces exposed them to mosquito bites, injuries 
from broken bottles, kitchen knives, fish and tomato cans, and burns from naked 
fires and exposure to thick smoke in the kitchens. They also complained of stress 
at work which causes bodily pains and fatigue. In some instances, when they get 
injured, the cost of their treatment may be deducted from their meagre monthly 
earnings. These reported experiences are vividly captured in the following excerpts:
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I was sweeping the bar one day and had a big cut from a broken bottle. My 
madam told me to continue to work even though I was in much pain. I had no 
choice, so I had to work with the pains like that. She bought some medicine 
and dressed the wound but later deducted the cost of the medicine from my 
pay (a 24-year-old female in local food and drinks restaurant). 

Due to the stressful nature of the work, I feel pains all over my body every day 
after work. Because of my duties here, I usually get cuts from knives and cans 
when opening canned fish and tomatoes. Also, I usually get fire burns. The 
heat from the cooking also makes my eyes to hurt sometimes (a 27-year-old 
female in a local restaurant). 

Sometimes people smoke around here, which affects us but you can’t do any-
thing about it. If you complain, some of them become annoyed and talk non-
sense to you (a 17-year-old female working in a drinking bar).

Some participants also complained of frequent verbal abuse and insults from clients, 
co-workers and their employers, especially when they made mistakes. In some in-
stances, they were sexually harassed by clients, as narrated by one respondent:

The work is stressful. There are mosquitoes during the night and sometimes 
some customers talk to us anyhow and even sometimes our madam too, they 
don’t respect us. Some customers even harass us and try to touch our private 
parts (a 22-year-old migrant working in a bar). 

Some hawkers complained of having to carry heavy loads of wares and walking sev-
eral hours to sell, which make them tired and yet, some clients would insist on buying 
on credit. The women’s accounts of carrying heavy loads and walking long distances 
for several hours are consistent with Tanle and Awusabo's (2007) findings, based on 
a study on the kaya yei phenomenon in the Kumasi and Accra Metropolis areas in 
Ghana. Chasing after clients to redeem their debts is challenging, and hawkers occa-
sionally get verbally abused, and may suffer physical injury in trying to retrieve their 
money. Traders of perishable goods, such as tomatoes, bemoaned how the sector gets 
crowded when the crop is in season, resulting in losses owing to lack of storage facili-
ties. The hawkers’ narratives below shed more light on the lived and perceived risks 
suffered in the hawking industry:

The work is tiring and most people buy on credit and ask you to come for the 
money later, but some even end up denying owing you and quarrel with you (a 
19-year-old sachet water seller).

The challenge is that when tomatoes are in season, most people hawk in it, so 
the competition is high. There are times when I am not able to sell all, so by 
the next morning it rots. When this happens, my madam will make a loss and 
blame me for it. Because of that she will not pay me or give me something less 
than my normal pay (a 27-year-old tomatoes seller).

Experiences of Female Migrants in the Informal Sector Businesses
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Some respondents, especially hawkers and sales assistants, said they had not experi-
enced any serious sensitive incidents. They were generally content with their working 
environments and described them as “not bad”, except when it rains, and the weather 
becomes unfavorable. One participant said she was content with her job and also had 
a good relationship with her employer, while another complained of her clients being 
overly demanding, 

I will like to keep doing this work because I don’t want to spoil the relation-
ship I have with my madam. But I will leave this job if my husband wants us to 
relocate to another place. I will go and start my own ‘chop bar’ (a 27-year-old 
female in a local restaurant).

There are days I come, and no one buys my goods. Some customers too trouble 
us with their specifications. On rainy days, the market is bad because of the 
weather (a 22-year-old second-hand clothes seller).

Living and sleeping arrangements

The living and sleeping arrangements expose the migrants to some amount of risk 
including, weather vagaries, theft, physical abuse and even rape. As such, we explored 
the views of the participants about their perceived safety. Generally, the living en-
vironment of the participants is deplorable. Most of the participants live in rented, 
single rooms with or without their children or share the room with other colleagues. 
Some of them sleep in rooms with poor ventilation, which they attributed to their 
being exposed to frequent infections, for instance, skin rashes. Others intimated that 
they live in wooden sheds whilst others sleep in the very stores where they work. 
A few of the migrants are able to afford mattresses to sleep on. Most of them sleep 
on floor mats, a situation one participant described as being very uncomfortable. A 
14-year-old young woman lamented her poor living conditions, which exposed her 
to illnesses:

The room is not good and there are always a lot of mosquitoes which bite us 
and we always become sick of malaria (a 14-year-old migrant in a local res-
taurant).

My children and I sleep in the same room. I am having issues with my hus-
band, so, I am alone with the kids in a single room and sleep on a mattress on 
the floor, which is very uncomfortable (a 22-year-old sachet water seller).

I am sharing the same room with other hawkers. They are all grownups and 
the youngest among us is 14 years old. Five of us share a single room and 
there is too much heat in the room, which always makes us get skin rashes (a 
22-year-old oyster seller).
 



71

DISCUSSION

This study assessed the circumstances that induce female migrants to engage in se-
lected informal livelihood activities, their lived experiences, risk exposures and vul-
nerabilities in the Cape Coast Metropolis of Ghana. We found that the motivations 
for female migration and dynamics involved in informal sector businesses in the 
Metropolis are multiple and complex.

Generally, the study participants were young, had little or no formal educa-
tion, and migrated mainly from other regions and surrounding districts of the Cen-
tral Region. Our findings are consistent with those of Owusu and Abrokwah (2014) 
who found that the majority of their study participants (72.0%) were between the 
ages of 18-39 years. Our results are not surprising because the nature of their liveli-
hood activities requires considerable strength and energy. Iyenda (2005) observed 
for instance, that street hawkers require resilience and toughness to persist in such 
a conflict-ridden activity and that the physical energy required means that hawkers 
in their active adult ages are capable of engaging in successful hawking (Owusu and 
Abrokwah, 2014).

Given that most of the study participants had little or no formal education, 
their chances of securing formal employment were very minimal. This is consistent 
with Owusu and Abrokwah's (2014) study among street hawkers in Accra which 
revealed that the sector is dominated by people with no or low educational status 
and who lack appropriate skills required for formal jobs. A World Bank Report on 
six African countries (Kenya, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Zimbabwe, Uganda, and South 
Africa) indicated that women dominate street vending because they lack formal edu-
cation and relevant skills required for formal employment and other economic op-
portunities (Mitullah, 2003). In addition, the role of attendants in local restaurants 
and drinking bars is apparently the preserve of women. This may be attributed to 
the pervasive gendered structure of the Ghanaian society (Arnot et al., 2012), which 
prescribes serving customers and cooking as women’s work. 

Our research results reflect the general features of hawking, which depends 
on the type of goods, ownership of the business, the season of the year and general 
sales trends. Hawkers may be classified into two categories: those who own their 
businesses and those who are employed by others. Hawkers work for comparatively 
longer hours if the businesses are owned by someone else; and they also do additional 
unpaid household chores, such as sweeping, washing of clothes and dishes, bathing 
and preparing children for school. This category of hawkers is more vulnerable to ex-
ploitation by their employers. In contrast, hawkers who own their businesses are less 
stressed but they bear additional costs of accommodation and rental space for their 
wares. Both categories of hawkers, however, regard hawking as a temporary business 
activity to raise capital needed to secure more stable or lucrative jobs, as observed in 
earlier studies (Tanle, 2018; Elkan et al., 1982). 

Geographical proximity appears to explain why most of the study participants 
were migrants from nearby districts of the Central Region. Also, within the context 

Experiences of Female Migrants in the Informal Sector Businesses



72

AHMR African Human Mobilty Review - Volume 6  No 2, MAY-AUG 2020

of the neoclassical micro-economic theory, the female migrants might have been at-
tracted to the Cape Coast Metropolis because of the varied economic opportunities 
and the possibilities of seeking jobs in the informal sector in particular. In this study, 
we found that poverty, the desire for better livelihoods and marital instability or ir-
responsibility on the part of their spouses were the dominant factors that informed 
females’ decisions to migrate to the Cape Coast Metropolis to engage in their respec-
tive livelihood activities. Our findings are consistent with the observations of Green-
wood and McDowell (1986) and Todaro (1989), as cited in ILO (2016). The accounts 
of participants in this study clearly show that the context of their migration and their 
engagement in the various livelihood activities were purely personal, voluntary as 
well as structural and driven by gendered inequalities and economic motivations as 
espoused by the neoclassical micro-economic theory of migration (Mitullah, 2003). 
In their own explanations, engaging in these livelihood activities was better than 
“idling” (being unemployed). 

The specific processes involved in the migration of women in this study can be 
situated within the context of the migration networks theory. Some of the migrants 
explained that it was through their friends, relatives and other personal networks 
that they became aware of, were encouraged and supported to get involved in their 
chosen livelihood activities. According to Guilmoto and Sandron ( 2001), migration 
networks are associated with lower cost of travel and mitigates risk with regards to 
choice of destination and period of departure, sharing travel costs, social and pro-
fessional integration in the destination community and developing links with the 
place of origin. Some of the female migrants in this study revealed that they could 
not afford the cost of transportation and their relatives consequently paid their fares 
with the understanding that the beneficiaries would reimburse them later when they 
settled and started making their own money. Others admitted that they lived in a 
shared room since the cost of accommodation was far beyond their individual reach. 
While benefiting from these potential social capital synergies, living in shared and 
overcrowded conditions expose migrants to risk of contagious diseases, such as skin 
and respiratory infections. 

The livelihood activities in this study have been shown to be associated with 
physical, psychological and health risks (Tanle, 2018; Tanle and Awusabo-Asare, 
2007; Asiedu and Agyei-Mensah, 2008; Awumbila and Ardayfio-Schandorf, 2008). 
For instance, hawking along major streets poses risk to both buyers and sellers. The 
accounts of participants in this study with respect to their perceptions of risk were at 
variance with their personal experiences. On the one hand, some participants claimed 
that there were no serious risks involved in their business. On the other hand, their 
personal experiences pointed to the fact that some of them, especially hawkers and 
waitresses of drinking bars and local restaurants experienced significant risks. For 
instance, some participants complained of suffering verbal abuse from both their 
employers and clients. Others sustained injuries through cuts from broken bottles 
and kitchen knives, sexual harassment, exposure to smoke and kitchen fires, fatigue, 
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losses in sales of perishable goods, such as tomatoes, owing to the lack of storage 
facilities. Indeed, a hawker who sold sachet water, shared a horrifying experience of 
how she collapsed on one occasion while working, due to ill health. Apparently, most 
of the study participants were more concerned about what they earned from their 
livelihood activities than their personal health. It appears that the fear of losing a job, 
clouds migrants’ perceptions of risk and this undermines their well-being. 

In Ghana, as in most developing countries, there are no formal laws and regu-
lations governing the informal sector. In fact, hawking along the streets of Accra in 
Ghana infringes on the by-laws governing the use of city-space (Asiedu and Agyei-
Mensah, 2008). Yet, attempts to evict hawkers at unauthorized locations, especially in 
the capital city of Accra, have yielded limited results (Owusu and Abrokwah, 2014). 
Owusu and Abrokwah (2014), in their study, concluded that hawkers (be they mi-
grants or non-migrants) have consistently and will continue to resist evictions from 
the streets because their survival and that of an average of four dependants rest solely 
on daily incomes made from hawking. This study did not however, focus on issues 
regarding permissible space for hawking in the Cape Coast Metropolis. A key inter-
est in this study was to explore the migrants’ lived experiences including the nature 
and form of working relationships with their employers. We found that all 34 female 
migrants had an informal and verbal working agreement with their employers. This 
exposes them to some degree of vulnerability and exploitation. Since all the partici-
pants in this study are Ghanaians, the Constitution of Ghana and in particular, laws 
codified in the Ghana Labour Act (Government of Ghana, 2003), may be relied upon 
for the protection of actors in the informal sector including, female migrants who 
engage in hawking and services in the hospitality industry for a living. The Ghana 
Labour Act (2003) recognizes and upholds the right of all Ghanaians to employment 
and equal treatment in recruitment procedures, the right to safe working conditions, 
access to justice, tax and social security regulations, the right to formal contract pro-
cedures (non-verbal) and the right to join and participate in labor unions, among 
many others. A potential challenge concerns the fact that most informal sector work-
ers are not members of recognized trade or labor unions, they have little or no educa-
tion, are poor and vulnerable and therefore, not well positioned to assert their rights 
or may not even be aware of their rights. Based on these challenges, the plight of 
female migrants, including other vulnerable groups in the informal business sector, 
provides the context for addressing Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8, espe-
cially Target 8.8, which seeks to “protect labour rights and promote safe and secure 
working environments for all including female migrant workers, and those engaged 
in high risk jobs” (WHO, 2016). The import of the SDG 8 and Target 8.8 therefore 
provides a framework for addressing the lived experiences of females engaged in di-
verse informal sector businesses in the Cape Coast Metropolis of Ghana.
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CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

In conclusion, the accounts of female migrants in these informal sector businesses in 
the Cape Coast Metropolis show that the sector is highly unstructured and unregu-
lated. Female migrants are vulnerable and often exploited and abused by clients, as 
well as employers. Although the motives for migration are mainly economic, as es-
poused by the micro-economic theory of migration, their daily or monthly earnings 
are at the mercy of their employers, and their work, living and sleeping environments 
are unsafe. Considering that the findings of this study reflect what generally prevails 
in other parts of the country, Ghana is unlikely to achieve Target 8.8 of the SDG 8.

Given the growing importance of female migrants to the growth of the in-
formal sector, and the fact that these migrants are often not members of recognized 
trade or labor unions, there is a critical need for the Government of Ghana to enforce 
the relevant policies and programs that protect the fundamental human rights, safety, 
health and well-being of migrants in these and similar informal livelihood activities. 

We also recommend an integrated approach for addressing vulnerable female 
migrants’ health concerns and social needs. This should include the enforcement of 
the Ghana Labour Act of 2003 (Act 651), operationalization of the legal advocacy 
for women in Africa, Ghana chapter (LAWA, Ghana) and collaboration among non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), civil society groups, and religious bodies to 
address the structural, as well as personal challenges of migrants in these and similar 
informal economic activities. Migrants in this sector should be encouraged to form 
unions with leadership structures for easy reach and engagement. Since these mi-
grants tend to prioritize their earnings over their personal health, the package of 
support services to them should include free voluntary health counselling, screening 
and treatments, contraceptives and legal aid where necessary.
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Voluntary repatriation as the preferred durable solution for refugees has attracted 
much scholarly attention and the existing literature highlights the complexities of the 
process. This paper attempts to answer the question of when return can be considered 
as truly voluntary and preferred. To answer this question, the paper considers reasons 
offered by refugees themselves. The percentage of voluntary repatriation applications 
by refugees living in South Africa is low in relation to the number of refugees living in 
the country. However, reasons why refugees might choose to repatriate are still worthy 
of interrogation if we are to truly establish whether it is a preferred solution. Refugees’ 
answers illustrate that they are not always completely free to make choices. They may 
indicate consent, but consent does not necessarily indicate a preference. This paper in-
corporates a study which reveals that refugees choosing to repatriate from South Africa 
are indeed very small in number, despite the vigorous attempts of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) at promoting voluntary repatriation. It 
further reveals that this can be partly attributed to the fact that in an urban setting 
such as South Africa with a rights-based framework, refugees are often able to better 
integrate into their host society without the direct assistance of the UNHCR as they 
would do in a camp-based setting. As such, assumptions that voluntary repatriation is 
a preferred durable solution for all refugees, need to be interrogated.

Keywords: voluntary repatriation; refugees; South Africa; UNHCR; urban 
policy
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INTRODUCTION 

Voluntary repatriation is the voluntary return of refugees or displaced persons to 
their countries of origin. The number of refugees and asylum seekers seeking to be 
voluntarily repatriated to their countries of origin from South Africa, a country with 
a rights-based legal framework and a non-encampment or urban policy, is signifi-
cantly small. For example, between 2004 and 2014, only 137 Angolan refugees liv-
ing in South Africa were voluntarily repatriated to Angola (UNHCR, 2015). This 
is surprising, considering that 281 000 Angolans sought repatriation from refugee 
camps in neighboring countries including Namibia, Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Botswana, and Zambia during 2004 alone. (Human Rights Watch Report, 
2005:1). Equally small numbers of Rwandan refugees returned from South Africa 
(UNHCR, 2015) as opposed to the large numbers that returned from refugee camps 
elsewhere in Africa (UNHCR, 2003a). In 2003 the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) assisted 23 000 Rwandans in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC) and a further 11 000 Rwandans in Tanzania, with repatriation 
(UNHCR, 2003b). Furthermore, in the last five years fewer than 100 refugees were 
voluntarily repatriated from South Africa to their countries of origin by the UNHCR 
(UNHCR, 2020). Despite these statistics, the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees continues to promote voluntary repatriation as the preferred durable 
solution and actively campaigns to promote voluntary repatriation in South Africa.

The main purpose of this paper is to interrogate voluntary repatriation as a 
preferred durable solution for refugees living in an urban setting by considering the 
reasons offered by refugees themselves for wanting to return home. The paper begins 
with a brief discussion on the methodology used in this study and then presents 
the debates by scholars on voluntary repatriation as the preferred solution. The pa-
per also provides an analysis of the Organisation of African Unity’s (OAU) Article 
5 of the 1969 OAU Convention Governing Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in 
Africa (Hereafter the OAU Refugee Convention) (OAU, 1969) as it is the only in-
ternational legal instrument that has provided for voluntary repatriation. Moreover, 
this paper discusses the UNHCR’s approach and programs regarding repatriation 
from South Africa. Lastly, and most importantly, the paper analyzes the responses of 
refugees from data obtained over seven years (from 2008 to 2014) which consists of 
254 applications for voluntary repatriation made to the UNHCR in South Africa. In 
addition to analyzing the responses from refugees, statistical data obtained from the 
UNHCR’s regional office in Southern Africa is also used to illustrate that refugees 
from an urban environment do not regard voluntary repatriation as the preferred 
solution. Leading on from this, in order to demonstrate how the UNHCR opera-
tionalized voluntary repatriation within South Africa during this period, this paper 
offers a brief overview of two of the UNHCR’s assisted repatriation programs for 
Mozambicans and Angolans.

Is Voluntary Repatriation the Preferred Durable Solution? 
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METHODOLOGY

Background 

This study’s desktop research reveals that the assertion by the UNHCR that volun-
tary repatriation is the preferred durable solution to ending refugee status, has been 
highly criticized by scholars. The focus of this paper is to ascertain whether voluntary 
repatriation is in fact considered to be the voluntary and preferred durable solution 
by refugees themselves. To answer this question, data was drawn from the 254 appli-
cations for repatriation that were made and received by a legal implementing partner 
of the UNHCR in South Africa. In South Africa, the UNHCR does not provide direct 
legal services to refugees and aslyum seekers; instead it has appointed local organiza-
tions and institutions to implement its mandate.The cases studied were all applica-
tions made over a period of seven years, from 2008 to the end of 2014, to one of the 
legal implementing partners tasked with the facilitation of the voluntary repatriation 
program, for the UNHCR. 

It is important to bear in mind that the number of repatriation applications 
processed by the legal partner were minimal considering that the partner assists over 
5 000 refugees per annum. The research was prompted precisely because the number 
of refugees seeking voluntary repatriation was so low, given the UNHCR’s assertion 
that repatriation is the preferred solution and their targeted strategy of repatriation 
in South Africa among Angolan and Rwandan refugees.

Research design 

Voluntary repatriation applications are conducted by the UNHCR’s legal implement-
ing partner. The application requires refugees to complete a single questionnaire (see 
Annexure 1). All applicants are informed that the data will be shared with the UN-
HCR and that the UNHCR uses such data to study trends in South Africa. The results 
are used to inform its policies and develop its annual operational plan for South Af-
rica. The requisite permission was obtained from the UNHCR to use the data from 
these applications and ethical clearance was obtained from the legal implementing 
partners’ ethics committee to study the case files.

A simple coding of all the questions was done by focusing on key questions 
and the nationality of applicants. In particular, the study focused on the question-
naire questions that could provide insight into the reasons for seeking repatriation. 
The two key questions analyzed were: “What will happen if you return to your home 
country?” and “What change of circumstances explains that you no longer fear re-
turning home?”

As stated, 254 cases were analyzed. This is the sum total of the voluntary re-
patriation applications made at this legal partner. Applicants comprised of 14 na-
tionalities, most from sub-Saharan countries. The purpose of the case review was to 
establish who sought repatriation, to determine their reasons for repatriation, and to 
establish the extent to which their repatriation was truly voluntary.
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Additionally, further statistics were sought from the UNHCR’s voluntary re-
patriation officer in Southern Africa. The statistics provided by the UNHCR proved 
particularly useful because the UNHCR keeps meticulous records of all voluntary 
repatriations that it facilitates throughout the country. 

Table 1: Repatriation numbers and nationality from 2008 to 2014

Limitations 

Relying on the case files and the UNHCR statistics for a study of this nature could be 
considered a limitation, since they exclude refugees who have been assisted by other 
organizations. This study also does not include instances of spontaneous return by 
refugees, and neither the South African Government nor the UNHCR are able to 
provide statistics on spontaneous return by individual refugees. The lack of recorded 
information on instances of spontaneous return illuminates a gap in research and 
record-keeping in the South African context and it would be worthwhile for a future 
study to interrogate these cases further.

Since the empirical element of the research was conducted in an urban set-
ting that utilizes a rights-based framework, these findings cannot address refugees 
in camp-based settings. Thus, a parallel study that seeks to explore why refugees in 
camps seek repatriation might also be worthwhile. The empirical review was drawn 
purely from application documents (see Annexure1), and thus follow-up questions 

Country 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 Total (per 
country)

Angola 4 3 1 1 9
Burundi 3 9 5 19 22 24 2 85
Congo-Brazzaville 2 2 5 8 13 5 35
DRC 2 5 11 9 21 21 5 75
Ethiopia 2 2
Indonesia 1 1
Liberia 1 1
Nigeria 2 2
Rwanda 1 5 16 1 1 6 31
Senegal 1 1
Somalia 4 5 9
Sudan 1 1 2
Tanzania 2 2
Zimbabwe 1 1 2
Total (for year) 10 29 43 40 53 65 14 254

Is Voluntary Repatriation the Preferred Durable Solution? 
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could not be posed to applicants. A qualitative study on reasons behind repatriation 
can add further insight into whether repatriation is a preferred durable solution. 

When assessing applications of this nature, it is also difficult to assess the 
truth-value of reasoning, as some applicants might have understandably tailored 
their answers with the end goal of wanting to go home.  

Furthermore, the sample size used for this paper has implications on the abil-
ity to respond fully whether voluntary repatriation is a preferred durable solution. 
An additional study is required to ascertain the validity of such claim. Despite this, 
the small number of voluntary repatriation cases over the seven-year period (254) 
against the total number of refugee and asylum seekers who were provided with legal 
assistance (35 000) by the legal partner for this same period suggests that voluntary 
repatriation is not a preferred durable solution for refugees living in an urban-based 
setting, utilizing a rights-based framework.

DEBATING VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION  

Repatriation has gained much scholarly attention for a variety of reasons. Much of 
the debate between scholars is centered on the UNHCR’s policy of voluntary repa-
triation as its preferred durable solution for refugees despite the complexities asso-
ciated with return, the lack of definition of voluntary repatriation, and the absent 
consideration of refugees’ preferences. This section briefly considers these debates. 

The UNHCR believes that there are three durable solutions: resettlement, lo-
cal integration, and voluntary repatriation. The UNHCR asserts that this last option 
– voluntary repatriation – is its preferred option, as it believes that it is the only solu-
tion that re-establishes the bond between the refugees and their countries of origin, 
and between the citizen and the state (UNHCR, 2013a). This assumption is based on 
the UNHCR’s understanding that refugees ultimately want to return home. 

As refugees can never be forced or coerced into returning home, the UNHCR 
Handbook on Voluntary Repatriation states that the voluntariness of repatriation in-
volves a refugee making an informed decision about the conditions of the country of 
origin and choosing freely to leave the host country (UNHCR, 1996). Thus, the refu-
gee’s decision must be informed and uncoerced. However, critics are quick to point 
out that voluntary repatriation might not be completely voluntary because of the 
complexities associated with return, that are “unforeseeable, neglected or ignored” 
(Bradley, 2008: 285-304). Bradley reiterated this position in 2019 when she stated, 
“When refugees do return, voluntarily or otherwise, they commonly face impover-
ishment and violence, sometimes resulting in repeated displacement” (2019: 154-
173). Scholars even say that, depending on the circumstances, a refugee’s decision to 
return to their country of origin is often mandatory, forced, or coerced and therefore 
involuntary rather than voluntary (Chimni, 2004: 55-73). For example, Chimni ar-
gues that a refugee’s decision to repatriate may not be spurred by a desire to return 
home or a belief that the country of origin’s conditions have become safe; instead, the 
need to repatriate is the only viable option available because life in the asylum state 
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is unbearable. Under these circumstances, the decision to return home cannot be 
considered voluntary (Chimni, 2004).

Scholars also question the voluntariness of voluntary repatriation due to the 
relationship between voluntary repatriation and the processes of cessation, as out-
lined in Article 1C of the 1951 Refugee Convention (Hathaway, 2005: 917-953). Ac-
cording to Hathaway, while voluntary repatriation and cessation are two distinct pro-
cesses, both processes return refugees to their countries of origin (Hathaway, 2005: 
917-953). Cessation is invoked when, due to changes in circumstances in the home 
country, refugees no longer require international protection and cannot, therefore, 
refuse to avail themselves of the protection of their country (Siddiqui, 2011). Cessa-
tion allows for the withdrawal of refugee status by a host state and raises the question 
of whether repatriation facilitated after invoking a cessation clause can be considered 
voluntary (Stein, 1994). According to Hathaway, this sort of repatriation is manda-
tory rather than voluntary (Hathaway, 2005). Furthermore, if voluntary repatriation 
precedes the invocation of cessation, it raises the obvious question of whether the 
requisite level of safety in the country of origin for voluntary repatriation differs from 
that required for cessation. How is it possible for a country to be safe for voluntary re-
patriation, but not safe enough for cessation? Hathaway makes a legal argument that 
repatriation should not be possible where circumstances have not changed (Hatha-
way, 2005). 

Assessing role players also indicates whether voluntary repatriation is truly 
voluntary. While host states, countries of origin, and the UNHCR may have roles in 
the voluntary repatriation process, refugees themselves are the most important role 
players in determining whether the process is truly voluntary (Stein, 1994). Goodwin-
Gill and McAdam note that the promotion of voluntary repatriation anticipates vary-
ing degrees of encouragement by outside bodies. The motivation for the promotion 
of voluntary repatriation by the UNHCR raises various questions (Goodwin-Gill and 
McAdam, 2007:270-291). For this reason, Goodwin-Gill and McAdam assert that the 
UNHCR should not promote voluntary repatriation as the best solution; instead, the 
UNHCR should promote refugees’ agency to choose for themselves (Goodwin-Gill 
and McAdam, 2007). Hathaway agrees and adds that the UNHCR’s approach of “go 
and see” or “look and see” visits are an acceptable means of promoting repatriation, 
as it is carried out in secured conditions and without prejudice to the refugees’ con-
tinued right to remain in their host countries (Hathaway, 2005).

The promotion of voluntary repatriation as the preferred solution also begs 
the question: preferred by whom – the host country, the refugee, or the country of 
origin? Harrell-Bond (1989) contends that assumptions around refugee conceptions 
of “home”, possible confusion regarding nostalgia for the country of origin, and other 
factors are responsible for the push toward voluntary repatriation as the preferred 
solution (Harrel-Bond, 1989:41-70). Chimni debunks the underlying assumption 
that all refugees want to go home and argues that the UNHCR’s acceptance of vol-
untary repatriation as the preferred solution must be understood within the context 
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of developed countries that are attempting to contain and manage the global refugee 
problem (Chimni, 2004).

Scholars have also positioned their attention on the analysis of ‘just return,’ 
shifting the focus to reintegration and the sustainability of voluntary repatriation 
(Black and Gent, 2004:1-23). Bradley thus introduces a model of ‘just return’, which 
she admits cannot be neatly applied to all circumstances of return; still, Bradley’s 
model is an essential demonstration of the country of origin’s responsibility towards 
its displaced citizens (2008; 2019). She states that “just return is best understood 
as the restoration of a normal relationship of rights and duties between returnees 
and the state, such that returnees and their non-displaced co-nationals are rendered 
equal as citizens” (Bradley, 2008:1). 

There is clearly no consensus regarding voluntary repatriation. However, it is 
simultaneously apparent that this method has a major impact on the lives of refugees. 
Considering these debates and the impact that voluntary repatriation has on refu-
gees, the paper seeks to address two questions. Firstly, when can the return of refu-
gees to their countries of origin be considered truly voluntary? Secondly, is voluntary 
repatriation the preferred solution for refugees themselves?

VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION AND THE OAU REFUGEE CONVENTION  

Article 5 of the OAU Refugee Convention outlines the requirements for voluntary re-
patriation and explains how the process should be implemented (OAU, 1969) . Most 
importantly, Article 5(1) of the OAU Refugee Convention underlines the voluntary 
nature of repatriation, stating that “no one should be repatriated against their will” 
(OAU, 1969). Thus, consent from the refugee is a necessary element. Even though 
the UNHCR promotes and facilitates repatriation, the UNHCR’s role should not in-
fluence the refugee’s decision to return to his or her country of origin. Similarly, an 
invitation from a country of origin for return should not impact this decision. 

Alternatively, when the governments of host countries fail to protect refugees, 
as evidenced by the xenophobic attacks in South Africa (Maharaj, 2018), the decision 
to return cannot be deemed voluntary. Voluntary repatriation can only be consid-
ered such if alternative durable solutions are available. Still, a refugee’s consent is not 
always an accurate measure of voluntariness, particularly if the decision to repatriate 
is made under duress which can manifest in many ways. The questionable nature of 
voluntary repatriation was illustrated when the Australian government paid Afghan 
refugees sums of money to repatriate (Bialczyk, 2008: 1-23; Gerver, 2017:631-645). 

Article 5(2) of the OAU Refugee Convention (OAU, 1969) requires ‘coopera-
tion’ between the governments of the country of asylum and the country of origin to 
facilitate safe return. An important element of safe return is the formal recognition 
of the refugee as a national of his or her country of origin. On a practical level, this 
requires the issuance of proper documentation such as passports and corresponding 
cooperation of embassies. Although refugees may approach their respective govern-
ments to request return, the UNHCR is mandated to oversee the safe return of refu-
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gees when agreements are signed. In an urban setting like South Africa, it will require 
the refugees to either approach the embassies for a passport or seek the assistance of 
the UNHCR. While both processes demand agency from the refugees, it is not an 
indication of the voluntariness of their return or that it is a preferred solution. 

Because there is an acknowledgment that refugees may have been displaced 
from their original homes and will require resettlement assistance, Article 5(3) of 
the OAU Refugee Convention (OAU, 1969) places an obligation on the country of 
origin to facilitate refugees’ resettlement and grant them the full rights and privileges 
of nationals of the country. Despite the weight this provision places on the country 
of origin, there is no guidance regarding what is expected of states and their resettle-
ment duties.

Refugees should not be penalized for voluntarily returning to their countries 
of origin, as outlined in Article 5(4) of the OAU Refugee Convention (OAU, 1969). 
This may be an important consideration in the refugees’ decision to return voluntar-
ily and should be provided in a concrete form – such as Amnesty Declarations – to 
safeguard against risk of persecution upon repatriation. Furthermore, refugees are 
entitled to assurances that new circumstances in their country of origin will enable 
them to return to lead a peaceful life. Such reassurances include effective governance 
and functioning administrative systems which are essential in cases where refugees 
have fled because of war or occupation. 

Article 5(5) of the OAU Refugee Convention (OAU, 1969) recognizes that 
refugees being repatriated will need assistance in many different areas. When the 
UNHCR is present in a country, it is the first agency approached to facilitate repatria-
tion and, given the terms of its statute, the UNHCR is obligated to facilitate return 
(Statute of UNHCR 1950: Art 8(c)). 

Rutinwa argues that the OAU Refugee Convention’s Article 5 is “much more 
about elaborating the principles and the modalities of effecting voluntary repatria-
tion than a prescription of it as the only solution” (1999:1-29) and that it does not 
state that voluntary repatriation is a preferred solution. Article 5 does list many 
important requirements that must be met before repatriation can be considered or 
implemented (OAU, 1969) but most importantly, it underlines the voluntary nature 
of repatriation, stating that “no one should be repatriated against their will” (OAU, 
1969: Article 5).

THE UNHCR’S ROLE IN VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION  

The UNHCR is the main proponent that voluntary repatriation is the preferred du-
rable solution. The UNHCR continues to promote voluntary repatriation in the re-
cently adopted Global Compact for Refugees (UNHCR, 2018). Although return to 
one’s country of origin may always be possible, repatriation implies facilitation of 
return and the UNHCR is mandated to facilitate voluntary repatriation in terms of 
its Statute (Statute of the UNHCR 1950: Art 8(c)). In a United Nations (UN) resolu-
tion on the ‘Question of Refugees’ adopted in 1946, the General Assembly stated: 
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“the main task concerning displaced persons is to encourage and assist in every way 
possible their […] return to their country of origin” (UN, 1946). The UNHCR’s abil-
ity to facilitate return, however, is limited and subject to the willingness of the states 
to cooperate. In the UNHCR Statute, the General Assembly specifically called upon 
states to cooperate with the High Commissioner’s office in the performance of its 
functions, but most importantly, the UNHCR is urged to respect the international 
law principles of sovereignty when facilitating return (Chetail, 2004:1-23).

The UNHCR sets out four prerequisites for its involvement in the return of 
refugees to their countries of origin. First, if and when there is a fundamental change 
to the circumstances from which they fled; second, if the decision to return is truly 
voluntary and not based on lack of assistance in the host country; third, if tripartite 
agreements are signed between the host country, the UNHCR, and the country of 
origin; and finally, if the refugee is assured safety and dignity upon return (UNHCR, 
1992). 

The UNHCR does not hold the fundamental changes expected at the conclu-
sion of a cessation agreement to be at the same threshold as those expected when 
assisting with voluntary repatriation (UNHCR, 2003). According to the UNHCR 
Handbook, voluntary repatriation takes place at a lower threshold; the basis of vol-
untary repatriation must merely be the general improvement in the situation of the 
country of origin, unlike cessation (UNHCR, 1992). Thus, there is an assumption 
by the UNHCR that return can take place in safety, even though the change in the 
country of origin is at a lower threshold than expected for cessation. With regard to 
the ‘with dignity’ statement, the UNHCR concedes that the concept of dignity is less 
self-evident than that of safety.

Even though the UNHCR has adopted a checklist approach to the complex 
concept of dignity, the concept not only seeks full restoration of rights, but it also 
includes exemptions for past violations. To the concept of safety, the UNHCR has 
developed a tripartite approach including the legal, physical, and material safety of 
those requesting repatriation. According to the UNHCR, physical safety entails a 
return to a secure environment in which there is protection, guaranteed freedom of 
movement, and access to land. Legal safety envisages equality with citizens while ma-
terial safety implies access to humanitarian assistance. It is, however, difficult to en-
visage such conditions of safety and dignity in the absence of a fundamental change. 

The UNHCR’s involvement in voluntary repatriation ensures that there is a 
difference between unassisted return by the refugee and facilitated voluntary repatri-
ation as envisaged by the UNHCR. Despite the justifiable criticisms of the UNHCR’s 
facilitation of voluntary repatriation, the reality is that many refugees would not be 
able to return home without this assistance.
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UNHCR’S REPATRIATION PROGRAMME IN SOUTH AFRICA: ANALYSIS OF 
CASE STUDIES 

Introduction 

This section explains the nature of repatriation from South Africa and who is seeking 
repatriation in South Africa before analyzing the case studies of voluntary repatria-
tion from this country. All three analyses attempt to answer whether the UNHCR 
has satisfied its own safety and dignity standards, the extent of consent obtained, the 
voluntariness of return and whether voluntary repatriation is deemed the preferred 
solution by refugees. 

The nature of repatriation from South Africa

In South Africa, applications for repatriation are made at the initiative of individual 
refugees through a UNHCR implementing partner. Regardless of whether a formal 
voluntary repatriation agreement exists between the UNHCR, the country of origin 
and South Africa, the implementing partner facilitates the completion of the appli-
cation and the UNHCR voluntary repatriation officer will consider the repatriation 
request. Under the circumstances, the application form can be a form of consent, be-
cause there is no coercion from the UNHCR. The entire process starts at the request 
of the refugee.

The current application form, however, lacks direct questions about a refugee’s 
reasons for leaving South Africa. Furthermore, there are no questions to directly de-
termine the applicants’ reasons for return to their countries of origin. Accordingly, 
applicants’ voluntary and individual requests for voluntary repatriation cannot be 
the only measure of the voluntariness of their decision to return to their countries 
of origin. As previously noted, the UNHCR Handbook on voluntary repatriation 
assures return if the return is conducted with the consent of the returnee and with 
safety and dignity.

Instead, applicants are asked the following two questions: “What will happen 
if you return to your home country?” and “What change of circumstances explains 
that you no longer fear return?” These questions are meant to establish the appli-
cant’s safety upon return and, therefore, help satisfy the UNHCR’s safety require-
ment. For refugees leaving South Africa, this is a legal necessity because Article 5 of 
the OAU Refugee Convention (OAU, 1969) demands the safe return of refugees. The 
UNHCR’s approach to physical safety entails a return to a safe environment which 
requires freedom of movement, protection from attacks, and access to land (UN-
HCR, 1996).

The application process of minors requires the consent of both parents; ac-
cording to the implementing partner, every effort is made to ensure that families 
are not arbitrarily separated. This is a key component of dignity. Also, the UNHCR 
assists with acquiring national identity documents including passports and travel 
documents. The issuance of such documents by the country of origin is a clear in-
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dication of a refugee’s acceptance as a national of his or her country of origin, and 
this compliance satisfies the requirements of the assurance of both dignity and safety 
(legal safety in this case). Furthermore, refugees repatriating from South Africa are 
received by the UNHCR field officers upon arrival in the country of origin to ensure 
a smooth transition. By offering such material and logistical assistance, the UNHCR 
can be deemed to be facilitating and promoting voluntary repatriation. 

Who seeks repatriation? 

The answer to this question does not lie in legal or policy frameworks, but in under-
standing the complex relationships between refugees and their countries of origin as 
well as refugees’ attititudes towards living in exile. Migration theorist Egon Kunz has 
explored these questions in his research. 

Kuntz categorizes refugees into three groups based on their relationships with 
the population of their home country (Kunz, 1981). The first group of refugees are 
alienated from their home country by some sort of event that is out of their con-
trol. The second group constitutes refugees who alienate themselves from their home 
country and the third group, usually the majoirty, holds a firm conviction that the 
events that caused them to seek asylum, are shared by most of their compatriots 
(Kunz, 1981). 

The first group identified by Kunz, “events alienated refugees”, consists of refu-
gees such as social minorities or religious groups, who were marginalized and whose 
marginality came to the fore due to an event. These refugees are less likely to seek 
repatriation because they felt alienated from their homeland and faced discrimina-
tion (Kunz, 1981). The second group comprises “self-alienated persons” who have no 
wish to identify themselves with their fellow citizens, and thereby are the least likely 
to repatriate (Kunz, 1981). Kunz claims that it is the social relationship which may 
be a determining factor in their choice to repatriate (Kunz, 1981). The third group 
retains a strong bond with their home countries. Similarly, Rogge (1994) suggests 
that these refugees are also most likely to repatriate when the cause of their exile is 
removed.

The third group are typically refugees who fled because of war, external ag-
gression, or events seriously disturbing the public order, situations they perceived 
to be intolerable. An analysis of Burundian and Congolese repatriates from South 
Africa bears some evidence of this theory (see Table 1 above). Of the 254 case files 
reviewed, all the Burundian and Congolese refugees who were repatriated were refu-
gees who fled war, yet, they also retained social relationships with people in their 
countries of origin. This is evident from their responses which included: “there is 
stability in my country now, the war is over […] there is no more conflict between 
Hutus and Tutsis”; and “the war has ended”. Close communication with family and 
friends provided reassurance of a change in conditions, and it is these bonds, the 
longing for their family, and their attitudes towards living in exile that drew them 
home. These bonds were particularly encapsulated by one applicant who stated, “I 
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contacted my family and they told me it is safe now”. 
Kunz’s theory demonstrates that it is a false assumption that the preferred so-

lution for all refugees is voluntary repatriation. While there are refugees who retain 
a bond with their country of origin and are therefore likely to appeal to the UNHCR 
to facilitate their repatriation even if the threat of harm remains, this number is often 
small (Kunz, 1981). There are also refugees who are alienated from their home coun-
try and are less likely to want to return home. Irrespective of its applicability, Kunz’s 
theory neglects to consider the dynamism of the life of urban refugees. Factors such 
as the number of years spent away from their countries of origin, the new bonds cre-
ated in the country of asylum, and refugees’ established sense of self-reliance may 
also contribute to whether refugees decide to repatriate. The next section explores 
these factors through the responses given by refugees in the case files studied.

Refugees’ reasons for repatriating from South Africa 

Data from the case files reveals that refugees’ reasons for return are nuanced and 
individualistic. The answers provided confirm that even though refugees are not 
completely free to make choices as they are constrained by many factors, they are 
not ‘passive role-players’ in the process of repatriation. The responses demonstrate 
that when given a choice, the refugees are critical in their decision to repatriate. The 
data reveals that safety is as important a consideration for the refugees as it is for the 
UNHCR. As noted above, applicants sighted safety as a reason for wanting to return, 
noting that ”the war has ended” and the ‘political situation in the country is no longer 
so bad”.

The two questions posed to applicants: “What will happen if you return to your 
home country?” and “What change of circumstances explains that you no longer 
fear returning home?” have been instrumental in gathering the refugees’ reasons for 
return. For a better understanding of the refugees’ reasons, the researcher grouped 
answers to the above two questions into push and pull factors. Although these broad 
categories exist, the findings indicate that the reasons for return remain intensely 
personal. The answer lies largely in the social relationship with the society back home 
(pull factor) and the refugees’ attitude toward living in exile (push factor).

Their attitude toward living in exile can be gathered from the information 
below. These applicants were clearly unhappy in South Africa. For example, 167 of 
the 254 applicants asserted that they lived better lives in their home countries and, 
despite their best efforts, are victims of downward social mobility in South Africa. A 
refugee woman remarked, “in my country, I was a scientist, but here in South Africa 
I am braiding hair”. Similarly, a refugee man remarked that in his country of origin, 
he was a respected teacher, but in South Africa, he is a car guard. 

The data also indicates that all the applicants struggled to provide for them-
selves. Despite the right to work for refugees and asylum seekers in South Africa, the 
applicants have cited various obstacles to finding employment or decent employment 
and identified these obstacles as a major push factor. Eighty percent of male appli-
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cants also noted that they were only able to access low-skilled jobs and, therefore, 
struggled to support their families even when employed. Refugee applicants also 
cited constant xenophobia and were often referred to as job stealers. These interac-
tions also factored into their belief that things would be better at home. It is apparent 
that this group had failed to benefit sufficiently from the rights-based framework in 
South Africa. Not one of the applicants were well employed or financially stable. One 
applicant revealed, “Life is hard here. I have no job and cannot find accommodation”. 
Applicants also held the view that the South African government and the asylum 
determination system were directly responsible for their primary reason for repatria-
tion, their inability to receive proper services at the Department of Home Affairs, 
and the fact that the refugee documents are not enabling documents. One Burundian 
male noted that he felt “worse than a second-class human being”.

Moreover, longing for family was a pull factor for many women, a factor that 
was further emphasized through these women’s pattern of maintaining strong family 
bonds. An astonishing 100 percent of the applicants had contacted family or friends 
in their countries of origin before seeking the assistance of the UNHCR to facilitate 
their repatriation. In each case, the UNHCR established contact with the relatives 
before facilitating repatriation. The application reveals the contact details of family 
members who had been contacted in the home countries. The UNHCR thus estab-
lishes contact with family or relatives listed on the application forms.

Thirty-two female applicants who were either abandoned by their husbands, 
victims of domestic violence, or single women with children, cited loneliness and the 
longing for family as reasons for seeking repatriation. In contrast, an inability to ad-
just to life in South Africa was not their primary reason for wanting to repatriate. The 
major pull factor for the women was evidently the need to be with family. At the time 
of application for voluntary repatriation, the applicants had already been in contact 
with family back home and had been assured of support upon return. They therefore 
felt they had a guarantee that they would not be destitute upon return. One applicant 
stated, “I want to go home to Burundi, my father has returned from the refugee camp 
and he will look after me”. Another revealed, “My family told me to come home. My 
house and land are waiting for me”.

Another significant pull factor was the perceived security situation in the 
country of origin. Except for the Angolans, none of the other nationals had the assur-
ance of safe return under the auspices of a voluntary repatriation agreement between 
their government, South Africa, and the UNHCR, yet they requested assistance with 
repatriation. Applicants assured themselves of safety upon return through contact 
with family or determined themselves that it was safe through engaging with the 
radio and news reports. For example, 53 of the 85 Burundians were single males, 
all of whom cited the end of the war as the reason for their return. This may well be 
the case for women as well, except that the majority of women also cited longing for 
family as a primary reason.

Though no one in the study stated love or attachment to their land as a reason 
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for return, they did express wanting to be with their families. Some of these refugees 
chose to relocate internally in their country of origin with the help of family support. 
In seven cases, women and children chose to return because they wanted to be reu-
nited with their families while their husbands, who still felt unsafe, chose to remain 
in exile in South Africa. For the women in these cases, the desire to be with family 
was stronger than safety considerations. Four of the applicants – one from Rwanda 
and three from Burundi – had fled during times of war and presumed family to be 
dead when they left. They were among those who wanted to return and join long-lost 
family members who had resettled in different areas. One can conclude that “home” 
for them was not considered a physical space but rather was associated with specific 
people. More precisely, it appears that for many of the applicants, return to family 
was the overwhelming reason for return. 

The applicants were all required to sign a declaration stating that they were 
returning to their home countries of their own free will. The declaration may indicate 
consent to return but it does not necessarily mean that it is their preferred choice of a 
durable solution; it could well be the only option available to them. 

EXAMPLES OF REPATRIATION FROM SOUTH AFRICA: AN OVERVIEW 
OF UNHCR’S POLICY APPLICATION IN SOUTH AFRICA

In 1993, South Africa signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for the UN-
HCR’s involvement in Mozambique to facilitate the repatriation of Mozambican ref-
ugees. (Handmaker and Ndessomin, 2011: 145). This occurred before the introduc-
tion of refugee legislation or the ratification of international refugee conventions. The 
only formal voluntary repatriation agreement signed by South Africa since then was 
in 2003 for Angolan refugees. The UNHCR and Rwanda are currently considering 
a repatriation agreement, but South Africa has given no indication of its intentions.

Mozambican repatriation 

The Mozambican refugees who were repatriated by the 1993 agreement between the 
UNHCR, South Africa, and Mozambique represent the only large-scale voluntary 
repatriation exercise that took place from South Africa (Polzer, 2007). These Mozam-
bican refugees had no formal legal status in South Africa because the apartheid gov-
ernment failed to register them as refugees in South Africa. Accordingly, they were 
unable to assert their right to remain in South Africa. The UNHCR, the apartheid 
government, and the Mozambican government nevertheless signed a voluntary repa-
triation agreement. Handmaker and Ndessomin contend that false assumptions were 
made about the refugees’ desire to return and that the MOU was signed on the basis 
that repatriation was the preferred solution (Handmaker and Ndessomin, 2011). It is 
evident that it was preferred by the signing parties, but there is no evidence that the 
UNHCR undertook any study or research to determine whether it was preferred by 
the Mozambican refugees themselves. Since this Mozambican exodus, the UNHCR 
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has not been able to undertake a mass repatriation program of refugees from South 
Africa.

Angolan repatriation 

The only formal voluntary repatriation agreement signed in South Africa since the 
introduction of refugee legislation pertained to Angolan refugees in 2003 (Hand-
maker and Ndessomin, 2011). In addition, in May 2013 a cessation agreement was 
reached between the same parties. However, neither the voluntary repatriation 
agreement nor the cessation agreement has led to significant repatriation to Angola, 
as evidenced by the small number of Angolans (137) who have been repatriated since 
2003 (UNHCR, 2015). Spontaneous return by individual Angolan refugees has not 
been recorded. There is no sign of any mass departures of Angolans during this same 
period.

This is the case even though the UNHCR has been actively promoting vol-
untary repatriation for Angolan refugees following the tripartite agreement in 2003 
(Handmaker and Ndessomin, 2011). Information sessions were held for large num-
bers of Angolans in Cape Town and Johannesburg (Handmaker and Ndessomin, 
2011). Though no governmental bodies conducted an independent study to assess 
the readiness of Angolan refugees to repatriate, the voluntary repatriation agreement 
was signed (Handmaker and Ndessomin, 2011). The African Centre for Migration 
undertook a study in Johannesburg which revealed that few Angolans were willing 
to return because they felt well-integrated in the South African economy and society. 
(Landau and Jacobsen, 2004). This can be contrasted with the refugees in the ana-
lyzed case files who sought repatriation because they failed to integrate.

The manner of Angolan repatriation from South Africa demonstrates the 
UNHCR’s interpretation of voluntary repatriation as a stand-alone program, distinct 
from cessation. Even though the South African government signed a tripartite Vol-
untary Repatriation Agreement together with Angola and the UNHCR in 2003, it 
was only nine years later (in January 2012) that it recommended that refugee status 
cease through the invocation of the cessation clause for Angolans (Redden, 2006; 
UNHCR, 2012). This approach highlights the UNHCR’s willingness to facilitate vol-
untary repatriation in the absence of a fundamental change in the country of origin. 
It is also indicative that the UNHCR regards cessation and voluntary repatriation 
as two distinct programs. Given their continued refugee status (from 2003 when 
the Voluntary Repatriation Agreement was signed to the invocation of cessation in 
2012), Angolans did not face the withdrawal of their rights and remained beneficiar-
ies of the rights to which they are entitled under the Refugees Act 130 of 1998 (RSA, 
1998) and the South African Constitution (RSA, 1996). Because refugees in South 
Africa are not confined to refugee camps, they have freedom of movement and ac-
cess to various socio-economic rights that have allowed them the opportunity for 
meaningful integration. These rights enable them to become self-reliant, as found by 
Handmaker and Ndessomin (2011) and Landau and Jacobsen (2004).
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The examples given above indicate that voluntary repatriation is a highly spe-
cific program facilitated by the UNHCR. As stated above, the example of Angolan 
repatriation happened both before and after cessation in South Africa. Hathaway 
argues that the voluntary repatriation that took place after cessation cannot be con-
sidered voluntary; at best, Hathaway considers this assisted return (Hathaway, 2005).

Considering Hathaway’s argument, can it be said that this amounted to as-
sisted return? Only 34 Angolan refugees of the 5 700 present in South Africa chose 
to repatriate after the signing of the cessation agreement in 2012. It is apparent from 
these statistics that no forced or mandatory return was instituted for Angolans af-
ter the signing of the cessation agreement. Because the UNHCR followed the same 
processes for voluntary repatriation after cessation in 2013, the UNHCR continued 
to refer to the Angolans’ return as the voluntary repatriation program because only 
the refugees who requested repatriation from the UNHCR were assisted (UNHCR, 
2015).

Given that the South African government granted Angolans the right to re-
main for an additional two years, it cannot be deduced that the Angolan refugees 
who returned after the cessation agreement were coerced into doing so. Although the 
UNHCR concluded the repatriation program at that time, it did not coerce Angolans 
to return by withholding assistance for return if they chose to stay in South Africa for 
a further two years on their tempoary residence permits. Thus far, the repatriation 
exercise facilitated by the UNHCR from South Africa to Angola cannot be consid-
ered anything other than voluntary.

It can also be safely inferred from the small number of refugees who repatri-
ated, that the durable solution of choice for Angolans in South Africa (where they 
were able to integrate and become economically self-reliant) is not voluntary repa-
triation. However, it remains to be seen whether the South African government will 
choose to forcibly repatriate Angolan refugees who chose to stay in South Africa after 
their temporary residents permits expire (extended twice since the first issuance) and 
whether the UNHCR will be involved in this operation. 

Promoting return amongst Rwandans 

Of the 254 cases analyzed in this study, only 14 Rwandans (seven of whom were 
children) chose to repatriate with the assistance of the UNHCR over the seven-year 
period under study. None of the voluntary repatriation applicants expected to return 
to their original homes. Only one man returned, and the rest were women with chil-
dren who had contact with their families in Rwanda and were expecting to return to 
them. In these cases, the social relationships with those back home were strong and 
provided the biggest motivation for wanting to return.

The UNHCR has recommended the invocation of the cessation clause for 
Rwandans (UNHCR, 2019) and has vigorously promoted voluntary repatriation de-
spite refugees’ claims that the circumstances that forced them to flee continue to 
prevail (UNHCR, 2011). Although the UNHCR has openly promoted cessation for 
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Rwandans, the South African government has not indicated that it is willing to enter 
into a voluntary repatriation or cessation agreement with the UNHCR or Rwanda 
(Okoth-Obbo, 2015). While evidence indicates that Rwandan refugees who repatri-
ate will either seek asylum once again or face persecution, like those who returned 
from Belgium, Uganda and Malawi, the UNHCR’s strategy to promote voluntary re-
patriation and cessation is yet another example of the UNHCR overstepping (Whi-
taker, 2002). By doing so, the UNHCR should be concerned with what Bradley (2008: 
1) has termed “just return”. An approach of just return would consider the totality of 
repatriation including whether Rwandans would have an opportunity to restore their 
relationship as citizens with their state and whether they would face persecution.

CONCLUSION

Refugees choosing to repatriate from South Africa are indeed few in number. This is 
evidenced by the fact that the implementing partner only received 254 repatriation 
applications in a seven-year period, despite seeing 35 000 clients during that same 
period. Despite the UNHCR’s vigorous attempts to promote voluntary repatriation 
for Angolans and Rwandans, numbers have remained small. This can partly be at-
tributed to the fact that in an urban setting such as South Africa with a rights-based 
framework, refugees are not as dependent on the UNHCR for their daily survival. 
The few refugees who have chosen to repatriate from South Africa in this study came 
to seek the UNHCR’s assistance to facilitate their repatriation of their own volition 
and, in many cases, this was due to a longing for family and perceived security in 
their home countries. In other instances, the refugees who returned were unable to 
forge a meaningful life in South Africa where they could enjoy financial autonomy or 
live without the fear of violence. For them, it appears that repatriation was the only 
solution, even if repatriation was not the preferred solution and or did not guaran-
tee a better life. Given the small percentage of refugees who want to repatriate from 
South Africa, it is evident that this is not the preferred durable solution for many ref-
ugees. The refugee is the best person to decide if and when the time is ripe for return. 
The small number of refugees who chose voluntary repatriation from South Africa 
indicates that the refugees who were assessed within this study and who reside in an 
urban setting with a rights-based framework do not consider voluntary repatriation 
to be the preferred solution. 
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ANNEXURE 1

VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION APPLICATION FORM (VRAF)
1. TRAVELLING WITH CASE NO.   TOTAL NUMBER OF PERSONS: 
2. FAMILY NAME:    GIVEN NAMES:         
3. OTHER NAMES:         
4. SEX: MALE/FEMALE:      
5. DATE OF BIRTH:      
6. MARITAL STATUS:                 SINGLE MARRIED    DECEASED     WIDOWED 
  
NATIONALITY:  ETHNIC GROUP:          LANGUAGES SPOKEN:
CLAN:     SUB-CLAN:   
FATHER’S NAME:     MOTHER’S NAME:         
7. PLACE OF BIRTH: TOWN   PROVINCE:
8. COUNTRY OF ORIGIN:   DATE OF DEPARTURE: 
9. PLACE OF DEPARTURE:      
10. DATE OF ARRIVAL IN COUNTRY OF ASYLUM:    
11. PRESENT ADDRESS IN COUNTRY OF ASYLUM: 
TOWN:   PROVINCE:  COUNTRY: 
12. LAST ADDRESS IN COUNTRY OF ORIGIN:    
TOWN:   PROVINCE:  COUNTRY:  
13. INTENDED DESTINATION WITHIN THE COUNTRY OF ORIGIN:   
TOWN:   PROVINCE:  COUNTRY:
14. ENTRY POINT IN COUNTRY OF ORIGIN:    
15. DETAILS OF ANY TRAVEL DOCUMENT/PASSPORT/ID: 
16. ACCOMPANYING SPOUSE: N/A
FAMILY NAME  GIVEN NAMES: DOB/PLACE SEX
RELATIONSHIP         
IS YOUR SPOUSE INCLUDED IN YOUR RSA ASYLUM APPLICATION? YES   NO  
ATTACH IC’S REFUGEE PERMIT:
17. ACCOMPANYING DEPENDANTS UNDER 18:
ARE THEY INCLUDED IN YOUR RSA ASYLUM APPLICATION?   YES   NO  
ATTACH ICS REFUGEE PERMITS:
(1),                            (2),                                   (3),                                     (4) 
18. (FOR UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN UNDER 18 YEARS OLD)
NAMES OF PARENTS/GUARDIANS:      
RELATIONSHIP:
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________________________________________________________________
DECLARATION
I (FULL NAME)     BEING THE CITIZEN OF 
       AND DESIRING TO RETURN PEACEFULLY 
AND VOLUNTARILY TO MY COUNTRY OF ORIGIN, HEREBY DECLARE THAT AFTER DUE 
CONSIDERATION AND ENTIRELY OF MY OWN FREE WILL, I WISH TO BE REPATRIATED TO 
INDEPENDENT WITNESS:   APPLICANT:  
FULL NAME:    SIGNATURE:  
SIGNATURE:     DATE:    

________________________________________________________________
QUESTIONNAIRE TO BE COMPLETED BY THE APPLICANT: ASYLUM SEEKER OR A RECOGNIZED 
REFUGEE
DATE OF DEPARTURE IN COUNTRY OF ORIGIN:   
PLACE OF BIRTH:   COUNTRY OF BIRTH: 
NATIONALITY:   DATE OF ARRIVAL IN COUNTRY OF ASYLUM: 
LAST ADDRESS IN COUNTRY OF ORIGIN: 
PROFESSION IN HOME COUNTRY: 
WERE YOU ACTIVE OR SYMPATHIZED WITH ANY POLITICAL PARTY?   
NAME OF ORGANIZATION:     
MILITARY SERVICE:   MILITARY GRADE:    
INDICATE THE SIGNIFICANT EVENTS, INCIDENTS OR CIRCUMSTANCES, WHICH CAUSED YOU TO 
FLEE THE COUNTRY OF ORIGIN. IC SHOULD ELABORATE.
WERE YOU ARRESTED BEFORE IN COUNTRY OF ORIGIN & WHEN?
DESCRIBE THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF ARREST:     
WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF YOU RETURN TO YOUR HOME COUNTRY?
WHAT CHANGE OF CIRCUMSTANCES EXPLAINS THAT YOU DO NO LONGER FEAR RETURNING 
HOME? HOW DID YOU TRAVEL FROM YOUR COUNTRY OF ORIGIN?  
WHICH ROUTE DID YOU TAKE?      
WERE YOU USING A TRAVEL DOCUMENT/PASSPORT?  
PASSPORT NO.:       
NB: PROVIDE US WITH NAMES OF YOUR RELATIVES TO BE INFORMED ABOUT YOUR RETURN:
FULL NAMES:
RELATIONSHIP:
PHYSICAL ADDRESS: 
HOUSE NO: 
STREET NAME: 
AREA:   
PROVINCE:
COUNTRY: 
CONTACT NUMBERS OF RELATIVES IN COUNTRY OF ORIGIN:
CONTACT NUMBERS OF THE APPLICANT IN SOUTH AFRICA: 

______________________________________________________________________________

THE APPLICANT SHOULD BE INFORMED THAT UNHCR WILL KEEP ALL INFORMATION CONFIDENTIAL.
FALSE OR INCORRECT INFORMATION MAY DELAY THE PROCESS OF THE APPLICATION AND MAY RESULT IN 
REJECTION OF VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION APPLICATION.
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In recent years, irregular migration from sub-Saharan Africa has been under the spot-
light. Western media and politicians often use doomsday scenarios to describe the sup-
posedly millions of desperate people knocking at the gates of the European Eldorado 
to escape poverty and warfare at home. Such a stereotypical conception of sub-Saharan 
African migration is not only overlooking its root causes, but it is also far from its real 
dynamics. Thus, inspired by the extensive literature on international migration and 
based on data availability, 27 potential root causes of migration were selected to cover 
30 sub-Saharan countries for the period between 2002 and 2016. The sensitivity and 
robustness of each potential determinant of both net migration and refugee population 
is tested using the two approaches of extreme bounds analysis proposed by Leamer 
and Leonard, and Sala-I-Martin. The results reveal that gross domestic product per 
capita, domestic credit, trade, foreign direct investment inflows, external debt, youth 
unemployment, natural resources rents, international tourism, military expenditure, 
health expenditure, undernourishment, food production, life expectancy, HIV preva-
lence, population growth, corruption, voice and accountability, rule of law, government 
effectiveness, regulatory quality, and common law are the root causes of migration in 
sub-Saharan Africa.

Keywords: international migration; refugee; sub-Saharan Africa; extreme 
bounds analysis
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, irregular migration from sub-Saharan Africa has been under the 
spotlight. Western media and politicians often use doomsday scenarios to describe 
the supposedly millions of desperate people knocking at the gates of the European 
Eldorado to escape poverty and warfare at home. Such a stereotypical conception of 
sub-Saharan African migration is not only overlooking its root causes, but it is also 
far from its real dynamics (De Haas, 2008; Flahaux and De Haas, 2016; Magri, 2017). 

The United Nations (2017) revealed that the number of international migrants 
worldwide had increased steadily between 2000 and 2017. Indeed, the number of 
international migrants had risen from 173 million in 2000, to 220 million in 2010, 
and about 258 million in 2017. The UN report also revealed that the additional mi-
grants recorded between 2000 and 2017 primarily came from Asia (40.7 million), 
Africa (14.7 million), Latin America and the Caribbean (12.9 million), Europe (11.6 
million), Northern America (1.2 million) and Oceania (700,000). Furthermore, the 
report revealed that despite the increasing number of African migrants, migration is 
still a marginal phenomenon on the continent as only 2% of Africans were migrants 
in 2017. This figure is superior to the 1.8% recorded in 2000 but it is still inferior to 
the world average (2.8% and 3.4% in 2000 and 2017 respectively).  

The relative size of African migration can also be put into perspective by tak-
ing into account the total number of international migrants. In that vein, the UN 
(2017) revealed that of the 258 million of international migrants recorded worldwide 
in 2017, 41% were born in Asia, 23.7% in Europe, 14.6% in Latin America and the 
Caribbean and only 14.1% in Africa. Contrary to Western doomsday scenarios, the 
size and destinations of African migration are not just far from being exceptional, but 
they are also quite similar to global patterns (Magri, 2017). However, African migra-
tion has been under the spotlight because of the substantial number of migrants who 
lose their lives every year in the Sahara desert or the Mediterranean Sea, the enslave-
ment and human trafficking associated with migrants’ journeys, and the guilty fears 
of ‘Fortress Europe’.

Historically, the roots of contemporary migration across the Sahara desert 
could be traced back to the ancient trans-Saharan trade. However, the phenomenon 
as we observe it today really began in the 1970s and 1980s when construction sites 
and oil fields in Algeria and Libya started attracting the nomads and traders operat-
ing in the region. In the aftermath of the air and arms embargo imposed on Libya 
by the UN Security Council between 1992 and 2000, Muammar al-Qaddafi opened 
the doors of Libya to sub-Saharan African workers and thereby magnified trans-
Saharan migration (De Haas, 2008). The Arab Spring of 2010 and the collapse of 
al-Qaddafi’s regime in 2011 led to a significant fall in economic opportunities for 
migrants, a surge in human trafficking across the Sahara, and increased migratory 
pressures at the doors of Europe. Thus, the number of migrants crossing the Mediter-
ranean to enter Europe increased from 22,500 in 2012 to 219,000 in 2014 (UNHCR, 
2015). European policy-makers responded to the migratory pressures with restric-
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tive and externalized border controls that ultimately led to the professionalization 
of smuggling services and the diversification of trans-Saharan migration routes and 
trans-Mediterranean crossing points (De Haas, 2008; Cummings et al., 2015). The 
humanitarian crisis resulting from the abovementioned developments has placed Af-
rican migration on the agenda of international meetings.

Migration is widely viewed as a complex phenomenon resulting from multi-
ple, overlapping and sometimes shifting drivers (Carbone, 2017). Nevertheless, an 
in-depth knowledge of its causes is the cornerstone upon which any effective and 
durable policy response ought to be built (Cummings et al., 2015). Thus, this paper 
aims at assessing the root causes of international migration in sub-Saharan Africa us-
ing extreme bounds analysis (EBA). Inspired by an extensive literature (Massey et al., 
1993, 1994; Black et al., 2006; Docquier, 2007; Faini, 2007; Kohnert, 2007; Bossard, 
2008; Bredeloup, 2013; Duwicquet et al., 2014; Efionayi and Piguet, 2014; Cummings 
et al., 2015; Carbone, 2017; Press, 2017; Akanbi, 2017) and based on data availability, 
27 potential root causes of migration were selected from the World Bank’s World 
Development Indicators and Worldwide Governance Indicators. The data set covers 
30 sub-Saharan countries for the period between 2002 and 2016. The robustness of 
each determinant of both net migration and refugee population is tested using the 
two different EBA approaches proposed by Leamer and Leonard (1983) and Sala-I-
Martin (1997).

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: international migration 
theories are reviewed in the next section; the methodology and the main findings 
of the paper are presented in section 3 and section 4 respectively; those findings are 
discussed in section 5 and the paper is concluded in section 6.

RELATED LITERATURE

Massey et al. (1993) argue that there is no single theory of international migration 
but rather a set of theories built upon different concepts, assumptions, and frames 
of reference. They distinguish the theories related to the initiation of international 
migration from those related to its perpetuation and thoroughly review the main 
modern theories of international migration. Massey et al. (1993) add that the initia-
tion of international migration can be explained by neoclassical economics, the new 
economics of migration, dual or segmented labor market, and world systems theory. 
As for the perpetuation of international migration, it can be explained using network 
theory, institutional theory, cumulative causation, and migration systems theory.

Initiation of international migration

Neoclassical economics

At the macroeconomic level, the neoclassical theory of international migration was 
initially developed to explain the labor migration induced by economic development, 
while at the microeconomic level, it is built upon the theory of individual choice. 
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Neoclassical economics postulates that migration is an individual decision driven 
by the differences in wages and employment between countries (Massey et al., 1993, 
1994). That is, people are incited to migrate when they realize that the employment 
opportunities and/or higher wages available abroad are worth the cost and risks as-
sociated with migration. Thus, the mismatch between the economic expectations of 
sub-Saharan Africans in terms of employment and wages and the reality of the labor 
market in their home countries is often cited as a driver of migration, especially for 
the youth (Kohnert, 2007; Carbone, 2017). 

Neoclassical economics focuses exclusively on labor market dynamics and 
postulates that in the long-run, migration itself will lead to the elimination of the ini-
tial differences in wages and employment between countries and bring about equi-
librium in the global labor market. Thereafter, there will be no more incentive for 
people to migrate because labor market characteristics would have become similar 
in all countries.

The new economics of migration

According to the new economics of migration, the decision to migrate is not an in-
dividual decision but rather a collective one made at the level of a household or a 
family. Moreover, migration is not only driven by an income maximization strategy 
induced by international disequilibria in labor markets, but it is rather a risk mini-
mization strategy induced by a wide range of market failures apart from those exist-
ing in labor markets. Indeed, contrary to neoclassical economics, migration is now 
viewed as resulting from the absence, imperfection or inaccessibility of certain mar-
kets (Massey et al., 1993, 1994). Thus, households or families send members abroad 
to minimize the risks and/or loosen the constraints associated with those market 
failures. Furthermore, the aim of migration is not just to reduce the household’s dep-
rivation in absolute terms, but also to improve its situation compared with some 
reference groups such as other local households. 

In line with the new economics of migration, the inefficiency characteriz-
ing healthcare (absence of health insurance, epidemic/endemic prevalence of HIV/
AIDS, Ebola and malaria), credit markets (high interest rates, absence of stock mar-
ket), agriculture and food supply (food crises, absence of crop insurance) as well as 
utilities (limited access to electricity and drinking water) in sub-Saharan Africa is 
often cited (Massey et al., 1993, 1994; Bossard, 2008; Carbone, 2017; Mago, 2018) as 
a root cause of migration. This is particularly true when the remittances sent home 
help improve the health status of family members, increase land productivity and 
provide access to capital and utilities.

Dual labor market

According to this theory, international migration does not really stem from a rational 
decision made at the individual or collective level in response to some market forces 
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as argued in neoclassical economics and in the new economics of migration. Instead, 
international migration is driven by the everlasting demand for immigrant labor that 
is consubstantial with the economic structure of developed countries (Massey et al., 
1993, 1994). Thus, De Haas (2008) argues that the structural demand for cheap mi-
grant labor is one of the factors explaining the surge in African migration to Europe. 
He adds that sub-Saharan migrants are attracted to North Africa and Europe by the 
structural demand for cheap labor in agriculture, construction, fishery, petty trade, 
and the informal service sector.

World systems theory

World systems theory views international migration as a natural corollary of global 
capitalism. Indeed, as capitalism spreads from core economies in Europe and North 
America to peripheral economies in the developing world, it disrupts pre-existing 
patterns of economic, social, and cultural organization and creates an uprooted pop-
ulation prone to migrate (Massey et al., 1993, 1994). In the case of sub-Saharan Af-
rica, colonization and neoliberal capitalism have brought about financial liberaliza-
tion, free trade, privatization of state-owned companies, atrophy of welfare policies, 
adoption of Western religions and educational systems, and the ineluctable tyranny 
of foreign aid, debt, and investments. Combined with the unfair subsidies, non-tariff 
barriers, and dumping prices implemented by core capitalist countries (Kohnert, 
2007), those artifacts have altered the core identity of Africans and created masses 
prone to migrate. 

Globalization of the market economy does not only fuel a structural demand 
for cheap migrant labor in construction and agriculture, but also a structural demand 
for highly qualified migrants in electronics, finance, law, and science (Massey et al., 
1994). This second demand leads to a substantial brain drain (Black et al., 2006; 
Docquier, 2007; Faini, 2007; Bourgain et al., 2010) and some additional disruptions 
as it delays the development of a middle class as well as that of a sustainable civil 
society (Kohnert, 2007). Highly qualified workers traditionally migrate to former co-
lonial powers even though recent data shows a growing diversification of migration 
destinations. Some core capitalist economies such as the United States of America 
(USA) and Canada even implement attractive migration policies for qualified mi-
grants (Flahaux and De Haas, 2016).

Perpetuation of international migration

Network theory

According to network theory, migration is perpetuated through the creation of in-
terpersonal ties – friendship, kinship, and common community origin – linking for-
mer migrants, migrants and, non-migrants in both origin and destination countries. 
The network thus created increases the benefits and reduces the costs and risks of 
migration (Massey et al., 1993, 1994). Internet-based technology and social media 
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have greatly facilitated the creation and improved the performance of contemporary 
migration networks (Cummings et al., 2015) as they expose non-migrants to the 
seemingly better lifestyle of migrants in destination countries. They are also used to 
inform, guide, and coordinate the actions of migrants and aspiring migrants.

Institutional theory

Massey et al. (1993) argue that because of the creation and sophistication of for-prof-
it organizations supporting, sustaining, and promoting migration, migratory flows 
have become more institutionalized and less dependent on the factors that initially 
caused them. Such a pattern ultimately leads to a feedback loop in which migration 
is perpetuated. These for-profit organizations range from multinationals such as Ac-
cès Canada, providing legal assistance to those Africans longing for a permanent 
residence in Canada, to the smugglers helping migrants to cross the Mediterranean 
on makeshift boats.

Cumulative causation

According to cumulative causation, migration perpetuates itself over time indepen-
dently of its initial causes as every new migrant alters the social environment in which 
next migration decisions will be made (Massey et al., 1993, 1994). Indeed, each act 
of migration reduces the costs and risks of migration for friends, family members or 
compatriots and could therefore induce subsequent acts of migration. Furthermore, 
remittances do not only alter the distribution of income, land, and other assets in 
home community, but they also alter social statuses and create additional incentive 
for subsequent migration.

Migration systems theory

Inspired by the cumulative causation, institutional theory, network theory, and world 
systems theory, it can be argued that migration acquires some momentum over time 
and space and leads to the formation of what can be called international migration 
systems. Those migration systems are characterized by unusually large flows of mi-
grants moving from peripheral countries to core countries (Massey et al., 1993). The 
case of former colonial powers and their former colonies is particularly relevant in 
sub-Saharan Africa. Thus, France tends to be the primary destination for Cameroo-
nian, Ivorian, Gabonese, Malian or Senegalese students who can afford studies in 
Europe.

After reviewing international migration theories as presented by Massey et al. 
(1993), it appears that those theories fail to fully grasp the multidimensional com-
plexity of contemporary migration dynamics (Mago, 2018). For instance, it is well 
documented that modern-day African migration is also driven by factors such as 
political instability and conflicts, droughts and other environmental issues (Flahaux 
and De Haas, 2016; Vigil, 2017; Carbone, 2017) but the abovementioned theories do 
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not pay attention, either to institutions or to climate change.

New approaches of international migration

The role of institutions

The destiny of nations often depends on their institutions. A sound institutional 
framework protects human and property rights, sustains democracy and social jus-
tice, and constitutes the foundation upon which everything else is built. Thus, insti-
tutions do have an impact on international migration: by providing government of-
ficials with the prerogatives necessary for repression and marginalization, they create 
refugees; by allowing privatization, delocalization, and poor welfare policies, they 
create economic migrants; by tolerating the loopholes inciting police officers to be 
corrupt by smugglers, they promote illegal migration.

Focusing on Africa, it is evident that the Eritrean autocracy is leading to sub-
stantial population outflows. Indeed, in its 2015 risk analysis, the European border 
and coast guard agency (Frontex) revealed that about 34,500 Eritreans were caught 
trying to cross European borders illegally. This 200 percent increase from the previ-
ous year (11,300 Eritreans caught) places the autocracy as the second largest sending 
country after war-torn Syria. The figures are all the more impressive because Eri-
trea has fewer than 6 million inhabitants. Hirt (2017) even argues that the Eritreans 
caught on European shores represent only a small percentage of those who have left 
the country since the introduction of an open-ended military service in 2002.

Elsewhere on the continent, on the one hand the UNHCR (2018) revealed that 
political instability and conflict in neighboring countries have brought to Uganda the 
third largest refugee population in the world (1.4 million in 2017) behind Turkey (3.5 
million) and Pakistan (1.4 million). On the other hand, Cummings et al. (2015) argue 
that the institutional instability associated with the Arab Spring has led to an increase 
in illegal migration to Europe.

The role of climate change

Vigil (2017) argues that taking into consideration the pre-existing economic, social, 
and political problems as well as the geographical vulnerability to natural disasters 
and rapid demographic expansion, African populations are most affected by climate 
change and environmental issues. She adds that the causal relationship between cli-
mate change and migration is complex and polymorphs with climate change, altering 
or amplifying pre-existing migration dynamics rather than really causing them. 

Paying attention to its almost endemic poverty and conflicts, its fast-growing 
population and its high climate oscillation, Vigil (2017:53) describes the Sahel re-
gion as “ground zero for climate change”. It is therefore no accident that Press (2017) 
describes the Sahelian city of Agadez, Niger as one of the most important hubs for 
African migrants going to Europe through the central Mediterranean route. Further-
more, Frontex (2018) data reveals that out of the 204,718 migrants caught trying to 
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cross European borders illegally in 2017, 118,962 (58.11%) came through that central 
Mediterranean route.

In fine, after reviewing studies and theories related to international migration, 
it appears that no previous paper has attempted to assess the determinants of migra-
tion using econometric models. This paper intends to fill that gap in the literature.

METHODOLOGY

The aim of this paper is to assess the root causes of international migration in sub-
Saharan Africa using extreme bounds analysis (EBA). This econometric tool used to 
test the sensitivity and the robustness of each variable, allows us to highlight the most 
significant causes of international migration in sub-Saharan Africa.

Data

Inspired by an extensive literature (Massey et al., 1993, 1994; Black et al., 2006; Doc-
quier, 2007; Faini, 2007; Kohnert, 2007; Bossard, 2008; Bredeloup, 2013; Duwicquet 
et al., 2014; Efionayi and Piguet, 2014; Cummings et al., 2015; Carbone, 2017; Press, 
2017; Akanbi, 2017) and based on data availability, 27 potential determinants of mi-
gration were selected from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators and 
Worldwide Governance Indicators. The data set covers 30 sub-Saharan countries  for 
the period between 2002 and 2016. These determinants of migration are:
Access_Electricity: Percentage of the population having access to electricity.
Drinking_Water: Percentage of the population using drinking water services.
Energy_Imports: Energy imports expressed as percentage of energy used in the 
country.
Health_Expenditure: Domestic general government health expenditure expressed as 
percentage of gross domestic product (GDP).
OOP_Expenditure: Amount spent on health issues out of the pocket of individuals 
expressed as percentage of current health expenditure. This variable captures the ex-
tent to which people are covered by health insurance.
Life_Expectancy: Life expectancy at birth expressed in years.
HIV_Prevalence: Percentage of the population aged between 15 and 49 years, living 
with HIV/AIDS.
FDI_Inflows: Net inflows of foreign direct investments (FDIs) expressed as percent-
age of GDP.
GDP_per_Capita: Annual growth rate of the GDP per capita. 
Trade: Imports plus exports expressed as percentage of GDP.
External_Debt: External debt stock expressed as percentage of GDP.
Current_Account: Current account balance or budget deficit expressed as percentage 
of GDP.

The Root Causes of Migration: Why Africans Leave their Homes
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Youth_Unemployment: Unemployment rate in the population aged between 15-24 
years.
Domestic_Credit: Domestic credit provided by the country’s financial sector ex-
pressed as percentage of GDP.
International_Tourism: Receipts from international tourism expressed as percentage 
of total exports.
Population_Growth: Annual growth rate of the population.
Undernourishment: Depth of the food deficit expressed in kilocalorie per person 
and per day.
Food_Production: Food production index.
Military_Expenditure: Government military expenditure expressed as percentage of 
GDP.
Natural_Resources_Rents: Total rents received from the exploitation of oil, natural 
gas, forests and minerals. This variable accounts for the suspicions related to resource 
curse.
Political_Stability: This accounts for political stability and the absence of conflict and 
terrorism.
Rule_Law: Rule of law accounts for the extent to which contracts, rules, and laws are 
binding.   
Voice_Accountability: Voice and accountability account for the extent to which elec-
tions are free and fair and the extent to which the fundamental rights of citizens are 
respected.
Government_Eff: Government effectiveness accounts for the quality of public ser-
vices, policies and actions.
Regulatory_Qlty: Regulatory quality accounts for the quality of government regula-
tions.
Corruption: Control of corruption accounts for the extent to which public preroga-
tives are used for private interests.
Common_Law: La Porta et al. (2008) argue that the legal origin (common law or 
civil law) of a country’s institutions has a significant impact on its economic perfor-
mances. This is a dummy variable equal to 1 for common law countries and 0 for the 
others.

The robustness of these determinants is tested on both net migration (economic 
migrants) and refugees (asylum-seekers). Cummings et al. (2015) argue that those 
categories are too rigid to reflect reality because the drivers of migration are too nu-
merous and dynamic. They add that refugees for instance, are not only seeking safety 
because safety is not the only thing they lost. However, the availability of data allows 
us to make such a distinction.
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Refugee_Intensity: Refugee population by country of origin expressed as percentage 
of the country’s total population.
Migration_Intensity: Difference between immigrants and emigrants expressed as 
percentage of the country’s total population.

Extreme bounds analysis

Leamer (1983, 1985) criticizes the tendency of traditional econometrics to lead to 
fragile inference because small changes in the list of explanatory variables could lead 
to fundamentally different results. As a result, Leamer and Leonard (1983) propose 
a procedure to assess the robustness and sensitivity of the explanatory variables in-
cluded in econometric models. The procedure, called extreme bounds analysis, is a 
relatively neutral procedure through which variables can be selected for an empirical 
model when the theoretical determinants of a phenomenon are ambiguous or con-
flicting (Chanegriha et al., 2014), like in the case of international migration.

Let us assume that international migration can be explained by the following 
model:
mt = α0 + α1xt + α2it + α3dt + εt                                                                                                   (1)
Where t represents the years and m stands for the number of economic migrants 
or refugees; x is a matrix containing variables that have an undeniable effect on mi-
gration: political stability for instance, has an undeniable effect on the number of 
refugees; i is the variable of interest; that is, the determinant for which we want to 
test robustness and sensitivity; d∈D is a matrix containing a limited number of other 
doubtful determinants of international migration taken from the pool D of n avail-
able determinants. Finally, ε is the error term and αi  (i=1,2,3) are parameters to be 
estimated.

The model is estimated for all the possible combinations of d∈D. For each 
regression, an estimate of α2 and its corresponding standard error σ2 are reported. 
The lower extreme bound is equal to α2 – 2σ2 and the upper extreme bound is equal 
to α2+2σ2. The decision rule for the variable of interest goes like this: if the lower ex-
treme bound is negative and the upper extreme bound is positive, then the variable 
of interest is not a robust determinant of migration. Sala-I-Martin (1997) argues that 
such a robustness test is too restrictive because it takes only one regression (out of 
many) for which α2 is insignificant or has another sign to conclude that the variable 
of interest is not robust. Sala-I-Martin (1997) then proposes an alternative form of 
EBA in which a particular attention is paid to the entire distribution of α2. In this al-
ternative approach, the robustness of a variable is based on the fraction of the density 
function lying on the left and on the right of zero. Thus, if at least 95 percent of the 
cumulative distribution function (CDF) of α2 lies in either side of zero, it is concluded 
that the variable of interest is robust.

EBA has been used to assess the determinants of economic growth (Levine 
and Renelt, 1992) and foreign direct investments (Moosa and Cardak, 2006; Chane-
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griha et al., 2014). Young et al. (2007) and Ghosh and Yamarik (2004) have used it 
respectively to find out if the effect of the black population on economic growth is 
robust and if the effect of regional trade arrangement on trade creation is robust. In 
spite of its appealing characteristics, EBA is not a flawless procedure as it can lead 
to multicollinearity and the inflation of standard errors (Levine and Renelt, 1992). 
Besides, EBA is also criticized for replacing discretionary model selection with dis-
cretionary variable segmentation (McAleer et al., 1985). 

In order to address those issues, some restrictions are imposed upon the EBA 
used in this paper. Following Levine and Renelt (1992), the list of variables included 
in x and allowed in all regressions has been reduced. Thus, only one explanatory 
variable (political stability) is included in all the models dealing with refugee popula-
tions and no variable is considered to have an undeniable effect on net migration. 
Furthermore, for each variable of interest i, the pool of variables from which d can 
be selected is restricted by excluding all the variables that, in theory, might point to 
the same phenomenon or be highly correlated. So, health expenditure and out-of-
pocket health expenditure are not allowed in the same model. This is also the case for 
budget deficit (current account) and external debt, and for undernourishment and 
food production. Following Hlavac (2016), the variance inflation factor (VIF) is not 
allowed to exceed 7 in order to address multicollinearity. Moreover, in order to give 
more importance to estimation results from models with a better fit, each regression 
is weighted by its own likelihood ratio index (LRI).

MAIN FINDINGS

The robustness of each of the above determinants of migration is tested using or-
dinary least squares estimates of the two EBA approaches proposed by Leamer and 
Leonard (1983) and Sala-I-Martin (1997). Overall, 19,878 and 17,001 models were 
estimated with net migration and refugee population as dependent variables respec-
tively. A summary of the EBA reported in Table 1 and Table 5 shows the number of 
regressions and the average coefficient associated with each variable. Those tables 
also report the average standard errors of the coefficients and the percentage of re-
gressions in which each variable is significant. Figure 1 and Figure 2 show the overall 
distribution function of each variable with the corresponding kernel density curves 
superimposed on the histogram. Those curves are non-parametric approximations 
of the shape of each variable’s distribution.

Net migration

Focusing on the EBA proposed by Leamer and Leonard (1983), Table 2 shows that 
none of the 27 variables is a robust determinant of net migration because the lower 
and the upper extreme bounds do not have the same sign. As argued by Sala-I-Martin 
(1997), the EBA proposed by Leamer and Leonard (1983) is too restrictive because it 
takes only one regression for which the coefficient is insignificant or has another sign 
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to conclude that the variable of interest is fragile.
Table 3 reports the EBA proposed by Sala-I-Martin (1997) in which it is as-

sumed that the coefficients follow a normal distribution. The results show that do-
mestic credit, health expenditure, natural resources rents, youth unemployment, 
population growth, HIV prevalence, trade, and voice and accountability are robust 
determinants of net migration.

Table 1: Summary output (net migration)

Note: Nb. Regressions stands for number of regressions; W.M. Beta stands for 
the weighted mean of Beta; W.M. Std Error stands for the weighted mean of the 
standard error of Beta and % Significance stands for the proportion of regressions 
in which each variable is significant.

Variable Nb.
Regressions

W.M.
Beta

W.M. Std 
Error

%
Significance

Intercept 19878 -2.391          1.977 33.087
Political_Stability 2877  0.115          0.605 7.925
Corruption 2877 -0.724          1.124 10.845
Current_Account 2578 -0.021          0.045 0.155
Domestic_Credit 2877  0.028          0.013 23.740
Health_Expenditure 2578 -0.743          0.436 58.650
External_Debt 2578  0.019          0.012 17.067
FDI_Inflows 2877 -0.015          0.026 0.070
GDP_per_Capita 2877  0.088          0.096 0.174
International_Tourism 2877  0.063          0.043 21.168
Life_Expectancy 2877  0.096          0.076 6.396
OOP_Expenditure 2578  0.033          0.024 40.109
Population_Growth 2877  2.590          0.671 90.059
HIV_Prevalence 2877 -0.270          0.062 97.254
Undernourishment 2578  0.036          0.039 5.198
Nat_Res_Rents 2877  0.103          0.040 61.453
Trade 2877 -0.056          0.016 90.233
Access_Electricity 2877  0.037          0.022 20.438
Energy_Imports 2877 -0.003          0.002 18.074
Drinking_Water 2877  0.051          0.031 17.657
Food_Production 2578  0.002          0.015 0.543
Youth_Unemployment 2877 -0.058          0.032 57.212
Military_Expenditure 2877  0.189          0.314 1.043
Rule_Law 2877  0.465          1.115 19.472
Voice_Accountability 2877  2.949          0.795 97.497
Government_Eff 2877  1.566          1.204 26.217
Regulatory_Qlty 2877 -0.502          1.071 11.679
Common_Law 2877 -0.795          0.964 13.625
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Table 2: Leamer EBA (net migration)

Note: LEB and UEB stand for lower extreme bound and upper extreme bound re-
spectively.

Variable Type LEB UEB Decision
Intercept Free -34.574               15.856 Fragile
Political_Stability Focus -3.138                2.797 Fragile
Corruption Focus -7.926                4.658 Fragile
Current_Account Focus -0.194                0.124 Fragile
Domestic_Credit Focus -0.035                0.080 Fragile
Health_Expenditure Focus -2.527                1.246 Fragile
External_Debt Focus -0.020                0.065 Fragile
FDI_Inflows Focus -0.110                0.085 Fragile
GDP_per_Capita Focus -0.208                0.398 Fragile
International_Tourism Focus -0.116                0.259 Fragile
Life_Expectancy Focus -0.237                0.401 Fragile
OOP_Expenditure Focus -0.079                0.132 Fragile
Population_Growth Focus -1.632                6.446 Fragile
HIV_Prevalence Focus -0.552                0.088 Fragile
Undernourishment Focus -0.114                0.270 Fragile
Nat_Res_Rents Focus -0.113                0.323 Fragile
Trade Focus -0.144                0.020 Fragile
Access_Electricity Focus -0.111                0.193 Fragile
Energy_Imports Focus -0.012                0.009 Fragile
Drinking_Water Focus -0.146                0.233 Fragile
Food_Production Focus -0.060                0.073 Fragile
Youth_Unemployment Focus -0.201                0.103 Fragile
Military_Expenditure Focus -0.955                1.436 Fragile
Rule_Law Focus -9.495                7.349 Fragile
Voice_Accountability Focus -0.255                7.658 Fragile
Government_Eff Focus -8.288                9.948 Fragile
Regulatory_Qlty Focus -7.451                5.040 Fragile
Common_Law Focus -4.802                3.172 Fragile
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Table 3: Sala-I-Martin EBA (net migration)
Normal model: Beta coefficients are assumed to be distributed normally across 
models

Note: CDF (beta ≤ 0) and CDF (beta > 0) stand for fraction of the cumulative density 
function lying on the left and the right of zero respectively.

Variable Type CDF (beta ≤ 0) CDF (beta > 0) Decision
Intercept Free 85.138            14.862 Fragile
Political_Stability Focus 42.536            57.464 Fragile
Corruption Focus 73.466            26.534 Fragile
Current_Account Focus 68.272            31.728 Fragile
Domestic_Credit Focus 1.432            98.568 Robust
Health_Expenditure Focus 95.514          4.486 Robust
External_Debt Focus 5.047            94.953 Fragile
FDI_Inflows Focus 71.844            28.156 Fragile
GDP_per_Capita Focus 18.019            81.981 Fragile
International_Tourism Focus 7.019            92.981 Fragile
Life_Expectancy Focus 10.550            89.450 Fragile
OOP_Expenditure Focus 7.927            92.073 Fragile
Population_Growth Focus 0.006            99.994 Robust
HIV_Prevalence Focus 99.999          0.001 Robust
Undernourishment Focus 17.778            82.222 Fragile
Nat_Res_Rents Focus 0.517            99.483 Robust
Trade Focus 99.972          0.028 Robust
Access_Electricity Focus 5.074            94.926 Fragile
Energy_Imports Focus 93.160         6.840 Fragile
Drinking_Water Focus 5.229            94.771 Fragile
Food_Production Focus 45.140            54.860 Fragile
Youth_Unemployment Focus 96.361          3.639 Robust
Military_Expenditure Focus 27.473            72.527 Fragile
Rule_Law Focus 34.498            65.502 Fragile
Voice_Accountability Focus 0.014            99.986 Robust
Government_Eff Focus 10.497            89.503 Fragile
Regulatory_Qlty Focus 67.498            32.502 Fragile
Common_Law Focus 79.489            20.511 Fragile
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Table 4: Sala-I-Martin EBA (net migration)
Generic model: no assumption about the distribution of beta coefficients across 
models

Note: CDF (beta ≤ 0) and CDF (beta > 0) stand for fraction of the cumulative density 
function lying on the left and the right of zero respectively.

Variable Type CDF (beta ≤ 0) CDF (beta > 0) Decision
Intercept Free 58.775            41.225 Fragile
Political_Stability Focus 41.601            58.399 Fragile
Corruption Focus 59.232            40.768 Fragile
Current_Account Focus 66.141            33.859 Fragile
Domestic_Credit Focus 7.801            92.199 Fragile
Health_Expenditure Focus 88.821       11.179 Fragile
External_Debt Focus 6.720            93.280 Fragile
FDI_Inflows Focus 69.229            30.771 Fragile
GDP_per_Capita Focus 19.735            80.265 Fragile
International_Tourism Focus 11.431            88.569 Fragile
Life_Expectancy Focus 14.237            85.763 Fragile
OOP_Expenditure Focus 14.645            85.355 Fragile
Population_Growth Focus 1.911            98.089 Robust
HIV_Prevalence Focus 99.731         0.269 Robust
Undernourishment Focus 25.861            74.139 Fragile
Nat_Res_Rents Focus 5.299            94.701 Fragile
Trade Focus 99.051        0.949 Robust
Access_Electricity Focus 15.341            84.659 Fragile
Energy_Imports Focus 88.093         11.907 Fragile
Drinking_Water Focus 16.527            83.473 Fragile
Food_Production Focus 46.570            53.430 Fragile
Youth_Unemployment Focus 88.760       11.240 Fragile
Military_Expenditure Focus 30.578            69.422 Fragile
Rule_Law Focus 32.533            67.467 Fragile
Voice_Accountability Focus 0.158            99.842 Robust
Government_Eff Focus 22.283            77.717 Fragile
Regulatory_Qlty Focus 50.831            49.169 Fragile
Common_Law Focus 71.590            28.410 Fragile
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Figure 1: The determinants of net migration

As for the alternative results reported in table 4, there are coming from a generic 
model in which coefficients are not assumed to follow a particular distribution. The 
table shows that net migration is robustly influenced by population growth, HIV 
prevalence, trade, and voice and accountability.

Refugee population

Table 6 reports the EBA proposed by Leamer and Leonard (1983). It shows that FDI 
inflows, military expenditure, GDP per capita, and voice and accountability are ro-
bust determinants of refugee populations. Table 7 and Table 8 report the EBA pro-
posed by Sala-I-Martin (1997) for the normal and generic distributions, respectively. 
On the one hand, assuming that the coefficients follow a normal distribution, it is 
found that political stability, FDI inflows, international tourism, HIV prevalence, 
corruption, GDP per capita, undernourishment, food production, military expendi-
ture, voice and accountability, domestic credit, natural resources rents, youth un-
employment, rule of law, government effectiveness, common law, external debt, life 
expectancy, and regulatory quality have a robust impact on refugee populations. On 
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the other hand, the generic model reveals that political stability, FDI inflows, inter-
national tourism, HIV prevalence, corruption, GDP per capita, undernourishment, 
food production, military expenditure, voice and accountability, and external debt 
are robust determinants of refugee populations.

DISCUSSION

The empirical findings derived from both of the EBA approaches call for some 
discussions.

Net migration

The EBA reveals that domestic credit has a robust positive impact on net migration. 
This contradicts the new economics of migration according to which market failures 
such as limited domestic credit should induce migration. However, in line with De 
Haas (2008), such a finding could be due to the fact that the availability of credit 
increases the capabilities to migrate. The results also reveal that both health expendi-
ture and HIV prevalence negatively affect migration. Indeed, it can be inferred that 
a government allocating a substantial portion of its budget to healthcare improves 
the health outcomes of its citizens and reduces their aspiration to migrate for health 
purposes. As for the effect of HIV/AIDS, it can be argued that people suffering from 
the disease are not in a good health condition to migrate.
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Table 5: Summary output (refugee population)

Note: Nb. Regressions stands for number of regressions; W.M. Beta stands for the 
weighted mean of Beta; W.M. Std Error stands for the weighted mean of the stand-
ard error of Beta and % Significance stands for the proportion of regressions in 
which each variable is significant.

Variable Nb.
Regressions

W.M.
Beta

W.M. Std
Error

%
Significance

Intercept 17001 -0.015          0.086 47.397
Political_Stability 17001 -0.146          0.027 96.977
Corruption 2554  0.209          0.053 73.923
Current_Account  2279  0.001 0.002 12.418
Domestic_Credit 2554 -0.001 0.001 49.413
Health_Expenditure 2279  0.008          0.019 24.177
External_Debt 2279  0.002 0.001 93.111
FDI_Inflows 2554  0.012          0.001 100.000
GDP_per_Capita 2554  0.018          0.004 100.000
International_Tourism 2554  0.006          0.002 84.691
Life_Expectancy 2554  0.009          0.003 84.299
OOP_Expenditure 2279  0.001 0.001 19.877
Population_Growth 2554  0.014          0.029 27.095
HIV_Prevalence 2554 -0.013          0.003 98.395
Undernourishment 2279  0.007          0.002 97.718
Nat_Res_Rents 2554  0.004          0.002 64.409
Trade 2554  0.000 0.001 7.948
Access_Electricity  2554 -0.001 0.001 30.266
Energy_Imports 2554  0.000 0.000 12.060
Drinking_Water 2554  0.001 0.001 13.743
Food_Production 2279 -0.004          0.001 94.471
Youth_Unemployment 2554  0.004          0.001 75.059
Military_Expenditure 2554  0.108          0.014 100.000
Rule_Law 2186 -0.119          0.054 53.111
Voice_Accountability 2554 -0.200          0.037 100.000
Government_Eff 2554 -0.113          0.056 46.166
Regulatory_Qlty 2554 -0.092          0.051 48.473
Common_Law 2554  0.087          0.040 61.355
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Table 6: Leamer EBA (refugee population) 

Note: LEB and UEB stand for lower extreme bound and upper extreme bound 
respectively.

Variable Type LEB UEB Decision
Intercept Free -1.806                1.464 Fragile
Political_Stability Free -0.359                0.069 Fragile
Corruption Focus -0.132                0.759 Fragile
Current_Account Focus -0.009                0.011 Fragile
Domestic_Credit  Focus -0.005                0.003 Fragile
Health_Expenditure Focus -0.119                0.124 Fragile
External_Debt Focus -0.001                0.004 Fragile
FDI_Inflows Focus  0.007                0.016 Robust
GDP_per_Capita Focus  0.003                0.034 Robust
International_Tourism Focus -0.005                0.018 Fragile
Life_Expectancy Focus -0.014                0.031 Fragile
OOP_Expenditure Focus -0.005                0.009 Fragile
Population_Growth Focus -0.275                0.202 Fragile
HIV_Prevalence Focus -0.044                0.003 Fragile
Undernourishment Focus -0.002                 0.020 Fragile
Nat_Res_Rents Focus -0.009                 0.015 Fragile
Trade Focus -0.004                 0.005 Fragile
Access_Electricity Focus -0.010                 0.007 Fragile
Energy_Imports Focus -0.001                 0.001 Fragile
Drinking_Water Focus -0.007                 0.012 Fragile
Food_Production Focus -0.006                 0.001 Fragile
Youth_Unemployment Focus -0.005                 0.016 Fragile
Military_Expenditure Focus  0.002                 0.174 Robust
Rule_Law Focus -0.806                 0.313 Fragile
Voice_Accountability Focus -0.401               -0.032 Robust
Government_Eff Focus -0.772                 0.339 Fragile
Regulatory_Qlty Focus -0.498                 0.279 Fragile
Common_Law Focus -0.138                 0.362 Fragile
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Table 7: Sala-I-Martin EBA (refugee population)
Normal model: Beta coefficients are assumed to be distributed normally across 
models

Note: CDF (beta ≤ 0) and CDF (beta > 0) stand for fraction of the cumulative density 
function lying on the left and the right of zero respectively.

Variable Type CDF (beta ≤ 0) CDF (beta > 0) Decision
Intercept Free 56.021            43.979 Fragile
Political_Stability Free 100.000           0.000 Robust
Corruption Focus 0.005            99.995 Robust
Current_Account Focus 31.599            68.401 Fragile
Domestic_Credit  Focus 96.964          3.036 Robust
Health_Expenditure Focus 32.459            67.541 Fragile
External_Debt Focus 0.011            99.989 Robust
FDI_Inflows Focus 0.000           100.000 Robust
GDP_per_Capita Focus 0.001            99.999 Robust
International_Tourism Focus 0.029            99.971 Robust
Life_Expectancy Focus 0.201            99.799 Robust
OOP_Expenditure Focus 18.245            81.755 Fragile
Population_Growth Focus 32.100            67.900 Fragile
HIV_Prevalence Focus 100.000           0.000 Robust
Undernourishment Focus 0.001            99.999 Robust
Nat_Res_Rents Focus 0.718            99.282 Robust
Trade Focus 39.977            60.023 Fragile
Access_Electricity Focus 85.959         14.041 Fragile
Energy_Imports Focus 81.346            18.654 Fragile
Drinking_Water Focus 30.336            69.664 Fragile
Food_Production Focus 100.000           0.000 Robust
Youth_Unemployment Focus 0.123            99.877 Fragile
Military_Expenditure Focus 0.000           100.000 Robust
Rule_Law Focus 98.379           1.621 Robust
Voice_Accountability Focus 100.000           0.000 Robust
Government_Eff Focus 97.481           2.51 Robust
Regulatory_Qlty Focus 96.104          3.896 Robust
Common_Law  Focus 1.484            98.516 Robust
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Table 8: Sala-I-Martin EBA (refugee population)
 Generic model: No assumption about the distribution of beta coefficients across 
models

Note: CDF (beta ≤ 0) and CDF (beta > 0) stand for fraction of the cumulative density 
function lying on the left and the right of zero respectively.

Variable Type CDF (beta ≤ 0) CDF (beta > 0) Decision
Intercept Free 51.526            48.474 Fragile
Political_Stability Free 99.331 0.669 Robust
Corruption Focus 3.251            96.749 Robust
Current_Account  Focus 43.305            56.695 Fragile
Domestic_Credit Focus 90.303       9.697 Fragile
Health_Expenditure Focus 40.325            59.675 Fragile
External_Debt Focus 0.737            99.263 Robust
FDI_Inflows Focus 0.000           100.000 Robust
GDP_per_Capita Focus 0.004            99.996 Robust
International_Tourism Focus 1.526            98.474 Robust
Life_Expectancy Focus 10.140            89.860 Fragile
OOP_Expenditure Focus 29.568            70.432 Fragile
Population_Growth  Focus 34.564            65.436 Fragile
HIV_Prevalence Focus 99.859       0.141 Robust
Undernourishment Focus 0.305            99.695 Robust
Nat_Res_Rents Focus 5.320            94.680 Fragile
Trade Focus 43.466            56.534 Fragile
Access_Electricity Focus 76.883            23.117 Fragile
Energy_Imports Focus 76.289            23.711 Fragile
Drinking_Water Focus 42.168            57.832 Fragile
Food_Production Focus 99.068        0.932 Robust
Youth_Unemployment Focus 10.682            89.318 Fragile
Military_Expenditure Focus 0.006            99.994 Robust
Rule_Law Focus 83.158            16.842 Fragile
Voice_Accountability Focus 99.999          0.001 Robust
Government_Eff Focus 81.133            18.867 Fragile
Regulatory_Qlty Focus 82.264            17.736 Fragile
Common_Law Focus 11.287            88.713 Fragile
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Figure 2: The determinants of refugee populations

Trade was found to have a robust negative impact on migration. The finding contra-
dicts world systems theory according to which capitalism creates an uprooted popu-
lation prone to migrate. This could be due to the fact that international trade is often 
associated with job creation in Africa. Indeed, a substantial fraction of the workforce 
is employed in the production of cash crops such as cocoa, coffee, tobacco, tea or ba-
nana destined for international markets, while a new set of jobs related to imported 
electronic devices such as smartphones, tablets, and computers is spreading across 
the continent. These jobs range from importers (wholesalers) and small traders (re-
tailers) to petty repairers.

The results also show that population growth has a robust positive effect on 
net migration. Such a finding is in line with Carbone (2017) who cites the massive 
expansion of African populations as a root cause of migration. He reveals that the 
population of sub-Saharan Africa has doubled between 1990 (493 million) and 2015 
(1 billion) and is still expected to double by 2050 (2.2 billion) and again by 2100 (4 
billion). Carbone (2017) then argues that such a demographic pressure will have a 
substantial effect on global populations and migration dynamics.

The EBA also reveals that youth unemployment and voice and accountability 
both have a robust negative impact on net migration. The effect of youth unem-
ployment contradicts neoclassical economics as unemployment is supposed to fuel 
migration. The finding could be explained by the fact that people between 15 and 25 
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years old often lack the financial means necessary for migration. Besides, at that age, 
most Africans are still busy acquiring academic and professional qualifications. As 
for the effect of voice and accountability, it is in line with a priori expectations that 
countries in which fundamental human rights are respected, free and fair elections 
are organized, tend to be better off in terms of governance and general wellbeing, 
thus mitigating the aspirations to move.

Finally, the results reveal that natural resources rents have a robust positive 
effect on migration. Such an effect could be explained by the fact that in African 
economies, an important share of the GDP comes from natural resources rents. An 
increase in those rents could induce an increase in income for the population and 
consequently, an increase in their capabilities to migrate. Besides, this finding is in 
line with the resource curse hypothesis as resource-rich African countries are of-
ten associated with corrupt and repressive states (Braas, 2008). The policies of those 
poorly-governed states often fuel economic and social inequalities, environmental 
disasters, armed conflicts, and international migration.

Refugee populations

The results show that institutional variables (political stability, voice and account-
ability, rule of law, regulatory quality, government effectiveness, and corruption) 
have a robust negative effect on refugee populations. This is in line with a priori 
expectations that a sound institutional framework protects human and property 
rights, sustains democracy and social justice, and constitutes the foundation upon 
which everything else is built. Good institutions help prevent the political and socio-
economic circumstances leading people to become refugees. The results also reveal 
that more refugees tend to come from common law countries. This contradicts the 
idea that common law countries often have better institutions (La Porta et al., 2008) 
and should therefore be associated with fewer refugees. Nevertheless, such a finding 
could be due to the fact that the knowledge of the English language facilitates inter-
national movements.

In line with the new economics of migration, the results reveal that domes-
tic credit is negatively associated with refugee populations. Indeed, as argued above, 
market failures such as the limited access to credit incite people to migrate. It is also 
found that foreign direct investments, external debt, and international tourism have 
a robust positive impact on refugee populations. This is in line with world systems 
theory according to which capitalism creates an uprooted population prone to mi-
grate. Paying attention to undernourishment and food production, the EBA reveals 
that the availability of food is negatively associated with refugee populations. This 
is corroborated by empirical observations, as areas affected by droughts and other 
climatic hazards often experience large population outflows.

Supporting the resource curse hypothesis, it is found that natural resources 
rents and military expenditure have a robust positive effect on refugee populations as 
those two variables are often associated with armed conflicts. Given that good health 
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is needed for migration, life expectancy and HIV/AIDS prevalence are found to have 
a positive and a negative impact on refugee populations respectively. Finally, GDP 
per capita and youth unemployment are found to have a positive impact on refu-
gee populations. De Haas (2008) argues that increases in income (GDP) improves 
the capabilities to migrate while Kohnert (2007) and Carbone (2017) argue that the 
mismatch between the economic expectations of young Africans in terms of em-
ployment and wages and the reality of the labor market in their home countries are 
drivers of migration.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Inspired by an extensive literature (Massey et al., 1993, 1994; Black et al., 2006; Doc-
quier, 2007; Faini, 2007; Kohnert, 2007; Bossard, 2008; Bredeloup, 2013; Duwicquet 
et al., 2014; Efionayi and Piguet, 2014; Cummings et al., 2015; Carbone, 2017; Press, 
2017; Akanbi, 2017) and based on data availability, 27 potential root causes of inter-
national migration were selected to cover 30 sub-Saharan countries for the period 
between 2002 and 2016. The sensitivity and robustness of each determinant of both 
net migration and refugee population was tested using the EBA approaches proposed 
by Leamer and Leonard (1983) and Sala-I-Martin (1997).

The results reveal that domestic credit, health expenditure, natural resources 
rents, youth unemployment, population growth, HIV prevalence, trade, and voice 
and accountability are robust determinants of net migration while FDI inflows, inter-
national tourism, HIV prevalence, corruption, GDP per capita, undernourishment, 
food production, military expenditure, voice and accountability, domestic credit, 
natural resources rents, youth unemployment, rule of law, government effectiveness, 
common law, external debt, life expectancy, and regulatory quality are robust deter-
minants of refugee populations.

These findings call out not only African but also Western policy-makers in sev-
eral respects. Firstly, in line with world systems theory, it is found that the neoliberal 
capitalism (FDI inflows, international tourism, and external debt) imposed in Africa 
by Western colonial powers tends to fuel international migration. Even though trade 
was found to have a negative impact on migration, one can still argue that the terms 
of international trade are in disfavor of African producers. For instance, Kohnert 
(2007) revealed that West African cotton producers would make an additional 250 
million U.S. dollars every year if the USA, China, and the EU stopped their unfair 
subsidies. Furthermore, the acceptance of the resource curse hypothesis reminds us 
that Western governments often support corrupt and repressive African regimes to 
have privileged access to some strategic natural resources such as crude oil.

Secondly, talking about corrupt and repressive African regimes, the findings 
of this paper once more highlight, if need be, the importance of a sound institutional 
framework. These results are just echoing what US President Obama said before the 
Ghanaian parliament in 2009: “Africa doesn’t need strongmen, it needs strong in-
stitutions”. African citizens and policy-makers should therefore pay more attention, 
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put more efforts and allocate more resources to the erection and the consolidation of 
sound institutions.

Thirdly, paying attention to health-related variables, one cannot overlook the 
fact that healthcare systems in Africa are particularly affected by the structural de-
mand for nurses and doctors in Western countries. This brain drain and its direct 
adverse effects on public health are well documented (Black et al., 2006; Docquier, 
2007; Faini, 2007; Bourgain et al., 2010). African authorities should therefore im-
plement policies to limit this outflow of qualified workers. For instance, they could 
legislate for a compulsory minimum serving period during which accredited health 
professionals will not be allowed to work abroad. Furthermore, similar measures 
should be implemented in some other strategic sectors such as higher education or 
justice because the brain drain is associated with additional disruptions delaying the 
development of a middle class as well as that of a sustainable civil society in Africa 
(Kohnert, 2007).

In fine, one should keep in mind that the analyses developed in this paper are 
essentially built upon macro-level and meso-level variables while there are micro-
level determinants of international migration. Indeed, as revealed by Carbone (2017), 
migration is not only a passive human response to external pull and push factors, but 
it is also a decision governed by individual characteristics such as perception, per-
sonality traits, aspirations, etc. Thus, future research on the causes of international 
migration in sub-Saharan Africa should pay more attention to micro-level data.

.
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Violent attacks on African migrants have produced a richer body of knowledge on 
African transnational migration, xenophobia/Afrophobia, and their intersections with 
questions of citizenship and autochthony, especially in a country that historically has 
always been a home for African migrants. Constellations of narratives now vilify South 
Africa as a demonic state whose hatred of Africans and fixation on exorcising them 
have short-circuited the process of nation-building. The vilification of South Africa 
also tells us that many researchers, scholars, and even migrants are unaware of the ways 
that the country has transformed the lives of its increasing African migrant population. 
This article reflects on the changing material conditions of Cameroonians in South 
Africa to understand why this “Afrophobic” state is still a key migration destination 
for Cameroonians. Drawing on personal exilic experiences, observations, and relevant 
literature, we argue that despite the victimization of Africans, including Cameroonians, 
this constitutional democracy has opened up political, economic and sociocultural 
opportunities for many Cameroonians residing permanently in the country. In 
forging this argument, the article interrogates the political landscape in Cameroon 
and examines key economic and sociocultural moments/activities in South Africa as 
well as accomplishments in this migrant community, to elicit how access to different 
opportunities in South Africa has significantly transformed the lives of Cameroonians.

Keywords: Cameroonians; Afrophobia; post-apartheid; South Africa; Africa 
migration
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INTRODUCTION 

Is it possible to assess the physical and psychological effects of the attacks on African 
migrants from other African countries without equally examining their quality of life 
in South Africa? Can we simply condemn South Africa as a demonic state by applying 
conventional scholarly theories and research methodologies? As South Africans and 
Africans from other African countries continue to compete over resources, perhaps 
one way of understanding the exilic experiences of Cameroonian migrants and 
writing about the attacks on Africans in South Africa is to examine the quality of 
their lives since migrating to South Africa. Using this approach to analyze the lives of 
South African-based Cameroonian migrants was necessitated by claims of invasion 
of South Africa by Africans and locals’ impassioned attempts to exorcise these 
invaders (Landau, 2011; Amusan and Mchunu, 2017; Pineteh, 2017). The destruction 
and looting of African-owned businesses as well as the brutal attacks and killing of 
African migrants in cities and townships across South Africa have therefore been 
written as expressions of Afrophobia. Although these forms of attack are common 
in many postcolonial African states, the gruesome nature of South African cases 
has managed to fracture diplomatic relationships between South Africa and African 
states (Hassim et al., 2008; Zondi, 2008; Landau, 2011; Isike and Isike, 2012; Pineteh, 
2018).

Recent studies on African migrants in South Africa have, on one level, focused 
on this violent display of imagined Afrophobic tendencies and its implications for 
questions of citizenship and/or autochthonous belonging, especially in a country that 
historically has always been a home for African migrants (Zondi, 2008; Isike and Isike, 
2012; Angu, 2019). These studies have tended to vilify South Africa as a demonic 
state whose hatred of Africans from other countries and fixation on exorcising 
them “has short-circuited the process of nation-building since transitioning into a 
democratic dispensation” (Zondi, 2008: 33). Here, many researchers have consistently 
represented post-apartheid South Africa as one of the most xenophobic, negrophobic, 
or Afrophobic countries, not only in Africa, but in the world (see Murray, 2003; 
Neocosmos, 2010; Amusan and Mchunu, 2017; Pineteh, 2017, 2018). This raises key 
questions, which this article seeks to address: (a) Why is it that despite the horrific 
attacks on African migrants, we have not seen a significant decline in the numbers of 
Cameroonians attempting to emigrate to South Africa or an exodus of Cameroonians 
from South Africa? (b) What does the increasing immigration into South Africa tell 
us about statecraft in postcolonial states like Cameroon? (c) Put differently, why are 
many researchers obsessed with the inhumane treatment of Africans in South Africa 
without equally examining the improving quality of their lives?

Writing this article as insiders – Cameroonian migrants – we have decided 
not to frame it around any conventional theoretical/methodological protocol. Also, 
we do not intend to replicate familiar narratives that denigrate the new South Africa 
or the findings of numerous studies that have investigated and documented the 
existential struggles of African migrants in South Africa. Neither do we intend to 
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dismiss the existence of xenophobes/Afrophobes/negrophobes in South Africa nor 
to condone the attacks on other Africans or any non-citizens (see Landau, 2011; 
Angu, 2019). Rather, this article is an auto-ethnography which draws on existing 
studies, personal experiences and observations of the changing material conditions 
of many Cameroonians in South Africa to understand why this “Afrophobic state” is 
still an attractive migration destination for Cameroonians. As South African-based 
Cameroonian migrants, we attempt to espouse and argue in this article that despite 
the victimization of other Africans, including Cameroonians, this constitutional 
democracy has opened up political, economic and sociocultural opportunities for 
many African diasporic communities (Pineteh, 2017, 2018). The article is therefore 
not claiming that Cameroonian migrants have not experienced different forms 
of alienation, marginalization or victimization in South Africa. In fact, they have 
had their share of struggles or challenges like other African migrants. For example, 
many of them have struggled to obtain legal documents to reside in South Africa 
permanently (Pineteh and Mulu, 2016; Pineteh, 2018). Also, not all Cameroonian 
migrants have been economically successful. However, as argued in the following 
sections, many studies on this diasporic community have failed to tell the stories 
of Cameroonians who have accessed opportunities in this erstwhile apartheid state 
and used them to transform their lives. It is therefore against this backdrop that we 
decided to write this article.

To support the argument above, we interrogate Cameroon’s political landscape 
and we examine selected political, economic and sociocultural moments/activities in 
South Africa as well as accomplishments in the Cameroonian migrant community. 
Then, we explain how these patterns of social existence and exilic experiences have 
contributed to transform the lives of Cameroonians residing in South Africa.

SOUTH AFRICAN GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSES TO AN IMAGINARY 
AFRICAN MIGRANT INVASION

To understand South Africans’ attacks on Africans and Cameroonians’ resistance to 
these attacks, we start by examining South Africa’s strategies to mitigate the in-flow 
of Africans and to “exorcise” those already residing in South Africa. As South Africa 
grapples with an ailing economy, the government has prioritized tourism as one of 
its key strategies to regenerate economic growth. Prioritizing tourism over other 
political and social challenges draws on studies that have highlighted the contribution 
of international tourism to economic growth (see Rogerson, 2012, 2013; Moyo and 
Ziramba, 2013). To boost tourism, the South African president has repeatedly spoken 
about the urgent need to relax visa requirements for selected countries, increase the 
number of visa-free countries and institute a visa-on-arrival system. However, the 
same government, its citizens, and its diplomatic representatives have employed 
different strategies to trigger an “exodus” of Africans and curb attempts to immigrate 
into South Africa. These strategies have implications not only for Africans resident 
in South Africa, but also for the president’s ambitious plans to revive the economy 
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through tourism. Some of these strategies include tightening and securitizing borders, 
scapegoating Africans as architects of South Africa’s social and economic problems 
and therefore inciting Afrophobic/xenophobic violence and unlawfully forcing 
legal migrants to become illegal migrants (see Nyamnjoh, 2006; Hassim et al., 2008; 
Landau, 2011; Pineteh, 2017, 2018). Using these multi-pronged strategies to exclude 
Africans from South Africa raises critical questions about “black consciousness of 
blackness” and how fixations on autochthonous citizenship influence and disrupt 
Africans’ relationships with Africans (Geschiere, 2009; Mbembe, 2019: 30). Claims 
to this form of citizenship explain why the right to eliminate Africans from South 
Africa has been tied recently to the power of borders, with autochthons criticizing the 
government for leading a “borderless” post-apartheid South Africa. Today, we listen 
to politicians ranting in very dystopian language about the dangers of a borderless 
state to the sovereignty of South Africa. Here, they attempt to use the concept of risk 
management to control human mobility because they see the movements of foreign 
nationals, particularly Africans, in and out of South Africa “as sources of danger 
and risk” (Mbembe, 2019: 24). Put simply, there can be no peaceful and safe South 
Africa without securitized and militarized borders. For Comaroff and Comaroff 
(2001: 650), focusing on borders to curb migration reminds us about the paradoxes 
of globalization such as “the rights of the autochthon versus the rights of the stranger; 
the politics of protectionism and exclusion versus the borderless economy; the 
construction of the immigrant as parasite or benefactor; and the ideology of universal 
inclusion versus the limits of provisioning commonwealth”. These discrepant idioms 
help us to understand the prospects and pitfalls of globalization and South African 
citizens’ “growing distrust of immigrants” and the urgency to regain spatial control 
(Geschiere, 2009: 23). However, the increasing attacks on African migrants tell us 
that “when state institutions evidently failed to deliver on their promises to protect 
and promote a politically entitled but materially deprived citizenry, the population 
(or parts of it) [takes] on the obligation to alienate and exclude those standing in its 
way” (Landau, 2011: 3).

In principle, the use of border security to constrain human mobility is nothing 
short of a contradiction, when the ideology of globalization preaches free movement 
of people, goods, and services. In fact, Comaroff and Comaroff (2001) point us to one 
of the many criticisms of globalization – the privileging of free movement of goods, 
technology, and financial capital at the expense of human mobility (Nyamnjoh, 2006; 
Pineteh, 2017). However, securitizing borders can never stop human beings from 
migrating because journeys to exile have shown us that migrants can endure and 
overcome some of the most adverse challenges associated with migration (De Haas, 
2008; Pineteh, 2017, 2018). This is because “the body is made first and foremost to 
move, to walk, which is why every subject is a wandering subject” (Mbembe, 2019: 
144). In fact, research evidence has shown that border control has “had a series of 
unintended, often counter-productive effects” in Africa, America and Europe (De 
Haas, 2008: 1310). South Africa is no exception, and frankly, it is very unlikely 
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that tighter borders will curb African immigration into South Africa. Firstly, since 
South Africa is still a very attractive migration destination on the African continent, 
Africans will always find new and innovative ways to circumvent border security. 
Secondly, attempts to outsmart border control have resulted in a lucrative business 
syndicate at borders, which involves smugglers, border security officials and migrants 
(Nyamnjoh, 2006; De Haas, 2008; Landau, 2011; Pineteh, 2018).

As citizens continue to blame other Africans for their miseries, the South 
African government has done very little to change the narrative. Although it has 
argued that the attacks on other Africans and their businesses are sordid incidents 
of criminality, to date there is hardly any evidence that a South African citizen has 
been tried and sentenced for these “crimes” (Landau, 2011; Pineteh, 2017). Instead, 
the government has contributed to entrench populist narratives from citizens and 
right-wing politicians who seem to believe that migration is a serious threat to South 
Africa’s sovereignty. So, while South Africans are calling for stringent border control, 
they are also using different internal tactics to express their anti-African sentiments 
and incite attacks on African migrants (Murray, 2003; Amusan and Mchunu, 2017; 
Pineteh, 2017). One such tactic is to construct pejorative narratives that blame 
African migrants in particular for crime, joblessness, poor service delivery, collapsing 
state institutions, and poverty. South Africans use these narratives to justify unlawful 
attacks on vulnerable African migrants from other countries on the continent and 
different forms of thuggery that happen during these attacks. However, these attacks 
are not necessarily driven by Afrophobic tendencies, but rather by citizens’ fears, 
uncertainties, anxieties, and hopelessness as the South African economy declines and 
unemployment increases. Given that the attacks are unlawful, perpetrators justify 
their actions by claiming that they are cleansing South Africa of illegal immigrants, 
undocumented migrants, or African drug lords and criminals, although victims are 
both illegal and legal African migrants. Challenged by several social pathologies such 
as employment, poverty, and crime, politicians now use the scapegoat ideology as a 
political strategy to mobilize voters and/or deflect attention from their political and 
economic blunders that have contributed to worsening the material conditions of 
ordinary South Africans (Harris, 2002; Pineteh, 2017). Here, South African media 
reportage, political oratories, social debates, and township street-level conversations 
are fraught with anecdotes blaming the influx of “illegal African migrants” into 
South Africa for all the evils of the new South Africa (Landau, 2011; Pineteh, 2017; 
Nyamnjoh, 2006). Today, behind every bad deed in South Africa, there is a Nigerian, 
Cameroonian, Zimbabwean, or Somali, and this fixation on an imagined influx of 
illegal migration is intended to force an exodus of Africans from South Africa. These 
incendiary narratives have also created opportunities for the state police to conduct 
systemic raids in immigrant ghettoes, alleging that these spaces are crime hotspots 
and hideouts for illegal migrants. However, the recurrence of these attacks since the 
maiden incident in 2008 suggests that this strategy has failed to produce the intended 
results. The police raids as well as the maiming, looting, burning, and killing by 
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locals have simply resulted in an unethical display of power by the authorities, and 
resistance from African migrants, many of whom are ready to die in South Africa 
rather than return home (Pineteh, 2017, 2018; Angu, 2019).

The multi-pronged approaches to force Africans out of South Africa or curb 
immigration into South Africa also include unlawfully complicating, rejecting, or 
simply delaying the processing of Africans’ applications for temporary visa renewals 
or permanent residence to force legal migrants to become illegal (Pineteh, 2017, 
2018). The intention is to ensure that applicants’ current permits expire while they 
wait endlessly for the outcome of renewal application. The Department of Home 
Affairs (DHA) officials who deliberately delay the processing of African applications 
naively think that their actions can actually force African migrants to leave the 
country or expose them to unlawful arrest by the police. This strategy is intended to 
fortify the previous strategies because, for South Africans, “unauthorised immigrants 
were overrunning South Africa’s cities…” (Murray, 2003: 448). Again, the strategy 
is unlawful because it contravenes South African immigration laws pertaining to 
the renewal of temporary permits or granting of permanent residence to migrants. 
Here, DHA officials explore the perception that many African migrants are not very 
familiar with their South African immigration laws or lack the financial resources 
to secure the services of immigration lawyers. For example, it is unlawful to arrest 
an immigrant with an expired temporary permit if such person is in possession of a 
valid proof of submission from the DHA, or from a DHA-accredited agency such as 
Visa Facilitating Services (VFS). Conversely, this strategy has also yielded unintended 
results. Firstly, it has led to high-level bribery and corruption in the DHA, involving 
top-ranking officials, agents, and migrants, with those in legal limbo ready to pay 
thousands of South African rands to regularize their stay in South Africa, even 
though they are simply victims of unlawful administrative practices. Secondly, it has 
worsened the undocumented migrant crisis, with illegal African migrants devising 
innovative strategies to escape police arrest and potential deportation. But why are 
Cameroonian migrants determined to stay in a country that has been repeatedly 
represented as an Afrophobic state? To respond to this question, we examine the 
political situation in Cameroon and the political, economic, and sociocultural 
benefits of residing in South Africa.

THE CAMEROONIAN COMMUNITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

Since this article is based primarily on personal experiences and observations as well 
as on existing studies on African migrants, and not on empirically gleaned primary 
data, there is no separate methodology section. However, a general brief descrip-
tion of this diasporic community can enhance readers’ understanding of the claims 
made in the article. For instance, since the transition from apartheid to democracy, 
the number of Cameroonian migrants in South Africa has increased exponentially 
(Pineteh, 2015; Pineteh and Mulu, 2016). This can be attributed to the worsening 
economic and political challenges in Cameroon and the promises of South Africa’s 
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fledgling democracy. This growing migrant community is made up of francophones 
and anglophones, with an almost equal gender representation. Although Cameroo-
nians are scattered all over South Africa, the majority of them live in major cities like 
Johannesburg, Pretoria, Cape Town and Durban. They are mainly business owners, 
petty traders and professionals in different sectors of the South African economy 
such as health, higher education, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), bank-
ing and so on. They reside in South Africa on different permits – asylum, refugee, 
study, work or permanent residence permits. There is also a significant number of 
Cameroonian migrants who have obtained South African citizenship. Finally, this 
community has managed to build strong networks through its sociocultural activities 
and associational lifestyle (Pineteh, 2008, 2015; Nyamnjoh, 2018). 

CAMEROON’S POLITICAL LANDSCAPE AND THE BENEFITS OF LIVING IN 
A CONSTITUTIONAL DEMOCRACY LIKE SOUTH AFRICA

Since 1982, Cameroon has been led by Paul Biya, a predatory dictator and his 
authoritarian rule has been one of the main drivers of emigration from Cameroon 
(Takougang and Amin, 2018). To rule Cameroon for more than three decades, this 
octogenarian has employed the fallacy of advanced democracy, the spectacle of divide 
and rule, and extreme repression to silence any threats to his statecraft (Lawyer, 
2017; Mbembe, 2019) Despite the ushering in of multiparty politics in the 1990s, 
Cameroon is one of many exemplars of postcolonial African states where dissent 
is construed as extremism and where marginalization, repression of human rights, 
and press and speech censorship are the essential political orders. It is a symbol of an 
African democracy without the preservation of human rights (Effiom, 2013; Mbembe, 
2019). For 38 years, Biya’s political tactics have also been about “centralization and 
personalization of power”, while using his political patronage networks to infiltrate 
and dismantle opposition parties (Dicklitch, 2002: 166). Although Lawyer (2017) 
argues that Cameroon’s turbulent political landscape has escaped a full-blown civil 
war since the Cameroonian Civil War, the country remains a politically fractured 
state, evidenced in the collapse of key political, economic and social institutions 
(Kombi, 2015; Lawyer, 2017; Takougang and Amin, 2018). For years, tension has 
simmered and Cameroonians have expressed their discontent and frustration 
with Biya’s repressive leadership through civil disobedience, pro-democracy 
demonstrations and social protests. Such collective actions have always been met 
with more repressive reactions resulting in illegal arrests, torture and incarcerations, 
often with the complicity of key judicial institutions, which are supposed to protect 
the rights of citizens (Effiom, 2013; Agbor, 2015; Seemndze, 2016). In Cameroon 
today, “common life has been reduced to the satisfaction of greed for money, power 
and material well-being” at the expense of basic human right principles such as 
justice, dignity and respect (Seemndze, 2016: 169).

Here, the ideals of liberal/constitutional democracy, which allow for different 
freedoms, are propagated, while “at the same time promoting the struggles for 
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recognition and representation of the various cultural, ethnic and sectarian 
groups...” (Nyamnjoh, 2005: 3). For example, Biya’s administration has promoted a 
Beti hegemony, francophone domination and the subordination of the anglophone 
minority (Anyefru, 2008, 2010; Koning and Nyamnjoh, 2019). In 2016, the tension 
that had been simmering in Cameroon for decades exploded in the anglophone 
regions of North West and South West. Cameroonians from these regions mobilized 
in Cameroon and the diaspora to resuscitate their longstanding pursuit of self-
determination and the establishment of an independent state, or simply a return to the 
two-state federation established after independence (Konings and Nyamnjoh, 2019). 
From 2016, this struggle for self-determination degenerated into an armed conflict 
between secessionist forces and Biya’s militia, resulting in several deaths and internal 
and cross-border migration (Gwaibi, 2016; De Vries et al., 2019). Significantly, this 
struggle also has led to an upsurge in the number of Cameroonians attempting to 
enter South Africa as forced migrants. In light of the current political fragility and 
ensuing economic stagnation in the anglophone regions, we argue that this part of 
the country has become a very unsafe space with an uncertain future for anglophone 
Cameroonians, both at home and in South Africa. This is because “it is unlikely 
that the anglophone movements’ call for an independent Southern Cameroon state 
will receive any support from the Francophone leadership and the international 
community” (Konings and Nyamnjoh, 2019: 84). In addition, the number of deaths 
recorded between 2016 and 2020 suggests that anglophone Cameroonians in South 
Africa are more likely to survive any attacks on African migrants than secessionist 
and militia forces in the anglophone regions of Cameroon. The sporadic attacks 
of Africans with mainly knives, pangas, stones and sticks are a lesser threat to the 
lives of Cameroonians in South Africa than a full-fledged armed insurgent that has 
plunged the entire Cameroon into a restless and fragile state. Here, normal patterns 
of life have been disrupted, human lives have become worthless as human rights 
violations increase, and the economy of the anglophone regions is on a downward 
trajectory. For anglophone Cameroonians in South Africa, the risks of returning 
or simply visiting home are significantly high as the armed conflict in the regions 
worsens. Although this is a localized conflict, the political atmosphere in Cameroon 
has been fragile for years because Paul Biya’s administration has employed the same 
dictatorial tactics to deal with francophone dissidents. Today, there is an equally 
large population of disgruntled francophones as anglophone Cameroonians in South 
Africa, suggesting that the quality of life in many francophone provinces has also 
declined (see Agbor, 2015; Takougang and Amin, 2018). Since multiparty politics, 
democracy in Cameroon has been short-circuited by Biya’s authoritarianism and 
“unequal access to wealth and power”, positioning South Africa as a relatively safer 
home for many Cameroonian migrants (Nyamnjoh, 2005: 2).

Although Collier (2009) argues that political violence is a curse, in the case of 
a postcolonial sub-Saharan African state like Cameroon, it is also a blessing for its 
citizens residing in South Africa. Despite South Africa’s multiple socioeconomic and 
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political challenges (see Mangcu, 2008; Gumede, 2012), the country still outperforms 
many francophone sub-Saharan African countries, including Cameroon, in terms of 
the protection of human rights and freedoms (Nyamnjoh, 2005; Cheeseman, 2015). 
The watchdogs of South Africa’s democracy, such as Chapter 9 institutions, ensure 
that even non-citizens like Cameroonians benefit from its preservation of human 
rights, judicial independence and the other freedoms that underpin any democracy. 
Although South Africa has been represented as a “demonic society” (Landau, 2011: 
213) because of its xenophobic tendencies, African migrants in South Africa still 
enjoy far better political, sociocultural and economic rights enshrined in South 
Africa’s Bill of Rights and constitution (RSA, 1996; Kende, 2003). The country’s 
political and socioeconomic obligations to its citizens create a safer environment for 
African migrants from predatory dictatorships, where they are able to exercise their 
rights and enjoy their freedoms as human beings.

Furthermore, South Africa’s political landscape has created a unique space for 
political education and consciousness for young political aspirants in the Cameroonian 
migrant community. For example, the critical role played by the African National 
Congress (ANC) Youth League in influencing South Africa’s political transformation, 
or the emergence of the Economic Freedom Front (EFF), led by the relatively young 
charismatic Julius Malema, or broader civil society activism, offer useful political 
lessons for Cameroonian political and/or social activists residing permanently in 
South Africa. These political benefits have not featured prominently in research 
because South Africa’s treatment of migrants is often not compared with that of 
other African countries, but with European countries and America (see Neocosmos, 
2010; Landau, 2011; Pineteh, 2018). By not pitting South Africa against other 
African countries, many studies have tended to neglect the factors driving the influx 
of migrants into South Africa and the political benefits of living in a constitutional 
democracy for Africans fleeing from autocratic regimes. Since Cameroon is a quasi-
democracy/dictatorship, it is expected to have comparably high cases of human rights 
abuses. But a constitutional democracy like South Africa, with unrestricted freedom 
of speech, media, movement and association, supported by an active citizenship, has 
provided a unique space for political education for Cameroonian political aspirants.

Cameroonians’ political expediency in South Africa is evidenced in the 
formation of diaspora chapters of Cameroon’s ruling party, the Cameroon People’s 
Democratic Movement (CPDM), and the main opposition party, the Social 
Democratic Front (SDF). Through the formation of these diasporic political 
spaces, Cameroonians have been able to freely mobilize and protest against Biya’s 
repressive regime and the marginalization of the anglophone minority from South 
Africa (Takougang and Amin, 2018; Konings and Nyamnjoh, 2019). It is no surprise 
that the anglophone community in South Africa has been singled out as one of the 
most vibrant diaspora communities supporting the anglophone struggle for an 
independent Southern Cameroon state (see Konings and Nyamnjoh, 2019). It is 
therefore disingenuous to downplay how South Africa’s constitutional democracy 
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has shaped Cameroonians’ political thoughts even in the midst of the violence against 
African migrants. The emergence and growth to prominence of the South African 
chapter of the struggle for self-determination in the anglophone regions of Cameroon 
exemplifies the extent to which Cameroonians have benefited from a democratic 
space that allows people to exercise their rights as long as it is done within the realms 
of the law. Through different forms of political mobilization – from public rallies, 
university seminars, and community discussion forums, to non-violent protests at 
different diplomatic missions in South Africa – Cameroonians have contributed 
remarkably to sensitizing international communities about the marginalization of the 
anglophone minority. We are not claiming that social activism or political protests 
do not happen in Cameroon. Rather, we are opining that Cameroon’s political space, 
with its repressive laws, stifles political agency and active citizenship. As such, studies 
that condemn and label South Africa as an Afrophobic state should also investigate 
the political gains of residing in South Africa, particularly for Cameroonian migrants 
who are continually forced to flee their ancestral home because of complex ethnic 
conflicts and a deeply rooted repressive regime, which uses different “levers of power 
to control and accommodate the many demands of Cameroonians” (Takougang and 
Amin, 2018: 43).

SOUTH AFRICA AS A COUNTRY OF ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
CAMEROONIAN MIGRANTS

Attacks on African migrants are triggered partly by the economic successes of 
migrant communities, with citizens claiming that Africans are reaping the fruits of 
years of struggle against the apartheid government (see Nyamnjoh, 2006; Neocosmos, 
2010; Landau, 2011; Pineteh, 2018). Studies on immigrant entrepreneurship have 
argued explicitly that the exponential increase in African-owned businesses in 
major South African cities can be attributed to immigrants’ exceptional business 
acumen, resilience and migrant networks. They have also attributed this increase to 
the failures of the South African government to mitigate the rising unemployment 
rate (Moyo, 2014; Tengeh and Nkem, 2017). The findings of these studies repeatedly 
foreground the contributions of African businesses in boosting the South African 
economy, often neglecting how these businesses have transformed the lives of African 
migrants. This suggests, rather erroneously, that South Africans should be eternally 
grateful to African businesses for contributing to curbing unemployment. The 
contributions of African businesses in South Africa are not in question here because 
there is substantial research evidence on the impact of immigrant entrepreneurship 
on the South African economy (see Tengeh, 2016; Pineteh, 2018). But what are some 
of the equally important factors that have contributed to the successes of migrant 
businesses, besides migrant networks, business acumen and resilience? How has the 
success of African businesses in South Africa transformed the lives of Africans, such 
that they are ready to risk their lives to stay in South Africa?

Writing about Cameroonian and other immigrant businesses in South Africa, 
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Pineteh and Mulu (2016), Tengeh (2016), and Pineteh (2018) have focused on their 
business skills, social capital and migrant resilience as the main predictors of their 
economic successes. For example, Tengeh (2016) and Tengeh and Nkem (2017) argue 
that the success of Cameroonian and Somali businesses is a consequence of their 
entrepreneurial strategies, financial assistance from social networks and immigrant 
associations, and their resilience in the face of adverse situations such as xenophobic 
attacks. For them, any migrants with these sets of skills and attributes, with startup 
capital, can achieve immeasurable economic success anywhere and at any time in 
South Africa. Although these factors have played a critical role in the economic growth 
of Cameroonian businesses in South Africa, these studies ignore the importance of 
a relatively stable and enabling South African political and economic environment, 
which has liberalized and removed “corporatist rigidity in inner of Johannesburg” 
and other major cities (Moyo, 2014: 261). This enabling business environment creates 
avenues for Cameroonians “without experience in immigrant entrepreneurship [to 
be] as successful as those with a wealth of experience…” (Moyo, 2014: 261–262). 
Unlike in Cameroon, where an autocratic government uses repressive business 
laws to control and regulate its business environment, South Africa’s free market 
economy increases the chances of operating a successful business. Economic policies 
in South Africa promote the growth of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
through tax incentives. The policies also give markets the freedom to self-regulate, 
allowing business owners to set their own prices and influence market trends. For 
example, the profit margins of Cameroonian-owned grocery shops in South Africa 
are significantly higher than similar businesses in Cameroon. Unlike in South Africa, 
Cameroon’s rigid business regulations and corrupt taxation system have stifled the 
expansion of the SME and informal business sector. It is important to note that many 
Cameroonian migrants who are successful business owners in South Africa today 
started their business ventures in Cameroon, and some had no previous business 
experience before migrating to South Africa. However, many of these businesses 
were not profitable, even with the same business skills and tactics outlined above 
(Moyo, 2014; Tengeh, 2016; Tengeh and Nkem, 2017).

Contrary to studies by Hassim et al. (2008), Landau (2011), and Pineteh 
(2017), which continue to portray South Africa as an anti-African migrant state, this 
article contends that the country has exposed Cameroonian migrants to economic 
opportunities that have changed their material conditions. The Cameroonian com-
munity, particularly in Johannesburg, Durban, and Cape Town, now has a new class 
of “nouveau riche” who were inconspicuous petty informal traders in Cameroon. 
Members of this class of “nouveau riche” own several businesses, multiple luxury 
cars, and some have become property moguls in their own rights. The display of eco-
nomic successes is very noticeable because in Cameroonian communities, success 
in general is measured in terms of material consumption or accumulation. Here, the 
number and size of individual cars and houses, or the display of riches during social 
gatherings/events, are indicators of human achievements (Pineteh, 2008; Nyamnjoh, 
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2018). Furthermore, the increasing amounts of immigrant remittances from South 
Africa to, and investments in, Cameroon symbolize the economic successes of Cam-
eroonian migrants. These remittances and investments have been used to support 
families, revive ailing family businesses, and they have also contributed to reducing 
unemployment in Cameroon (Tiemoko, 2004; Maposa, 2007).

In a climate of increasing attacks on Africans in South Africa, remittances 
from South Africa and business investments by South African-based Cameroonians 
create an image of South Africa as a land of opportunities, and therefore a desirable 
migration destination. To claim that African migrants’ business growth is mainly 
because of survival strategies such as resilience, social capital, associational lifestyle, 
hard work and entrepreneurism, is in fact a one-sided story, which undermines 
South Africa’s participation in the economic transformation of non-citizens. For 
us, South Africa’s enabling business environment and the buying power of diaspora 
communities and citizens have contributed as much to the flourishing of immigrant 
businesses. Despite South Africa’s myriad socioeconomic and political challenges, 
Cameroonian economic experiences and successes tell us that South Africa has 
always been hospitable to Africans regardless of nationality (Zondi, 2008; Isike and 
Isike, 2012). While Amusan and Mchunu (2017: 13) can afford to argue that “South 
Africa’s image and reputation has been dealt a major blow by the recent xenophobic 
attacks”, the economic lives of Cameroonians suggest that there is still a strong sense 
of “ubuntu” in South Africa, shown in decades of hospitality towards other Africans. 
To aptly capture the exilic experiences of Cameroonian migrants, researchers 
should not only represent Cameroonians as victims of a demonic South African 
state but also as people who have benefited from many political and economic 
opportunities in South Africa. For example, many Cameroonian professionals with 
permanent residency and South African citizenship have been able to access several 
opportunities in universities, the health and banking sectors. Despite these success 
stories, the recurring narrative of victimhood seems to suggest that Cameroonians’ 
quality of life has been on a downward trajectory since the day they entered South 
Africa. This narrative breeds an unhealthy fixation on the ills of South Africa, 
neglecting the economic transformations in African migrant communities including 
the Cameroonian community.

SOCIOCULTURAL BENEFITS OF RESIDING IN DEMOCRATIC SOUTH 
AFRICA

One of the many social formations of African diasporic communities is the 
repertoire of sociocultural activities and performances. Showing a close affinity with 
its ancestral roots, the Cameroonian community in South Africa has experienced 
an exponential growth in cultural associations, Cameroonian food outlets, 
traditional fashion businesses and cuisines (see Pineteh, 2005, 2008; Nyamnjoh, 
2018). In African diaspora communities globally, these social practices are used 
as strategies to cope with the physical and psychological burdens of displacement. 
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In the case of Cameroonian migrants, these markers of cultural identity compete 
with their adaptation strategies, such as intermarriages, affinity for South African 
music, linguistic slang and dress codes. Here, we see a unique display of cultural 
fusion designed to implant Cameroonians into South Africa, while at the same time 
emphasizing the value of ancestral attachment (Pineteh, 2005, 2008; Nyamnjoh, 
2018). Although new migrants often experience difficulties in coping with a new 
food culture or culture shock in host countries, transnational cultural choices/
activities are not only tropes of memory – they have also been seen to influence and/
or transform migrant lives as they struggle to adapt (Terragni et al., 2014; Nyamnjoh, 
2018).

Changing cultural patterns and associated sociocultural activities in the 
Cameroonian community have opened spaces for very lucrative business enterprises 
in major South African cities that cater for these changing lifestyles. For example, 
the Cameroonian food and fashion sectors in Johannesburg and Cape Town have 
become a very profitable source of livelihood, catering for different food choices 
and fashion trends of both Cameroonians and South Africans with African spouses 
(Pineteh, 2008, 2015; Nyamnjoh, 2018). Here, food and fashion acculturation and 
South Africa’s flexible market environment have transformed this business sector 
into a multi-million-rand industry involving a network of importers, wholesalers and 
retailers not only in South Africa, but also in Ghana, Nigeria, and southern Africa 
(Maposa, 2007; Nyamnjoh, 2018). The expansion and profitability of this sector, 
together with the previously outlined political and economic benefits of residing 
permanently in South Africa, have entrenched in Cameroonians a determination to 
die in South Africa rather than return home.

Besides the financial gains associated with these sociocultural repertoires, 
there is an upsurge in Cameroonian social and cultural activities across South Africa 
because of the political instability and armed struggle in the anglophone regions of 
Cameroon (Pineteh, 2015; Nyamnjoh, 2018). Sociocultural festivities that have always 
influenced particularly anglophone Cameroonians’ decisions to visit Cameroon 
annually are now performed in South Africa because of political insecurity. Since 
2016, the Cameroonian community has seen a surge in traditional and social 
activities such as marriages, cultural rituals, funerals, death celebrations and so on, 
performed freely in the vicinity of “Afrophobic” South Africans. Although some of 
these gatherings happen even during incidents of xenophobic violence, there have 
not been major incidents during these events driven purely by “Afrophobic” attitudes 
– only familiar sporadic and opportunistic crimes. This is very telling about South 
Africa’s sense of hospitality, which has been affected unintentionally by psychological 
and physical effects of an “incomplete liberation” and unfulfilled political promises 
(Murray, 2003; Gibson, 2012: 5).

Furthermore, in the global knowledge economy that we live in, “the global 
structure of knowledge production and distribution” is critically important 
(Arowosegbe, 2016: 324). To meet the demands of a global knowledge economy, 
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universities are expected to teach and produce research that is innovative, 
transformative, and relevant to 21st-century economies (Jowi, 2012; Altbach, 2013; 
Arowosegbe, 2016). African universities therefore have an essential role to play in 
ensuring that Africa joins “the global knowledge society and…compete effectively 
in the sophisticated knowledge economies of the twenty-first century” (Altbach, 
2013: 316). Global university rankings show that many South African universities 
are now competing favourably with other developing and middle-income countries 
in the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) block, and to some 
extent with European countries (Jowi, 2012; Altbach, 2013). However, knowledge 
production in many African countries has been hampered and sometimes “halted by 
the challenges of Africa’s political economy, including the rise and consolidation of 
autocratic rule across the continent…” (Arowosegbe, 2016: 326). What does this mean 
to Cameroonian migrants in South Africa? Over the more than 20 years that many 
Cameroonians have lived in South Africa, we have witnessed a rapid development of 
intellectual capital in the Cameroonian community, a new generation of scholars and 
researchers. Despite increasing incidents of violence that have threatened the social 
existence of African migrants, Cameroonian migrants, like many other African 
nationals, have obtained undergraduate and postgraduate qualifications from elite 
South African universities (Pineteh and Mulu, 2016). Many of these migrants have 
studied on full scholarships provided by South African universities, private and even 
government departments.

Moreover, intellectual mobility into South Africa has increased significantly, 
partly because of former President Thabo Mbeki’s vision of an African Renaissance. 
Besides Cameroonians who studied in South Africa and are now employed in 
public and private universities, as well as in the corporate sector, we have also seen 
an exponential increase in Cameroonian academics and professionals migrating to 
South Africa. They are attracted by favourable employment conditions, quality and 
efficient social services, and relatively high remuneration (Malan, 2010). If the ranking 
of South African universities in Africa and the world is an indicator of academic 
and research excellence, it is clear that South Africa, with its multiple challenges, 
has given Cameroonians access to quality education and highly remunerated jobs 
that are not easily accessible in Cameroon without a strong patronage network. 
Like many universities in francophone sub-Saharan Africa, Cameroonian 
universities still suffer from a crisis of quality and relevance of knowledge because 
of a lack of modern infrastructure, outdated curriculum and persistent political 
meddling (Nyamnjoh and Jua, 2002). In this part of Africa, “repressive states have 
perpetuated and capitalized on this [predicaments] by manipulating desperate 
academics into compliance and complicity with mediocrity” (Nyamnjoh and Jua, 
2002: 1). For example, in Cameroon, academic freedom is still hamstrung by “overt 
government interference [and] exclusion of certain groups of people from tertiary” 
education, with far-reaching epistemological consequences. The increasing number 
of Cameroonian doctorates from South African universities tells us that despite 
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the country’s socioeconomic challenges, its institutions of higher learning have 
opened up a new world of opportunities for the diaspora community. Today, the 
Cameroonian community takes pride in the number of high-ranking researchers and 
academics participating in knowledge production in South Africa. While in South 
Africa, academic tenures, research rankings and fellowships, and promotions are 
mostly based on the lure of meritocracy, the situation in Cameroon is exactly the 
opposite. What we often experience is a “political commodification of knowledge” 
in the way academic appointments and promotions are managed, resulting in 
intellectuals being “subjugated by party political affiliation” despite earning miserable 
salaries (Nyamnjoh and Jua, 2002: 3–4).

Finally, South African-based Cameroonian migrants have been beneficiaries 
of quality social services such as primary healthcare and healthcare facilities, as 
well as other quality social amenities. For instance, Section 27(1) of South Africa’s 
constitution states that “everyone has the right to have access to health care services, 
including reproductive health care…[and] basic health care services for children” 
(RSA, 1996; Phillips, 2004: 10). Although this provision is to preserve the healthcare 
rights of its citizens, it has allowed many Cameroonian migrants and their children 
to access quality healthcare in South African public hospitals for free or at very 
affordable prices (Phillips, 2004; Moyakhe, 2014). Those for whom it is financially 
feasible now choose to access the same high-quality healthcare through private 
healthcare providers. Many Cameroonians in this category now bring their sick 
family members to South Africa for medical examinations and treatments. This tells 
us that Cameroonians are unlikely to return home, where quality healthcare is not 
only a privilege, but the public health system has collapsed and citizens are dying of 
easily treated diseases such as diabetes, malaria, prostate cancer and so on.

CONCLUSION

Although there are many Cameroonian migrants who are still confronted by several 
economic challenges or who cannot access economic opportunities because of 
lack of legal documents, the lifestyles of most permanent residents and those who 
have obtained South African citizenship, tell a different story. Given the changing 
material conditions of this category of South African-based Cameroonian migrants, 
it would be deceptive and somewhat hypocritical to write about Cameroonian 
exilic experiences only through the lenses of hegemonic and generalized narratives 
that vilify South Africa as an anti-African state (Mosselson, 2010; Neocosmos, 
2010; Pineteh, 2018). These narratives often paint a “stereotypical image of African 
misery” with the worst cases of forced and economic migration because of predatory 
dictatorships, regional and ethnic conflicts, whose victims now find themselves in 
similar deplorable human conditions in exile (De Haas, 2008: 1305). These narratives 
are intellectually meaningful if we closely examine the social conditions in many of 
the postcolonial African states. However, they entrench a narrative of victimhood, 
which Cameroonian migrants have used for years to attract sympathy/pity from 
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researchers, human rights organizations and mainstream South African media. It is 
not surprising to read statements such as that xenophobia/Afrophobia is “a problem 
which is particularly shocking given the massive international support for the 
struggle against apartheid, particularly during the 1980s” (Neocosmos, 2010: 1). This 
statement portrays South Africa as a demonic state unwilling to reciprocate the spirit 
of humanity shown to the country during its darkest days. These dominant narratives 
suggest that the material conditions of African migrants have either not changed or 
have worsened since the day that they entered South Africa (Murray, 2003; Landau, 
2011; Pineteh, 2018). One of the reasons such narratives persist is that many studies 
on African migrant communities have failed to track the lives of African migrants 
from the time they entered South Africa. Alternatively, they have relied on empirical 
evidence from the same migrants who have been psychologically conditioned to 
imagine themselves as victims in an Afrophobic/xenophobic state.

This article recognizes the challenges associated with global human mobility 
and the implications for South Africa, with its own socioeconomic and political 
challenges. Moreover, it is humanly insensible to condone the horrors of black-
on-black violence, not only in South Africa, but also in several other postcolonial 
African states (Pineteh, 2017; Mbembe, 2019). Black-on-black violence in Africa is, 
in fact, what Fanon explained as “a permanent see-saw between African unity, which 
fades quicker and quicker into the mists of oblivion, and a heart-breaking return 
to chauvinism in its most bitter and detestable form” (Fanon, 1990: 126). With this 
in mind, this article sought to understand why incessant violent attacks on African 
migrants have not managed to influence Cameroonians’ perceptions of South 
Africa as an enticing migration destination. In addition, it attempted to determine 
why these horrific attacks have not triggered an exodus of Cameroonians to their 
motherland or to other countries. Finally, it wanted to find out how Cameroonians 
have implanted themselves firmly in South Africa in the midst of the country’s 
many internal socioeconomic and political challenges, which continue to spark 
off xenophobic/Afrophobic attacks. Using personal experiences and the changing 
material conditions of Cameroonian migrants, the article has analyzed the political 
landscape in Cameroon and how economic and sociocultural benefits/opportunities 
in South Africa have transformed the lives of Cameroonians resident in this erstwhile 
apartheid state. In light of the changing material conditions of Cameroonian migrants, 
the article holds strongly that South Africa has always been an attractive migration 
destination, particularly hospitable to African migrants, but whose sense of ‘ubuntu’ 
has been deferred by a political transition, which “has not seen a radical transfer of 
wealth or the creation of social programs based on human needs” (Gibson, 2012: 53). 

The Changing Material Conditions of Cameroonian Migrants in South Africa
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