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Migration and development:  
hubris in the abyss

This volume took on the very complex, difficult, ever-changing, 
politically charged, and socio-economically disrupting issue of 
migration. “And development” is meaningful in the title of the work 
because it is principally about migration and the controversies that 
revolve around how some, mainly the African poor in South Africa, 
have responded to growing numbers of immigrants from Africa (and 
South Asia), including violence that has sometimes been described as 
xenophobic or afrophobic. This book wishes to see this issue through 
the development lens.

This lens is useful for two reasons: The first is that the subject of 
migration is easily reduced into a tool for this or that extreme political 
agenda in a context where stakes are high. Stakes are high where there 
is high competition for meagre or dwindling resources or where the 
elite is desperate to find pons for their elitist agenda or a scapegoat 
for their political campaigns (Akokpari, 1998). It is useful because 
migration, as a movement of people between spaces, has to do with 
the state and level of development, defined as the improvement in the 
quality of lives people in a place live. It becomes about quality of life 
and how migration impacts these. 

The second reason is that in the South African case, the migration 
issue is a lot about uneven development about which scholars of 
regional integration like Mayuyuka Kaunda and Mwesiga Baregu long 
warned will generate difficulties for the integration of the people and 
economies of the region (Baregu & Landsberg, 2003; Kaunda, 2008). 
This territorial nature of inequality creates a number of margins and 
peripheries in southern Africa, which is itself wholly a periphery in the 
global order. 

While migration has many driving factors, underdevelopment 
and undemocratic regression seem to be major factors in this case. 
South Africa has many opportunities that attract decently skilled 
people of the entire continent to seek an Eldorado from difficulties in 
places of their usual residence or simply for a change in environment 
or as a transit to explore elsewhere in the world (Crush, Ramachandran 
& Pendleton, 2013). They often come to South Africa to make a living 
rather than take a living from others. Their usual intention is not to 
steal anyone’s development opportunities, jobs, or businesses. 
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Immigrants often find people locked in the margins of a largely 
prosperous country, desperate to make a living, apprehensive about 
competition with more poor people like them, and caught up in 
despair and anger against the establishment. They find the poor angry 
and hungry for opportunities and quickly to see immigrants as a direct 
threat to their bare existence (Aliber, 2010). The immigrant poor are 
also hungry for opportunities to make a living. Co-existence happens 
a lot, but conflict also happens. The latter is of greater interest to 
commentators than the former. 

We have known for a time that modernity creates problems that 
it cannot solve. It creates the problem of a poverty trap for the majority 
and affluence for a few. It engenders structural violence that brutalises 
the poor and turns them into assumed monsters whose violence has 
no cause but a mere emotion of hatred for one another (Rylko-Bauer 
& Farmer, 2016). The language of xenophobia, like the language of 
“stealing our jobs”, reinforce this easy explanation for complex things. 

The conduct of modernity/coloniality, which is colonial in origin 
in its iteration in Africa, reinvents the poor as the problem of society in 
the manner William du Bois saw with the negro in the early twentieth 
century, leading him to ask the question: What does it mean to exist as 
a problem? (Du Bois, 1903). Modernity/coloniality constructs them as 
disposable, dispensable and as a people permanently near death. They 
are death-bound subjects in JanMohamed’s terms (JanMohamed, 
2005). These people live precariously and, like the enslaved (now 
enslaved by poverty), live with death itself: “social death” it is, to use 
Orlando Patterson’s phrase (Patterson, 2018). 

The migrants and the vast majority of people responding violently 
to migrants are from this class of brutalised and violated beings. 
Migrants are caricatured as robbers, coyotes, smugglers, thieves, and 
other evils, implying that they can attack easily (Cleaveland, 2010; 
Crush & Peberdy, 2018). This demonisation that precedes violence 
is a form of psychological violence produced by people who are also 
themselves victims of caricatures as breeders of future criminals, lazy 
people, drop-out, ama para and so forth. This demonisation attempts 
to name them as people who are a problem rather than people with 
problems. After their violence against migrants, they earn another 
caricature as xenophobes or afrophobes, which means they have to be 
known not as people with problems but as people who are a problem, 
the haters (Tewolde, 2020). 
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Development is a much bigger problem than is often theorised. 
It is not a shortage of development that generates these problems 
described, but the very logic of modern development. In Invention of 
development, Arturo Escobar shows how modernity/coloniality left 
us with a logic of development that reinforced a hierarchy of human 
beings and created problems it could not solve (Escobar, 1999). This 
development assumingly comes in stages, one after another, in a 
hierarchy from the big bottom to the tiny top. This idea of development 
displaced other ways and logics of development, including an 
indigenous logic of development as the expansion of a circle of 
mutually humanising each other, including more and more people. 
This dominant logic of development makes a pool of the poor at the 
bottom a natural and necessary part of the process of development. 
The poor and marginalised are not a failure of modernity’s logic of 
development but its by-product. This development divides and thrives 
on competition and harbours violence and conflict. 

Both the “notion of development” and the “nation-state” are 
the “ghosts of empire”, to use Kwasi Kwarteng’s phrase, that did not 
die when the colonial empire seemed to die (Kwarteng, 2012). The neo-
colonial state masquerades as postcolonial when it is neo-colonial. It 
is a state as a project of national liberation as an elite project rather 
than social liberation, as Nzongola-Ntalaja would have it (Nzongola-
Ntalaja, 1987). It is a state that maintains boundaries necessary to 
satisfy the narrow nationalist impulses while failing to satisfy the 
aspirations of the people that make up the nation, leaving many to 
fend for themselves on the gruelling margins of society. When its poor 
citizens get into clashes with immigrant poor, the state does not know 
where it stands on matters of human well-being because it is neither 
African nor Western as a state but something of a schizophrenic 
thing that exists to preserve the status quo. This neo-colonial state, 
its neighbouring states and global powers work together to produce 
and reproduce the margins and the violence of the margins. They also 
reproduce them as a problem on a problem, a double whammy against 
order and peace. 

* * *

The hubris in the abyss 

The African citizen is not. 
The African immigrant is a citizen of a world that does not exist. 
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They are disposable at home and abroad. 
People denied their humanity by all coming from here and there. 
Their tears are not tears, their pain is not pain. 
Their plans and aspirations in vain, they eke out a living in the 
abyss and earn scorn. 
After all, they are African citizens. 

African citizens do not exist. They are not African. 
They are invented and conjured up. They exist by not thriving 
but by surviving. 
They dodge life-ending whirlwinds of questions, shouts and 
even stones thrown. 
They earn scorn. 

The South African black poor are no African citizens. 
African citizens do not exist, Africa does not exist. 
They are the problem the bourgeoisie see. They are the nuisance 
the elite loathe. 
They are the menace others fear. 
They are imagined out of the circle of humanity. 

They are African citizens only in oxymoron, a nonity 
claiming being.
They are neighbours to prosperity while barely scratching living. 
They live in violence, live with violence and live violence. 

Their being, both, is in fact perpetual becoming. 
It is a never-ending journey to being.
Such is life on the margins where development means lack, 
shortage and destitution; 
the abyss. Such is life within and across borders
 that render deadly to claim being while in the land of the living. 

Source: Own.

* * *
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If this book is of any value, it reminds us of the prayer Frans Fanon 
made, adapted as follows: “Ohhhh my being make a person that 
questions” (Fanon, 2008). It is to ask another set of questions about 
a subject too often discussed in simple us-against-them, angels and 
devils, migrants against citizens, and other binaries that hide more 
than reveal about African citizenship. It invites us to think again about 
terms so loosely employed to simplify rather than to explain, to vilify 
instead of understanding.

This book should stimulate more and continuous discussion 
of this problem of violence experienced by African migrants at the 
hands of those claiming to be a citizen of post-colonial South Africa. 
It should be engaged critically only to encourage non-extraverted 
discourses about what it means to be a post-colonial African and 
decolonial people. 

Prof Siphamandla Zondi 
Institute for Pan-African Thought and Conversation

University of Johannesburg
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Chapter 1:  
Background 

Since the 1950s, debates on migration and development have tended 
to swing from one extreme to another. Between the 1950s and 1970s, 
neoclassical notions related to transferring skills, experience, and 
remittances concluded a positive correlation between migration and 
development. In the 1970s and 1980s, these optimistic postulations 
gradually replaced the Marxist historical-structural paradigm, which 
contended that migration (in all its forms) served to break down 
community (and household) structures and, consequently, eroded 
their development potential. The historical-structural regime further 
argued that remittances created non-productive dependency (of the 
receiving communities) and enhanced inequalities in the migrant-
sending areas. 

The Marxist approach ran its course through the 1980s, as the 
closing decade of the twentieth century heralded increasing scholarly 
interest in the heterogeneity of migration and how various strands of 
migration (environmental, social, political or economic) interact with 
development in a more dynamic fashion than neoclassical orthodoxy 
and Marxism seemed to suggest. Popularised as the “new economics 
of labour migration”, the dominant approach in the 1980s onwards 
understood migration as part of livelihood strategies employed by 
individuals to circumvent market and state constraints. This approach 
is enabled by the relative ease of border crossing, whether by capital 
(goods and services) or labour. 

In the efforts to make sense of the dynamism attendant 
to migration (including but not limited to the heterogeneity of 
migration) in the twenty-first century, contemporary debates have 
been fragmented, with some parts of the debate focusing on trade 
opportunities, others cautioning on the national security threat posed 
by the movement of people, and others still, on the social and economic 
challenges introduced by migration, particularly in the receiving 
countries. The debate around migration and trade is robust, but the 
security and socio-economic aspects of the migration debate remain 
nationalistic, shallow and schismatic, yet at the same time, deeply 
institutionalised. Most of the fluxes against migration are situated in 
the nationalistic position, which is more concerned with the security 
and socio-economic well-being of host communities. 
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In South Africa, the nationalistic debate seems the most 
dominant, increasingly so post-1994. This is not to suggest that 
migration did not occur before 1994. Perhaps, the conversation and 
actions around migration changed, with the dominating part of the 
debate focused on increasing pushback against African migrants. 
What started as musings of discontent in the early 2000s exploded 
into national-level afrophobic violence. A second major afrophobic 
explosion would follow five years later, in 2013, 2015, 2017 and 2022. 
As Vahed and Desai (2013) argue, this systematic and more frequent 
outbreak of violence against migrants has become a permanent 
feature of contemporary South Africa. Over time, anti-migrant 
sentiments have become institutionalised, with coded and not so 
coded anti-migrant messaging from government officials, the media, 
and organised groups such as the rapidly emerging (and yet organic) 
#OperationDudula,1 the All Truck Drivers Foundation (ATDF), the 
#SouthAfricaFirst campaign, and most recently, lone voices from the 
Patriotic Alliance. 

These sentiments circumvent any meaningful engagement 
of migration data and remain oblivious to the positive correlation 
between migration and development. They also often avoid the fact 
that South Africa’s democracy is a twenty-first-century phenomenon. 
Consequently, the country’s development pathway fails to confront 
the global moment of migration in any meaningful way. Instead, the 
discourse is trapped in skilled labour migration bias.

The skilled labour bias produces a “loser losses all” society, 
where migration conversation and policy are shaped by nationalists, 
who dodge the hard questions and dynamics the migration 
phenomenon poses. And yet, these questions must be urgently posed-
and addressed. All stakeholders – public, government and academia 
– should participate in deciphering not just the causes of migration 
but also the networks of processes and outcomes which lie beneath 
the surface. These insights are likely to assist the South African 
government in informing responsive and developmental migration 
policies and interventions, which – after all – would provide impetus to 
desperately needed economic growth and development in the country. 

This volume brings together migration scholars and practitioners 
and engages complex questions of migration and development in South 
Africa. The volume seeks to present insights that should translate to 
policy and good migration practice in South Africa and further afield 

1	 Dudula is a Zulu word which means ‘force out’ or ‘knock out’.
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by focusing on a range of themes that intersect with migration and 
development in dynamic ways. These themes are presented in eleven 
chapters, summarised below.

In Chapter 2, using political economy lenses, the volume 
identifies the fault lines of migration debates in South Africa, positing 
that migration debates in the country seem trapped in reductionist 
crucibles, consequently grappling with redundant questions of “why 
people move”. This quest, Holtzhausen argues, relates its conclusion 
to the history of labour migration in South Africa, which dates back 
to the late nineteenth century, with European migrants occupying 
high-skilled jobs while African labour migrants occupying low-skilled 
jobs. The outcome of such racialised labour migration is migration 
policies which employ deterrence (based on skills levels). In this light, 
South Africa’s migration policy, the chapter argues, seems obsessed 
with labour migration and, as a result, enables the sort of widespread 
anti-migrant sentiments linked to notions of migrants as threats to 
economic opportunities. The current reductionist view, focused on 
migration in general as if it is only labour migration, is at the core 
of afrophobic and xenophobic attitudes in South Africa. The chapter 
further cautions that the failure of the state to deliver basic services, 
along with low levels of job creation and increasing poverty, become 
easy opportunities for scapegoating economic challenges to migrants. 
In search of meaningful pathways forward, the author contends that 
the labour-focused approach to migration policy is outdated at best, 
at worst, contradictory. Outdated because migration is a development 
opportunity, contradictory because while South Africa maintains a 
nationalistic perspective in regard to migrants, the country also seeks 
to expand its export market to the rest of the continent and police 
human rights. These contradictions, the chapter argues, should be 
addressed, and migration policy should move towards a more holistic 
approach, one that accommodates the ongoing “process of social 
change” in South Africa and beyond.

In Chapter 3, Obalade weighs in on the question of social 
disruption consequences of internal and external migration, relating 
this question to social disintegration in South Africa. The author 
pays attention to public discourses which suggest that migration in 
South Africa is largely responsible for social evils such as criminality, 
gangsterism, drug abuse, and even poverty. These discourses further 
conclude that the hostility and intolerance toward migrants in South 
Africa can be linked to the conduct of migrants themselves, as well 
as the phenomenon of migration, which, in this view, is an import 
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of social evils. The chapter wedges into the historical difficulties of 
migration, particularly the specific kind of racialised history such 
migration created. The racial theatre enabled social disruptions 
on household and community levels, as black South Africans were 
compelled to work in mines or, as was the case in Natal, sugarcane 
plantations. Social disruption is more than a historical phenomenon, 
as the author argues. Increased household income and the attendant 
upward social mobility post-1994 have occasioned rural-urban 
migration, effectively creating further social disruption. The chapter 
recommends the efficient delivery of public services in rural areas as a 
means to minimise internal migration and, therefore, social disruption. 

Migration and statelessness in South Africa are considered in 
Chapter 4. In this chapter, Ofusori contends that statelessness is a 
complex phenomenon, with stateless persons being refugees, asylum 
seekers, and migrants. Even more complex are persons born in South 
Africa to asylum-seeking parents or refugee parents. Thus, the 
children born of stateless people become stateless themselves. Even 
if the more straightforward issue of asylum-seeking or migration was 
addressed, the author argues, the dynamic causes of statelessness in 
South Africa would still perpetuate the phenomenon because social 
issues such as gender discrimination, health and even education tend 
to create a demand for migration into South Africa. Migration policy, 
the chapter concludes, should be more pragmatic towards assimilating 
stateless citizens at best, or at the very minimum, adopt a human 
rights perspective by universally providing services to all citizens 
within the borders. 

Chapter 5 turns to migration and human rights, focusing on 
cross-border trade during COVID-19. In this quest, Mpani draws 
attention to the cross-border effect of the pandemic, along with the 
general restriction of movement within South Africa as it was around 
the world. The author suggests that while the series of lockdowns 
implemented in South Africa in 2020 and 2021 aimed to contain the 
pandemic, such measures came at the cost of basic human rights. These 
restrictions to movement, social distancing, and limited assembly 
lacked a human face. And even the vaccination drive undermined the 
right to choose. The author then charges that the greatest losers of 
human rights during the pandemic were migrants, who were excluded 
from health services as they were on relief programmes which aimed 
to assist citizens who were most affected by the pandemic. All in all, 
the pandemic should provide useful lessons on how to manage the 
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delicate balance between crisis and human rights, especially the rights 
of a minority population such as migrants. 

The intersection between migration and media is tackled in 
Chapter 6, where Dasappa employs the illusion of truth effect theory 
to shed light on the tendency of the South African public to “believe 
as factual, information which has been repeated over time”. With the 
media at the forefront of sustaining (and re-establishing new) public 
perceptions, data and science become largely invisible and ineffective 
in guiding public discourse on migration in South Africa. The author 
particularly points out the media-based exaggeration of the number 
of migrants in the country and the constantly linking migrants to 
social ills like crime, unemployment, and even “stealing of South 
African women” from South African men. The recurrent messaging 
generates reactions from the public in defence of self-interests. The 
greatest contribution of this chapter to the volume is the call for 
media platforms to make the desperately needed turn towards data 
and science and to promote factual information concerning migrants. 
This chapter uncovers the media as one of the key drivers of “missed 
moments of development” noted in Chapter 2. These missed moments 
take a health perspective in Chapter 7.

As an attractive destination for migrants, inevitably, most 
migrants end up in the informal economy, in poor living conditions, 
and therefore unable to access decent health. In Chapter 7, Ndirangu 
and Jacobs argue that most migrants arrive in South Africa already 
predisposed to health vulnerabilities and with adverse access to South 
Africa’s healthcare system. Part of this adverse inclusion into the 
healthcare system relates to a lack of legal documentation and distress 
of possible incarceration and/or deportation. The authors suggest 
that in order to effectively address these anomalies, particularly 
as it pertains to migrants, it is necessary to build capacity in health 
institutions so that they are able to deliver inclusive health services, 
consistent with the “leave no one behind” objective of the United 
Nations’ 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. 

There are close links between healthcare coverage among 
migrants, and the general social protection question, which Shisanya 
looks into in Chapter 8. The chapter pays particular attention to 
COVID-19, focusing on how the pandemic impacted the already 
vulnerable migrants. In this light, Shisanya identifies at least three 
layers of vulnerabilities in relation to migrants: The first, she argues, 
is the existing socio-economic vulnerabilities that threaten the 
livelihoods of would-be (internal) migrants, forcing them to relocate 
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to areas with more economic opportunities. The second layer of 
vulnerability tends to occur when internal migrants end up in even 
more precarious circumstances in their new destination, mainly due 
to a lack of or weak social capital. Crises such as COVID-19 form the 
third layer of irregular yet real vulnerabilities. Shisanya concludes that 
the South African government, private sector and non-government 
organisations should work together to address the vulnerabilities 
of migrants.

Staying with the COVID-19 theme, in Chapter 9, Bodede considers 
the COVID-19 pre- and post-migration patterns in South Africa, 
arguing that the pandemic impacted border crossing in a significant 
way. South Africa’s borders were generally porous before COVID-19. 
During the pandemic, however, the closing of borders by the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC) countries drastically reduced 
the number of international migrants to South Africa. An important 
observation in the chapter is that most migrants preferred to be 
“locked in” in South Africa during the lockdowns rather than travel 
back home due to the availability of essential services in South Africa. 
The author further notes that South Africa’s economy was perhaps 
most affected not so much by other kinds of migration but specifically 
by the limits placed on labour migration by the pandemic. Internally, 
there was inter-provincial migration during the pandemic. Most of 
these movements occurred between the announcement and the start 
of lockdowns. 

Entrepreneurship among migrants is an important feature in 
South Africa, which the volume examines in Chapter 10. Citing primary 
data from the Migration Project, a project funded by the European Union, 
Hlope and Matema grapple with questions of migrant integration, 
the specific form of xenophobia rooted in migrant entrepreneurship, 
and the migrant dynamics of the informal economy. Navigating their 
analysis of migrants in the informal economy, the authors argue 
that the same challenges faced by actors in this economy – lack of 
social security and limited government regulation – are the same 
factors which seem to promote migrant entrepreneurship. Hlope and 
Matema uncover the vagaries of politicised migrant discourse, linking 
these to “political capital”. The authors advance that the country’s 
migration policies should be responsive to entrepreneurship within 
the migrant population, part of which should include major reforms 
in migration policing.

The final chapter, Chapter 11, pivots South Africa’s political and 
policy responses to migrants from within the SADC region. Linking 
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her argument to the preceding chapter, Ofusori premises on the fact 
that migration is a political issue as much as a policy issue. Ofusori 
further establishes the boundaries of the chapter to SADC, considering 
that most migrants in South Africa originate from this region. In 
terms of policy, Ofusori faults SADC member countries for poorly 
harmonised migration policies, which often create opportunities for 
human smuggling. The chapter brings the arguments of the volume to 
a fitting conclusion and points to the opportunities presented by the 
African Continental Free Trade Area and the need for the SADC region 
and the continent at large to promote migration in general and labour 
migration in particular. 

In general, this volume’s contribution to the migration debate 
and practice uncovers the phenomenon as complex and multi-faceted. 
The authors suggest the need to ensure ongoing interrogation so 
that all stakeholders involved in migration research, governance, 
and management can better understand the changes occurring in 
the sector globally and in South Africa. This approach is important 
because it facilitates a shared understanding of how migration needs 
to be managed and governed for development in these troubled times.

Ultimately, our intention is not to settle raging migration 
debates but rather to make it easier for migration policymakers 
and practitioners to forge more sustainable interventions for the 
facilitation of orderly and developmental migration and to find present 
patterns and rhythms within migration discourse and practice, which 
cast light on the problems, policies and possibilities for migration in 
South Africa. 
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Chapter 2:  
The political economy of migration in 

South Africa

Marlie Holtzhausen

Abstract

South Africa is confronted with the complex and diverse changes 
in international migration flows in the twenty-first century. The 
country’s migration practice seems to straddle between two centuries, 
the twentieth and the twenty-first, in search of responsive migration 
policy and practice. This has restrained meaningful conversation on 
migration as a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon that requires 
developmental and progressive research and policy responses.

South Africa is part of a globalised twenty-first century with 
unique migration characteristics, but it has also been shaped by 
twentieth-century political and economic traditions tethered on 
nationalistic and reductionist migration debates. This straddling has 
implications on how the country manages domestic political interests, 
its status as an immigration country and its reluctant embrace of the 
emerging global consensus of immigration as a livelihood strategy. 
This has also had limitations on the conceptualisation of the political 
economy of migration in South Africa. 

In the last few decades, migration theories have deepened due 
to the nexus between migration and development conversations. 
As a result, migration in the twenty-first century is increasingly 
understood from different theoretical perspectives as a normal 
development process. However, South Africa might have missed the 
opportunity for meaningful engagement on the migration question 
thus far, considering the persistence of narrow conversations and 
inadequate responses to migration. 

This chapter explores South Africa’s ideological position on 
migration in light of the broader discourses, theories, debates and 
realities of migration. The aim is to place South Africa within the 
broader debates on migration to contribute to conceptual shifts in 
South Africa’s migration debates. It requires deepened understanding 
of the nexus between development and migration to tap into further 
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research and policies that promote development for locals and 
migrants in South Africa. The purpose is for South Africa to engage 
more meaningfully in migration through re-visiting developmental 
migration conversations. 

Keywords: political economy, migration, development, South Africa, 
twenty-first century, theories

Introduction

South Africa is confronted with the complex and diverse changes in 
the composition, orientation, and dynamics of international migration 
policy and practice in the twenty-first century. However, the country 
seems to be straddling between unique twenty-first-century migration 
characteristics and challenges on the one hand and, on the other, 
twentieth-century political and economic traditions that have trapped 
migration policy in nationalistic and shallow debates. This incomplete 
turn to the current moment of migration practice undermines any 
meaningful conversation on otherwise a complex, multi-faceted 
phenomenon that requires developmental and progressive research 
and policy responses.

This chapter explores South Africa’s options, considering the 
twenty-first-century migration features and how migration theories 
have developed conceptually as a normative and development process. 
It includes multiple motives, perspectives, patterns and migration 
experiences shaped by the broader processes of social change. The 
purpose is to expand migration and development beyond a merely 
economic perspective and overcome the nation-state approach. 

International migrants face multiple challenges in South 
Africa. An important factor to consider is how South Africa’s political 
economy has developed due to labour migration before and after the 
end of apartheid. The alliances formed in 1994 between the South 
African state, multinational corporations (MNCs), labour unions and 
migrants have left international migrants in a precarious position. 
Nationalists seem to be “winning”, and, as a result, South Africa seems 
to be neglecting the hard questions and dynamics that the migration 
phenomenon poses.

South Africa is grappling with its status as an immigration 
country. The country has responded mainly through a narrow focus 
on the security and socio-economic well-being of local South African 
communities. As a result, migration governance is used as leverage 
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in domestic politics, and migrants have become scapegoats for the 
government’s failure to address critical socio-economic issues in 
the country.

This political economy analysis aims to contribute towards a 
conceptual richness (and practice) of South Africa’s migration debates. 
The nexus between migration theories and development has deepened 
the understanding of migration and have produced evidence-based 
research. The deepened understanding engaged with migration as 
part of broader social change on micro-, meso- and macro levels of 
development. South Africa needs to 

1.	 engage in broader debates on migration to distil politics and 
development, 

2.	 deepen the understanding of the nexus between development and 
migration, 

3.	 tap into the potential for further research and policy development 
that promote development for locals and migrants in South Africa, 
and 

4.	 consider broader geopolitical factors of migration that South Africa 
must confront as part of its development pathways in the twenty-
first century. 

Twenty-first -century features of migration and 
South Africa’s immigration status

Globalisation has shaped the movement of people across borders. The 
main drivers are the liberalisation of economies globally and increased 
interdependence among nations, mainly due to digital connectivity 
and infrastructure and the new transportation infrastructure. There 
have been massive flows of capital, information, ideas, technology 
and goods across state frontiers. The emergence of global governance 
and new technologies have also given new impetus to human mobility 
(Audebert & Doraï, 2010). Contemporary geopolitical tension and 
increasing environmental crises have also changed migrant flows. The 
number of international migrants more than doubled between 1970 
and 2005, from 81.3 million to 190.6 million (UN, 2006). However, even 
within a more globalised world, the total population of immigrants 
still represents a small minority of the world population, with a total 
of 3.4% (UNDESA, 2017).

The above numbers become more significant when considering 
the changes in the composition, orientation, and dynamics of 
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international migration flows. These flows are more diverse and 
complex (Audebert & Doraï, 2010). Changes include the increase of 
female migrants; new categories of migrants that are more mobile, such 
as students, businessmen, agents of MNCs and retirees (IOM, 2003); 
and informal transnational merchants. Geopolitical changes have also 
impacted the movements of refugees and asylum seekers (UNHCR, 
2006). New migrant categories and undocumented migration are more 
dynamic because, in post-industrial societies, these newcomers come 
from diverse places. New immigration destinations have emerged, and 
the four largest groups of international migrant flows include: 

1.	 22% north-to-north migration (57 million), 
2.	 5% north-to-south migration (14 million), 
3.	 38% south-to-south migration (97 million), and 
4.	 35% south-to-north migration (89 million). 

The south-to-south flows are now as large as the south-to-north 
flows (Pison, 2019). Many former emigration countries have recently 
become immigration countries, and many societies are experiencing 
simultaneous inflows and outflows of people. The changes in inflows 
and outflows of people make the dichotomy between an emigration 
country versus an immigration country more difficult. 

Nevertheless, immigration countries are traditionally 
categorised in terms of legislative progress on immigration, settlement 
and integration. This categorisation includes, firstly, the established 
nations of immigrants who are traditional immigrant-receiving 
nations, such as the United States, Canada and Australia. Immigration 
into these countries has grown over many decades, and the composition 
of immigrants has shifted from predominantly European countries 
as the source towards Asia, Africa and Latin America. Secondly, the 
newer but also more established countries of immigration, such as 
Germany, France, Austria and the United Kingdom. Thirdly the newest 
or more recent countries of immigration, such as Italy, Spain and 
Ireland (Migali et al., 2018). For centuries, European countries have 
historically sent out migrants, but after 1945 Europe mainly became 
an immigration-receiving society, attracting significant numbers 
of workers from abroad. Migrants were initially drawn mainly from 
southern Europe, but by the late 1960s, migrants increasingly came 
from developing countries in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and the 
Middle East. Most developed countries are, or are moving decisively 
towards, diverse and multi-ethnic societies, which is indicative of the 
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strength and coherence of the underlying forces of migration (Massey 
et al., 1993). 

However, even within more established immigration countries, 
the confrontation with the rapid movement of people leads to 
new cultural and political challenges for nation-states and the 
perceived collective identity of people in the receiving countries. 
Strong resistance and harsh measures of state and supranational 
protectionism have been evident in strict security and control over the 
flow of people across borders (Audebert & Doraï, 2010). For instance, 
the United States and Mexico have one of the most liberal frameworks 
for the international movement of goods and capital through the North 
Atlantic Free Trade Agreement. Nevertheless, the free movement of 
people between the countries is still not on the agenda. Immigration 
flows have also become one of the greatest concerns in European 
countries in relation to African and Mediterranean countries. This has 
also played a significant role in the rise of right-wing political parties 
that use migrant concerns as central in political campaigns (Podobnik, 
Jusup, Kovac & Stanley, 2017). 

The tension between the free flow of people and restricting 
these flows is also evident in the fourth group of emerging economies 
of newly industrialised countries of east and south-east Asia and, 
more recently, the Persian Gulf and south-western Europe. These 
newly industrialised nations are labour-seeking and have resorted 
to migrant workers to ensure their expansion but are also restrictive 
on allowing the flow of skilled workers, being stricter on unskilled 
labourers. South Africa’s migration policy and practice mirror other 
emerging economies. South Africa faces increased immigration and 
growing anti-migrant sentiments, leading policymakers to adopt 
policies that prefer deterrence over inclusivity. South Africa is open to 
free movement in principle but is wary of the impact that it will have 
on the local job market (Maunganidze, 2021).

South Africa has to grapple with its own status as a top (regional) 
immigration destination. The country’s middle-class income 
status, relatively stable democratic institutions and comparatively 
industrialised economy has led to an increase in migrants, especially 
since 1994. South Africa is ranked as the sixth-highest migrant-
receiving country globally (Ferraro & Weideman, 2020). It also has the 
largest number of immigrants on the African continent, with about 2.9 
million immigrants (almost 5% of the total population). This is likely an 
underestimation due to the large numbers of unauthorised migrants, 
mainly from neighbouring countries. Between 2016 and 2021, the net 



22

Developmental migration

immigration was highest among Africans (894 400) and Asians (49 
900), but South Africa is also experiencing large emigration, especially 
from the white population (91  000 leaving between 2016 and 2021). 
There is also anecdotal evidence that black South African professionals 
and professionals from other African countries are steadily leaving 
South Africa due to factors such as economic pressures and growing 
xenophobic sentiments that have led to attacks on black foreigners 
(Moyo, 2021). 

Similar to trends in other emerging economies, South Africa is 
open to skilled migration while placing restrictions on the migration 
of unskilled labour. The country is currently faced with high levels 
of poverty and unemployment, which have been exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic and driving the deterrence of foreigners coming 
in. This approach limits the development potential of migration, 
mainly because it assumes a narrow economic posture. 

South Africa’s response to migrants is inextricably linked 
with its migrant labour history as well as the political and economic 
alliances that were formed between the state, MNCs, labour unions and 
migrants. The following section provides a brief historical overview 
of immigration in South Africa to highlight the current tensions and 
limitations of South Africa’s migration regime before considering 
more progressive migration-development debates for the twenty-
first century that are missing in South Africa. 

South Africa’s history of migration

The history of immigration to South Africa often follows the labour 
migration history, which was influenced and regulated by economic and 
political factors. South Africa’s migration history dates back centuries, 
but regularised cross-border migration dates to the discovery of 
minerals between 1890 and 1920. The discovery of diamonds and 
gold led to a highly regulated and formalised mine contract-labour 
system, while informal and unregulated movements continued across 
borders, especially from neighbouring countries (Crush & Frayne, 
2007). Immigrants to South Africa arrived from mostly European 
countries and were encouraged to take skilled jobs, while migrants 
from neighbouring countries worked mostly as unskilled labourers in 
the mining and agricultural sectors. The above was regulated through 
a racialised migrant labour system (Ferraro & Weideman, 2020). 
There were also other streams of migrants brought in during the late 
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1800s and early 1900s from places such as India and China to work on 
plantations and in mines (Musoni, 2020). 

From the 1940s, when apartheid was officially instituted, the 
apartheid economy mobilised all the social forces at its disposal to 
further the interest of the apartheid South African state. 

Since the primary productive force in the apartheid South African 
economy was gold and the concomitant social relations of the 
mining process [were] by mostly black labour force, the industry 
attracted heavy migrant labour from Southern African regions, 
notably Zimbabweans, Malawians and Mozambicans, to the 
fast-thriving industry. The immediate result of this was that, 
as the foreign labour force began to gain social mobility in the 
gold industry and the black South Africans [were] continually 
subjected to the repressive policies of apartheid, social tensions 
rose in the political economy of the state and [have] since 
remained a dominant part of the social relations of the post-
apartheid South African state (Fayomi, Chidozie & Ayo, 2015:2).

South Africa’s current socio-economic challenges can be understood 
in light of the history rooted in and conditioned by the structure of 
the apartheid economy. Since the dismantling of apartheid in 1994, 
South Africa has been viewed as an economic powerhouse in the 
region and had a progressive human-rights framework which led to 
a further increase in migrants, especially from the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) and other African countries. The 
consensus argument in the literature is that “1994 constituted a 
turning point, during which ‘labour migration’ in the region ‘sharply 
shifted’ from ‘demand driven influx control’ to ‘supply driven diverse 
migration flows’ characterised by ‘undocumented influx’” (Ferraro & 
Weideman, 2020:13). 

Immigration in South Africa post-1994 and the social, political 
and economic tensions surrounding it is a political economy issue. The 
transition in 1994 led to significant negotiations and compromises 
in the political economy of the country, which was shaped by the 
dynamics of the relations between the state, MNCs, labour unions 
and migrants. Before 1994, labour migration was driven mainly by 
economic interests in leading sectors, notably mining and commercial 
agriculture, and played a crucial role in developing large-scale and 
highly profitable production. International migration has been central 
to the South African economy. A highly regimented contract-labour 
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system was developed jointly by businesses and the state to ensure 
that domestic labour shortfalls were covered in periods of rapid growth 
(Peek, 1998). 

During the transition to a democratic dispensation, the state-
aligned more closely with unions to protect the labour and social 
rights of labourers. This shift made it more difficult for businesses to 
engage with migrants as cheap labour. However, labour unions have 
been split on the subject of migrant workers in the country. Leading 
trade unions have sympathised with the plight of documented 
migrant workers, while the wider trade union movement continues 
to debate the policy options that protect all workers in South Africa 
while safeguarding the jobs of South African nationals (Trimikliniotis, 
Gordon & Zondo, 2008). The growing demands on the South African 
economy and popular aspirations for socioeconomic advancement and 
redress of apartheid injustices have created political conditions for 
anti-foreigner sentiment and restrictions on migrants.

In the meantime, important sections of the business community 
continued to advocate for labour market flexibility (Trimikliniotis, 
Gordon & Zondo, 2008). The MNCs have shifted to skilled migrant 
labour obtained primarily from outside South Africa and aligned with 
the political ideologies of other new industrialised economies. This 
process coincided with technological changes and automation to 
ensure that businesses are efficient and productive within the labour 
laws. The state has raised the barriers, which makes market flexibility 
more difficult for businesses, but the state is also losing out on capital 
and information flows. While the state, business and unions focus 
on their respective interests, the semi-skilled, unskilled, and illegal 
international immigrants in the country are excluded and often pushed 
to the informal economy for economic survival.

South Africa’s narrow economic posture fails to address 
migration as a twenty-first-century phenomenon and a natural 
process of change and development. Instead, it gets stuck in debates 
and actions that are driven by the interests of a few groups, yet it has 
massive repercussions for societies living together in spaces with 
limited resources. The South African state needs to carefully balance 
domestic political interests and support while embracing the emerging 
global consensus of immigration as a livelihood strategy (Hiropoulos, 
2017). However, the government’s own failures to adequately respond 
to domestic, political, economic, and social crises have led public 
officials to scapegoat migrants. 
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South Africa’s nationalistic response to immigration 

South Africa seems to be straddling between two centuries, balancing 
the nationalistic and progressive sides of the migration debate. It 
appears that the nationalists are currently winning. As far back as 
1998, a Human Rights Watch (1998) report stated, “South Africa’s 
public culture has become increasingly xenophobic, and politicians 
often make inflammatory statements that the ‘deluge’ of migrants is 
responsible for the current crime wave, rising unemployment, or even 
the spread of diseases”. The anxieties and hostilities towards foreign 
nationals are prevalent through the form of violence, particularly 
expressed through xenophobic attacks. 

Recurrent flares of violence have occurred since 1994. Most 
notable were incidents in 2008 when mobs attacked immigrant 
communities and looted foreign-owned businesses, leading to the 
death of 62 people (including 21 South Africans). In September 2019, 
foreign-owned shops in Johannesburg were burnt, and there have 
been attacks on foreign-born truck drivers, mostly targeting black 
Africans. Early in 2022, fear of renewed xenophobic violence emerged 
after a Zimbabwean was killed by a vigilante group. This has increased 
speculation that xenophobic nationalism can be linked to a few political 
actors. Researchers have shown that attacks on foreign nationals in 
South Africa are often a result of identified political actors who mobilise 
communities based on a nationalist agenda. Immigrants are often 
portrayed as the cause of unemployment and other socioeconomic 
problems to solidify support. In the November 2021 local elections, the 
focus on tougher immigration policies was prevalent on the manifesto 
agendas of many political parties (Moyo, 2021). 

The causes of xenophobic violence have been much debated 
by academics and analysts. Some scholars argue that migration 
governance is used as leverage in domestic politics and as a scapegoat 
for the government’s failures to address the country’s high levels of 
poverty, inequality, unemployment and poor economic performance 
(Landau et al., 2018; Van Lennep, 2018). South Africa is an example of 
how migration and refugee policies become intertwined and embedded 
in political interests, which reinforces widespread xenophobic 
sentiments. Politicians will publicly oppose xenophobic violence, 
but messages have been mixed and evading. Complicity persists, and 
there is a lack of implementation of policies among the spectrum of 
politicians and civil servants (Chigumadzi, 2019; Carciotto & Mavura, 
2016; Peberdy, 2000, 2013; Polzer & Takabvirwa, 2010). The outcry 
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by politicians is not backed up when there is little protection for 
foreigners, exclusionary policies, limited basic government services, 
and a harsh immigration system of arrest and deportation as a way to 
regulate migration (Hiropoulos, 2017). 

South Africa is open to free movement and has, for example, 
been lauded for progressive refugee protection laws, but this is mostly 
on paper (Dodson & Crush, 2015). Instead, the evidence seems to 
point to government failures to implement policies, regulations and 
court rulings (Amnesty International, 2019). Migration laws have 
also become increasingly restrictive in the last decade. It has become 
“a refugee regime that still goes by the guise of ‘protection’ but is 
characterised by negligence, deterrence and glaring contradictions … 
piling on logistical and administrative barriers to the asylum process” 
(Van Lennep, 2018). 

Migration policy in South Africa is only partially responsive to 
migration dynamics since an estimated 1.5 million (24%) of the 6.2 
million migrants in South Africa are illegal immigrants, although 
it is very difficult to know accurately (StatsSA, 2011). Existing policy 
developments attempt to shift blame onto migrants instead of 
addressing endemic administrative issues within the government. 
The Department of Home Affairs (DHA) seems to prioritise deterrent 
measures, including highly controversial asylum processing centres. 
These are expensive, ineffective, and a distraction from real issues. 
The anti-migration sentiments and negative attitudes in South 
Africa against low-skilled African immigrants and asylum seekers 
are evident in the disjuncture between South Africa’s desire to align 
its migration policies and practices with African-centred foreign 
policy and actions by the DHA that indicate the opposite. DHA has 
made promising policy proposals focused on addressing the realities 
faced by migrants from neighbouring countries, but these have not 
been implemented. Instead, DHA prioritises restrictive measures that 
disproportionately and negatively impact African migrants from the 
country’s immediate and regional neighbours and over-reaches to 
problematise asylum seekers and low-skilled Africans despite a lack 
of evidence (Mbiyozo, 2018).

South Africa’s White Paper on International Migration (DHA, 2017) 
advocates for free movement for highly skilled migrants to embrace 
global opportunities. However, restrictive policies are included as part 
of a risk-based approach to ensure public safety and national security 
(DHA, 2017). The White Paper highlights a tendency of South Africa’s 
governance system towards restrictive and bureaucratic burdens 
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placed especially on asylum seekers. Some argue that South Africa 
“focuses on national security and securitisation of borders rather than 
applying a human rights-based approach” (Amnesty International, 
2019; Hiropoulos, 2017). There is no evidence that migrants are an 
elevated security risk or justify heavy-handed military or criminal 
responses. Instead, they pose a management challenge (Mbiyozo, 
2018). Part of the pervasive anti-migration rhetoric is the difficulty 
in knowing what the exact numbers of asylum seekers, refugees and 
migrants in the country are (Amnesty International, 2019; Dodson & 
Crush, 2015; Segatti & Landau, 2008; Oucho & Crush, 2001; Carciotto 
& Mavura, 2016). Another challenge is the conflation of migrants and 
asylum seekers (Van Lennep, 2018; Africa Check, 2016; UNHCR, 2016; 
Moyo & Zanker, 2020).

The remainder of the chapter will describe some key developments 
in migration theories. The idea is to further explore factors not always 
considered in South Africa’s approach to migration and open different 
conversations and new opportunities towards more responsive 
migration policies within unique twenty-first-century characteristics. 

Missing in action: limitations to South African conversations 
on migration

South Africa’s conversations on migration seem to be limited in terms 
of important conceptual and practical discussions that have developed 
in migration and development literature in the last few decades. In the 
South African conversation, a sifting of politics and development is 
necessary. Additionally, a conceptual shift within the state needs to 
happen to focus on migration as development to include capital, goods 
and information. South Africa cannot expect to follow international 
protectionist examples while simultaneously achieving development 
and prioritising human rights in the African context. Harnessing the 
benefits of migration while managing the risks is difficult. South Africa 
should be realistic about the true threats and opportunities it faces and 
implement progressive migration tools (Mbiyozo, 2018). 

Evident from the discourse on migration is the shift to a non-
linear relationship between migration and development. Migration 
is conceptualised as a normal and development process that 
includes multiple motives, perspectives, patterns and experiences 
of migration. The above is shaped by the broader processes of social 
change to expand migration and development beyond a merely 
economic perspective and overcome the nation-state approach. It 
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is widely recognised that migration is a complex phenomenon that 
is an integral part of society shaped by processes of social change. It 
includes factors such as economic restructuring, technical advances, 
political changes and cultural as well as social reasons. These factors 
provide an awareness of the context within which migration appears 
or changes. Understanding migration as a social process allows for 
a socially embedded understanding of migration processes. This 
provides conceptual avenues to link the causes, consequences, and 
internal dynamics of migration processes (De Haas, 2021). 

These shifts occurred in migration theories due to scholarship 
that attempted to “disentangle the patterned relationship between 
stages of development and migration behaviour” (Migali et al., 
2018:16). It led to the use of quantitative studies using datasets that 
cover a global and comparative dimension on the different levels. These 
studies included surveys that analysed the medium- and long-term 
interactions between migration and social and economic processes, 
which helped better understand migration. Thus, there are signs of 
convergence, cross-fertilisation and efforts to bridge the gap between 
different migration theories and empirical work by also connecting 
migration theories to general social-scientific theories. The key to 
the argument is that “migration is a social process that cannot be 
seen in isolation from the broader processes of change of which it is a 
constituent part” (De Haas, 2021:12). 

Migration as a normal process of social change

South African debates on migration require much deeper and more 
robust conversations by researchers, politicians, policymakers and the 
public on understanding migration conceptually. South Africa seems to 
fail to view migration as a normal developmental process that moves 
beyond economic and nation-state approaches. In migration research 
over the last few decades, migration theorists have found more 
synergy between different disciplines and paradigmatic backgrounds 
to combine and integrate different theoretical perspectives on 
migration that are not necessarily mutually exclusive (Massey et al., 
1993). It has led to stronger relational links between migration and 
development. Migration is not an independent phenomenon from 
other developmental and social processes. An in-depth investigation 
of the theoretical link between migration and development allows 
for analytical innovation in studying international movements of 
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people and the social and economic role of migrants within the 
transnational space. 

A relational approach between migration and development points 
out the weaknesses of the traditional macro-societal conceptions 
of development (De Haas, 2006). Theoretical debates on migration 
tended to be more polarised between neo-classical and historical-
structural theories and models on migration. The closing decades of 
the last century were inundated with notions of migration either as 
the antithesis of development (historical-structural accounts) or as 
a temporary response to development disequilibria (neo-classical 
accounts). Neo-classical models focused largely on interpreting 
migration as a function of income and other opportunity gaps between 
origin and destination countries based on the explicit or implicit 
assumption that people make rational decisions to maximise income or 
utility (prominent representative of functionalist migration theories) 
(Harris & Todaro, 1970). The other side of the debate was the historical-
structuralist views (neo-Marxist, dependency and world systems) on 
migration, focused on the structural factors that create conditions in 
which migration takes place. Historical-structuralist theories view 
migration as a function of modernisation and globalisation. Key to 
the argument is that mobility is generally triggered by the existence 
of prior and structural links between sending and receiving countries 
based on colonisation, political influence, trade, investment or cultural 
ties (Castles, De Haas & Miller, 2014).

More recent theories and evidence on migration suggest 
exploring migration from various levels and conceptualisations 
of development. In the twenty-first century, migrants do not 
necessarily originate from poor areas. They originate from nations 
or areas undergoing rapid change. Therefore, migration is mainly 
caused by development rather than underdevelopment. International 
migration originates from political, social and economic changes 
which accompany the expansion of capitalist markets (Massey, 
2009). It also emerges from the inadequacies of capitalist expansion 
in attending to changing societies. Both movements tend to disrupt 
established social and economic structures (De Haas, 2010). Today, 
population movement can also be investigated from technological and 
environmental perspectives. 

How different forms and processes of social, economic, 
technological and political change shape, forms, trends and patterns 
of migration can also be studied (De Haas, 2021). During the 1990s, 
the concept of agency became a more prominent focus in migration 
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scholarship due to Amartya Sen’s (1999) seminal piece on the capability 
approach in the conceptualisation of development and poverty. Studies 
increasingly started to focus on capabilities (structural/institutional) 
and aspirations (individual/personal) as factors modulating human 
mobility. It also includes how individual dimensions (aspiration, 
desire and emotion) intersect with mesostructures such as social 
relations and migration infrastructures and macro-structures such 
as large-scale demographic forces and economic settings, interstate 
relationships and policies (Audebert & Doraï, 2010). 

What migration theorists and researchers have started to do 
is expound on the causal mechanisms that underlie correlations in 
migration and the concept of agency. This has helped to move beyond 
understanding migrants as passive actors that simply obey push and 
pull forces or simply move due to the calculation of individual utility 
maximisation, which was prominent in prior migration theories (De 
Haas, 2010). For instance, to what extent financial and social transfers 
of emigrants contribute to the development process of source 
countries depends on our own conception of development and the 
spatial scale of analysis (Stark, 2003; Kuznetsov, 2006). It “compels 
scholars to bear in mind the notion of development in an innovative 
way by paying attention to family and kin strategies at the local level 
of villages and regions of origin” (Audebert & Doraï, 2010:16). For 
instance, brain drain is often viewed as a problem and detrimental 
for emigrating countries that need the skills and expertise. However, 
remittances of migrants and experience and skills from returnees to 
their countries produce different results, which require more research. 
This opens avenues of research that more closely links migration and 
development to help us better plan for the future. 

Applying this to South Africa, research seems to increasingly 
point to the promotion of the informal economy in South Africa, where 
many migrants in the country reside along with the local population. 
There are growing studies that point to the potential of informal 
economies as so-called “township economies” (Charman, Petersen 
& Govender, 2020), “human economies” (Hart & Sharp, 2015) and 
“solidarity economies” (Satgar, 2014). The answer to resolving 
existing hostilities will inevitably involve the state promoting the 
informal economy while delicately balancing domestic political 
interests and support on the one hand and, on the other, embracing 
the emerging global consensus of immigration as a livelihood strategy. 
This should be done through active promotion of data collection on 
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the development benefits of migration, which is where this book aims 
to contribute. 

South Africa’s focus on the respective group interests of states 
and MNCs have left most unskilled or semi-skilled international 
migrants in the cold. This is a lost leadership opportunity to promote 
and even drive South Africa’s informal economy to benefit both 
local and migrant development. It has also gone unnoticed because 
the growing nexus in migration theories with development beyond 
traditional macro-societal conceptions of development has not been 
fully understood. 

There are some data from a largely economic focus that migrants 
contribute to the South African economy (IOM, 2021; Kalitanyi & 
Visser, 2010; Budlender & Fauvelle-Aymar, 2014; World Bank, 2018) as 
well as evidence of contributions of migrants in the informal economy 
(Crush, Chikanda & Skinner, 2015a). However, South Africa faces 
overriding socio-economic challenges, a health crisis (most recently 
the COVID-19 global pandemic) and years of deep-rooted corruption. 
In this difficult situation, discussions on migration are shallow, 
nationalistic and based on political interests in migration. Ways of 
understanding and addressing migrant concerns and challenges are 
low on the policy agenda, but migrants have become an easy scapegoat 
to divert the focus away from the state’s failure to deliver. Very little 
data drives the South African debate on migration, and it does not 
align well with broader debates on migration as a development and 
a social process central to the twenty-first century. These limitations 
can be linked further with geopolitical factors, as explained in the 
next section. 

Geopolitical factors in migration and development

The geography of forced migration is shaped by a regional geopolitical 
context of instability intimately related to developmental concerns 
and directly challenges South Africa’s narrow nationalistic approaches 
to migration. Political instability, persecution, and economic factors 
are still some main reasons people migrate. Conflict remains the main 
driver of displacement today, accounting for 80% of displaced people. 
The global conflicts are 60% higher than a decade ago, meaning 
violence and oppression remain central to global displacement, 
and 70% of all refugees come from five countries Syria, Venezuela, 
Afghanistan, South Sudan and Myanmar (UNHCR, 2020). 
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In the twenty-first century, other unpredictable forces can lead 
to major changes in migration patterns. Between 2000 and 2018, 22.5 
million people were displaced due to climate reasons (UNHCR, 2020). 
This number is expected to rise to an estimated two hundred million 
climate-displaced persons by 2050, with unpredictable weather 
changes due to climate change. Legal pathways to accept climate-
displaced persons should become part of the policy and the practice of 
countries, but discussions on this are still limited. 

The Fourth Industrial Revolution is also underway, which 
dramatically changes not only the way that our economies and 
societies interact but also produces a major shift in the labour market 
and the movement of people. More socio-economic disruptions should 
be expected following the onset of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. In 
addition to the above, the African Continental Free Trade Agreement, 
aiming to open up the movement of capital, goods and people among 
African states, is expected to create further disruptions in migration 
practice. This will affect South Africa directly. 

Numerous sources provide recommendations about the above 
challenges, such as prioritising SADC visas for low-skilled workers 
that match the demands of the South African labour market, urgently 
executing regularisation programmes, and abandoning plans for 
asylum processing centres. Other recommendations are diverting 
resources to improve immigration management and implementing or 
avoiding policies and practices that make empty promises. DHA should 
also be open to the challenges it faces, and South African politicians 
and the public should oppose institutionalised xenophobia at all costs 
(Mbiyozo, 2018). Digitalised and e-governance policy and initiatives 
should extend to migration management and should be included in 
the e-government documents and projects backed up by research on 
the access of migrants to e-services. South Africa needs to work with 
migrant-sending countries to provide policy harmonisation aimed at 
promoting the circular movement of migrants. Additionally, regional 
and national institutions should multiply their efforts to implement 
strategies designed to minimise vulnerability to environmental risks, 
boosting resilience and coping capacity (Migali et al., 2018). 

The economic downturn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the increased economic insecurity of various population groups 
in the country could lead to xenophobic reactions and rejection of 
immigrants. However, adapting migration legislation to scientific 
research should be a priority. Moreover, a collaboration between 
various stakeholders, training, public debates, and conversations are 
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needed with a drive to better integrate policies to alleviate the mistrust 
of locals towards immigrants and be better prepared for the challenges 
of the twenty-first century. 

Conclusion 

South Africa is straddling two centuries, balancing the nationalistic and 
progressive sides of the migration debate. The nationalists seem to be 
winning. The South African state needs to carefully balance domestic 
political interests and support while embracing the emerging global 
consensus of immigration as a livelihood strategy. 

South Africa needs to confront its status as an immigration 
country in the twenty-first century, where migration is a normal 
process of social, political, economic, environmental, technological, 
and other changes. It includes forced migration shaped by a regional 
geopolitical context of instability intimately related to developmental 
concerns and directly challenges South Africa’s narrow nationalistic 
approaches to migration.

South Africa’s narrow and nationalistic debates are embedded in 
the political economy of its labour migration history with a legacy of 
policy and law requirements and practices that are still exclusionary of 
low-income and unskilled migrants. South Africa’s current debates on 
migration are often driven by political interests and specific narratives 
that neglect data, facts, and scientific-based research as central to 
the debates. The country is faced with severe levels of corruption 
and recurrent socio-economic and political crises, which have forced 
debates on migration back to shallow discussions driven by political 
interests. Instead of placing development as central to debates on 
migration, the scramble for questions on development has led to 
pushing developmental problems of the country on migrants. 

A shift towards a more progressive side of the migration debate 
will require the sifting of politics and development in South African 
debates on migration. It also means a conceptual shift within the state 
to include capital, goods, and information as part of understanding 
migration as development. Debates on migration require much 
deeper and more robust conversations by researchers, politicians, 
policymakers and the public to understand migration.

This chapter explored South Africa’s position on migration in 
broad strokes and in light of the broader discourses, theories, debates 
and realities of migration to open ways of re-imaging its position 
within the twenty-first century. 
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Chapter 3:  
Migration and social disruption: the 

impact of migration on the traditional 
social arrangement in South Africa

Adefemi A. Obalade

Abstract

Social arrangement connotes a pattern of familiarity, behaviour, 
relationship, or interaction among people in a group, society or 
community. Traditionally, the living arrangement in South Africa 
and other African nations was built on the extended family system 
and socially integrated neighbourhood. In South Africa, there have 
been increasing incidences of social disruptions and breakdowns of 
traditional social arrangements and kinship organisation, which have 
been heavily blamed on a host of factors, among which migration into 
South Africa is key. 

The apartheid system forced indigenes to reside in too small 
households, disrupting the extended family system in favour of the 
nuclear family system. The native people of South Africa now have 
freedom of movement, but it is not clear whether the traditional 
extended family system can be restored in modern society as 
gangsterism, family breakdown, and social disruption can be traced to 
colossal in-migration from rural to urban areas. Consequently, it has 
become necessary to revisit issues surrounding internal and external 
migration in South Africa by looking at migration in a historical sense 
and relating it to contemporary South Africa. Based on this background, 
the aim of this chapter is to evaluate the impact of migration on 
traditional social arrangements in South Africa; analyse the key 
elements of the apartheid regime’s  labour migration and disruption 
of traditional relations within households through the de-linking 
of labour migrants from their communities.  This chapter employs a 
critical review of the literature to achieve its objectives. Finally, this 
chapter will provide recommendations by which social disruption and 
the negative effects of migration can be ameliorated in South Africa. 

Keywords: migration, apartheid, social arrangement, social 
disruption, social interaction
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Introduction

Traditionally, the living arrangement in South Africa and a lot of 
other African countries was built on the extended family system and 
the socially integrated neighbourhood (Russell, 1994). Right from 
the time the first foreign colonisers arrived on African soil, the 
traditional living arrangement of both native citizens and foreigners 
have been seriously unstable as a consequence of the support of 
authorities (Caldwell & Caldwell, 1990). The commencement of 
contemporary agricultural techniques, organisations of leadership 
and governance, religious activities and recognised official 
educational systems all contributed to alterations in the traditional 
living arrangement. South Africa’s traditional living arrangement 
of each sector of the country’s residents was drastically altered 
by issues such as the civilisation practices in the form of the 
confiscation of agricultural land, the discovery of natural resources 
like gold which resulted in the growth of private manufacturing 
enterprises, and the introduction of labour treaties from other 
countries (Russell, 2003). 

Living arrangements in different cultures have actually followed 
a particular trend. The people turn out to be separated in the course 
of modernisation, and the family unit changes from an extended 
structure to a more nuclear structure through changes in family size 
to such an extent that within countries, nuclear family units are more 
abundant in city areas, while on the other hand extended family units 
are more widespread in rural areas (Ziehl, 2002). There are so many 
opportunities in the city areas that seem to promote smaller average 
family sizes as well as autonomous or separate living. Economic 
circumstances could also be responsible for extended family units 
trying to pool their insufficient funds or means of livelihood together 
in order to break even, irrespective of whether they are in an urban or 
a rural area (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003).

Living arrangements of African and white citizens in the 
emerging towns and cities in South Africa are still in the public domain, 
and it seems the family models of Africans were becoming like those of 
their white neighbours. However, some are still consistent with their 
culture of living in extended family units regardless of their exposures 
(Amoateng, 1997). The history and political opinions of South Africa 
explain whether the African family system has changed as a result 
of interactions with Western civilization. Currently, the growth in 
many areas of the country makes it possible to examine the subject of 
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family change and the resultant living arrangements of South African 
residents (Sibanda, 2011). 

Methodology

The researcher employs a critical review of academic literature and 
books that centre on migration and social disruption, as well as the 
impact of migration on traditional social arrangements in South Africa. 
This type of review involves collecting data from existing resources, 
combining the findings and interpreting them in view of that. This 
procedure enabled the researcher to collect and create a summary 
of current evidence as it concerns migration and social disruption 
alongside the impact of migration on traditional social arrangements 
in South Africa. The researcher also used numerous search engines 
like Google Scholar, Scopus, PubMed and ResearchGate to recognise 
applicable pieces of writing. This chapter  concludes by providing 
recommendations by which the negative social effects of migration 
can be minimised in South Africa.

Causes of social disruptions to traditional living arrangements

Fecundity is one of the causes of social disruption to traditional 
living arrangements in South Africa (Madhavan, 2010), just like in 
other African countries, and both social as well as biological factors 
contribute to it (Sooryamoorthy & Makhoba, 2016). The traditional 
living arrangement leans towards the extended family, where there is 
a high level of fecundity. On the other hand, a low level of fecundity is 
characterised by the nuclear family unit (Amoateng, Heaton & Kalule-
Sabiti, 2007). Factors such as the societal significance of childbirth, the 
use of contraception and child mortality rates, among others, affect 
fecundity (Palamuleni, Kalule-Sabiti & Makiwane, 2007). A high child 
mortality rate normally triggers the trepidation of extermination, 
which in turn promotes a high level of reproduction leading to a large 
family setting. This is with the expectation that some of the births 
would be alive to carry on the family tree. On the contrary, a low child 
mortality rate encourages a small family size (Heaton & Amoateng, 
2007). The societal importance of childbirth contributes immensely to 
an extended family unit, especially with the institution of polygamy. 
The reduction in the societal value of childbirth drifts the traditional 
living arrangement towards a nuclear family setting. In like manner, 
the usage or no usage of contraception has a similar outcome.
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Paternal or maternal absence is another cause of social 
disruption to traditional living arrangements in South Africa. This 
happens more in the cities than the rural areas as a result of the death 
of one of the partners (Chimbindi, 2016). There is a new pattern that 
imitates efforts to acclimatise to secular alterations in the educational 
category, employment status and job-related movement. The single 
parent normally faces significant difficulty conquering displacement, 
relocation, and scarcity (Jones, 1999). In South Africa, for instance, 
apartheid policies in several forms affected family unity and 
emphasised the negative effects of urbanisation on the family, such 
as single-parent families as a result of pregnancy outside wedlock or 
divorce (Preston-Whyte, 1993). Handling the conditions of disruption 
to traditional living arrangements in nearly all African countries has 
involved single-parent families in the lower category passing on the 
role of childcare of their children to their grandparents.

Another cause of social disruption to traditional living 
arrangements in South Africa is rural interference with an urban 
lifestyle, which tends to change the status quo (Budlender & Lund, 
2011). The collapse in the advantageous interactions involving rural 
and urban areas is evenly matched by fundamental alterations within 
rural families. This is a consequence of the disintegration of the 
conventional African family financial system, where husbands take 
the main responsibility of providing for the family. This financial 
system has progressively created an avenue for salary-earning family 
units where there is mutual cooperation between the husband and 
wife to work and bring in income. The shift to a salary-earning family 
occurs without any corresponding shift in power associations between 
the genders, tending to create a lot of strain that further disrupts the 
traditional living arrangement (Ellis, 2000).

Effects of social disruptions on traditional living 
arrangements

Social disruptions in traditional living arrangements refer to actions 
that disrupt the organisation of individual families. These could be 
actions like divorce, legal separation, parental death, out-of-home 
placement and deployment (Ter Weel & Prevoo, 2014).

Divorce is the termination of matrimony; it is the course of 
action that leads to the official ending of a conjugal union. It involves 
restructuring the officially authorised responsibilities of a couple with 
reference to the legal structure of a particular country (Bojuwoye & 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Divorce
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Legal_separation
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Parental_death&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Out_of_home_placement&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Out_of_home_placement&action=edit&redlink=1
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Akpan, 2009). Legal separation or marital separation happens when 
partners in matrimony cease to live jointly without necessarily reaching 
a divorce. South African law, however, does not exclusively make 
provision for a legal separation for wedded couples. As far as the law is 
concerned, there is no middle ground between a couple being married 
or divorced even though they live separately (Ter Weel & Prevoo, 2014). 
Parental death occurs when one or both partners die, while out-of-
home placements are simply a type of care whereby children have to 
be separated from their dwelling place. Whichever of the above actions 
caused disruption: the effects cannot be over‑emphasised:

Social disruptions on traditional living arrangement are linked 
with law-breaking, crime and drug abuse. Studies have shown 
that the greater number of periods children live through a divorce, 
the more criminal they tend to become. Family change normally 
put the children at a greater possibility for disagreement and 
scandalous problems as the changes stir up sentiments that turn 
into unlawful acts (Juby & Farrington, 2001).

Social disruption also affects academic performance. Studies show 
that children have a higher academic performance in families with 
married parents, especially when the father is engaged in the child’s 
learning (Sun & Li, 2008).

Social disruption can greatly cause dejection up to the maturity 
period of a child. There are higher risks of dejection in families where 
the partners are separated at an early age in contrast to families with 
couples together. Dejection seems to be higher when the children 
experience much conflict between their parents. The dejection could 
result from a disagreement between the parents or the fact that 
the parents separated in the first instance, which could lead to the 
possibility of committing suicide (Aseltine Jr & Kessler, 1993).

Social disruption heavily impacts character growth. Confidence, 
responsibility and conduct increase from about 10 to 16 years old. 
Children who go through a family disruption during these ages are less 
progressive in their character growth, having lower confidence levels 
and a lower sense of responsibility (Simmons, Burgeson, Carlton-Ford 
& Blyth, 1987).

Social disruption has also been connected to nervousness and 
dejection. Children with separated parents have a much higher threat 
of nervousness. This is because they are confronted with a phase of 
doubt and uncertainties, which interferes with their sense of safety, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Divorce
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trustworthiness as well as responsibility. This nervousness could go as 
far as affecting their behavioural pattern and educational pursuit (Sun 
& Li, 2008).

How social disruption can be reduced in South Africa

Social disruptions in traditional living arrangements can be reduced 
in South Africa by addressing the causes and minimising the effects. 

Fecundity, as one of the causes of social disruption, can be 
managed if the government becomes more responsible in addressing 
the high level of child mortality in such a way that it is reduced to 
the minimum. In that case, the trepidation of extermination, which 
promoted high reproduction with the expectation that some of the 
births would survive and continue the family tree will be unnecessary 
(Iizuka, Toriumi, Nishiguchi, Takano & Yoshida, 2021). This will then 
allow the traditional living arrangement to remain unaltered. If there 
is a stop to the use of new contraception, which was conventionally 
unsuitable, especially in the rural areas, the natural course of 
reproduction, such as the traditional extended phase of breast-
feeding and postpartum self-discipline will ensure sufficient time 
interval between children, thereby promoting the traditional living 
arrangement (Caldwell, 2006).

Paternal or maternal absence happens more often in urban 
areas. This is because the adjustment to certain changes in educational 
status, employment status, and job relocation brings about the 
absence of one or both spouses. The outcome of this is the disruption 
to the living arrangement. The provision of adequate jobs that are 
reasonably fixed in geographical locations by the government will 
minimise disruption in the traditional living arrangement (Riad & 
Norris, 1996). The establishment of higher institutions of learning 
by the government, which are in close proximity to the citizens, will 
reduce social disruption among them (Cernea & Mundial, 1993).

Rural interference by external urban areas can cause disruption 
to the traditional living arrangement. However, if the status quo is 
allowed to prevail, such disruptions will be drastically reduced. One 
interference is the change in the primary income earner for the family 
to be the husband. When there is no interference, the possibility of 
the mother also having to leave home in search of a job to sustain the 
family is prevented. Another interference is trying to break up the 
originally extended family into smaller nuclear families. The absence 
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of such interference helps all the extended family members break even 
by pooling their resources to support one another, thereby preserving 
the traditional living arrangement (Anderson et al., 2003).

Trends and causes of internal migration in South Africa

According to Bouare, O’Donovan and Kok (2003), internal migration 
can be defined as a migratory move where the place of origin and 
destination is within the same country, and it is different from 
international migration, where moves are across the country’s 
borders. There has been a great application that internal migration 
is an important demographic change component, providing needed 
information for services and infrastructure planning. The focus of this 
trend analysis is to estimate the inter-provincial movements across 
the nine provinces in South Africa. The data in Table 3.1 to Table 3.3 
indicate the net migration rate for all the provinces in South Africa for 
the intercensal periods: 2006 to 2011, 2011 to 2016 and 2016 to 2021. 
This analysis investigates the past trends in the number of South 
Africans moving across all nine provinces between 2006 to 2021. These 
estimates only indicate the provincial net migration trends nationally. 
This information will also assist policymakers in formulating migration 
policies that will enhance development in South Africa.

South Africans began to experience the freedom of movement 
in 1994, in the wake of the apartheid regime that severely restricted 
the internal migration of certain South Africans. As stated by 
Collinson, Tollman and Kahn (2007), over the years, migration 
within South Africa has been largely rural-urban migration. Internal 
migration in South Africa continues to be a pervasive socio-economic 
phenomenon, surpassing that of cross-border movement. The most 
recent population census indicates that 5% of the population had 
moved within the country five years prior to the census, while only 1% 
of the population immigrated from outside the frontiers (Ginsburg et 
al., 2021). The most recent population census indicates that 5% of the 
population moved within the country from 2006 to 2011.

The estimates of the net intercensal migration for the nine 
provinces in South African provinces are shown in Table 3.1:
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Table 3.1:	 Estimated net migration rates for South Africa by 
province (2006-2011)

PROVINCE Out migrants In migrants Net migrants

Eastern Cape 512 305 153 823 -358 482

Free State 149 393 120 146 -29 247

Gauteng 419 366 1 323 985 904 619

Kwazulu-Natal 322 018 257 968 -64 050

Limpopo 372 131 216 247 -155 884

Mpumalanga 178 826 231 420 52 594

Northern Cape 68 296 69 453 1 157

Northwest 172 074 258 766 86 691

Western Cape 142 758 414 826 272 069

Source: StatsSA (2017).

Migration trends for the intercensal period 2006-2011

The table above indicates the analysis of net migration trends in each 
of the nine provinces in South Africa. The data analysis indicates that 
Gauteng experienced net migration from other provinces of 904 619 
people (2006-2011) and 981 290 people (2011-2016). Statistics South 
Africa (StatsSA) projects that between 2016 and 2021, 1  050  231 
people will be added to Gauteng’s population as a result of internal 
migration (StatsSA, 2017). Since 2006, Gauteng has experienced the 
largest influx from other provinces in South Africa, more than any 
other province, and it remained the most attractive. Gauteng and the 
Western Cape experienced the largest net gain in that period, while 
the Eastern Cape and Limpopo experienced the largest net migration 
losses (StatsSA, 2017). Gauteng is the wealthiest province in South 
Africa, receiving 904 619 migrants, more than three times the number 
of people moving into the Western Cape, ranked second. Northwest is 
ranked third most attractive province, which received 86 691 people, 
followed by Mpumalanga, which received 52 594 people, and finally, 
the Northern Cape had the lowest net gain of migrants during the 
period under review. The following provinces had the largest net loss 
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of people: the Eastern Cape (358 482), Limpopo (158 884), Kwazulu-
Natal (64 050) and the Free State (29 247) (StatsSA, 2017).

Table 3.2:	 Estimated net migration rates for South Africa by 
province (2011-2016)

PROVINCE Out migrants In migrants Net migrants

Eastern Cape 499 543 173 372 -326 171

Free State 154 405 133 492 -20 913

Gauteng 481 263 1 462 553 981 290

Kwazulu-Natal 340 228 277 867 -62 360

Limpopo 392 905 249 137 -143 767

Mpumalanga 194 958 258 961 64 003

Northern Cape 72 441 75 752 3 311

Northwest 191 413 289 177 97 764

Western Cape 159 513 451 885 292 372

Source:  StatsSA (2017).

Migration trends for the intercensal period 2011-2016 
estimates

Like the previous intercensal period, Gauteng experienced the largest 
influx receiving 1 462 553 and remains the most attractive province. 
According to StatsSA, the massive population movement into Gauteng 
is due to its economic strength and the prospect of employment 
opportunities (StatsSA, 2017).

Table 3.3 shows that from 2011 to 2016, Gauteng, the Western 
Cape, Northwest, Mpumalanga and the Northern Cape experienced a 
net gain of migrants while the Eastern Cape, Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal 
and the Free State had a net loss of migrants (StatsSA, 2017). 
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Table 3.3:	 Projected net migration rates for South Africa by province 
(2016-2021)

PROVINCE Out migrants In migrants Net migrants

Eastern Cape 515 648 191 435 -324 213

Free State 160 107 147 246 -12 860

Gauteng 544 875 1 595 106 1 050 230

Kwazulu-Natal 360 830 307 123 -53 706

Limpopo 417 453 278 847 -138 606

Mpumalanga 212 271 285 678 73 407

Northern Cape 76 832 82 502 5 670

Northwest 207 662 317 261 109 599

Western Cape 175 831 485 560 309 729

Source: StatsSA (2017).

Migration trends for the intercensal period 2016-2021 
estimates

For the period under review, more than a million had migrated to 
Gauteng, and the Western Cape received about 300 000 people. In the 
same period, the Northwest experienced a net migration of slightly 
above 100 000 (StatsSA, 2017). However, the following provinces had 
the largest net loss of migrants: the Eastern Cape (1 026 866), Limpopo 
(438  257), KwaZulu-Natal (180  116) and the Free State (63  020). 
The trends suggest that people are leaving poorer provinces for 
wealthier provinces, which could be attributed to the socioeconomic 
development trajectory in the country. The provinces of Gauteng and 
the Western Cape are the most prosperous of all the nine provinces in 
South Africa (StatsSA, 2017).

However, there has been a change in trends during the COVID-19 
pandemic, as many workers switched to working remotely from home 
in order to survive, and this has been an eye-opener for a huge number 
of South Africans and families who found it easier to work from home. 
Contemporary South Africans are making pragmatic efforts to make 
permanent changes to achieve a better, quiet and serene lifestyle. This 
is evidenced by the increase in inquiries for country homes. Evidence 
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suggests that in line with the international trend, most people prefer a 
small town where they can be more productive. This migration trend is 
a reality in present-day South African society (StatsSA, 2017).

Causes of internal migration in South Africa

Martine (2012:10-12) states that the legacy of apartheid in South Africa 
has also contributed to the increase in rural-urban migration because, 
previously, certain race groups were prevented from travelling to 
certain areas. Since the abolishment of apartheid, people have been free 
to travel, so an increase in internal migration in the country can be seen. 
Furthermore, Angelopulo (2017:65-69) indicates that rural areas lack 
the critical infrastructure needed for rapid development. Therefore, 
they are, to a great extent, disconnected from the development 
happening in urban areas; hence with limited development, people opt 
to search for opportunities. Kollamparambil (2017:12) states that the 
economic inequality between provinces in South Africa will continue 
to contribute to the inflow of people to Gauteng. According to Ghatak 
(1995:54-55), the increase in rural migration also results in the 
underutilisation of resources. If rural people remain behind and work 
together to contribute towards development, rural areas will develop 
and grow. However, when they migrate, they migrate with their 
knowledge and technical know-how; hence the resources meant for 
rural development may be under-utilised as no one can effectively use 
them. In South Africa, internal migration is driven by many factors, but 
the pursuit of different kinds of economic prospects and better life is 
the driver that motivates people to migrate (Mawire, Mtapuri, Kidane 
& Mchunu, 2020). Albeit these factors vary from country to country, 
some of the factors responsible for rural-urban migration are:

Employment prospects

A vast majority of people in South Africa migrate due to a 
better employment perspective, very often inside Gauteng and 
Cape Town (Shimeles, 2010). The Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2011:80) states that 
“rapidly developing provinces like Gauteng witnessed a huge 
inflow of people from across South Africa who are in search of 
employment opportunities”. This province and the Western 
Cape are the front player in a wide range of economic sectors and 
are characterised by fast-growing and booming economies; the 
likelihood of finding employment in these two provinces is high 
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compared with other provinces, which makes them employment 
hotspots in South Africa. 

Education

In South Africa, there have been migration streams of young 
people to the cities who hope for better education for their 
children (Walker & Mathebula, 2020; Wang, 2013). According to 
the Head of Education in Gauteng, Edward Mosuwe, in 2016 and 
2020, the Gauteng province saw a regular surge in the number of 
pupils enrolling in its schools. In 2021, the in-migration figures 
of learners enrolled were about 20 000 less than those enrolled 
in 2020. The 2021 in-migration figure represents the lowest over 
the last five years. The decline may be explained as a consequence 
of the significant disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
(UNPD, 2020). In South Africa, rural dwellers are drawn to urban 
areas with a high probability of quality education. 

Wage difference

The people living in urban areas earn better than their rural 
counterparts (Meng & Zhang, 2001). Kok and Collinson (2006) 
indicated that “many people from northern KwaZulu-Natal 
travel to Gauteng to seek better remuneration as northern 
KwaZulu-Natal is characterised as a rural setting and hence 
cannot compare with urban areas in Gauteng in terms of 
salaries”. In South Africa, wealthy provinces such as Gauteng 
and the Western Cape offer higher salaries compared with others, 
serving as the motivating factor for people seeking better pay. 

External migration in South Africa

Table 3.4 shows the statistics of emigrants from South Africa in 2020. 
About 800  000 people left South Africa, and approximately 82% of 
the emigrants relocated to countries like New Zealand, the United 
Kingdom, Australia, Canada and the United States. While roughly 7% 
settled in neighbouring countries like Mozambique, Zimbabwe and 
Eswatini, Germany and the Netherlands received close to 5% of the 
emigrants (UNPD, 2020). The data in Table 3.4 shows the number of 
emigrants who left the country in 2020.
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Table 3.4:	 Emigrants from South Africa, 2020

Country Emigrants

United Kingdom 247 300

Australia 199 700

United States 117 300

New Zealand 73 800

Canada 48 100

Germany 20 400

Mozambique 20 200

Zimbabwe 19 700

Netherlands 17 500

Eswatini 12 700

Source: UNPD (2020).

South Africa experienced a massive increase in emigration over recent 
decades, and a significant proportion of these emigrants were from 
the white population. The 2011 Census estimates show that roughly 4.7 
million white South Africans were in the Country, which constitutes 
8.9% of the total population, however, there has been a steady decline 
in the population of the white South Africans over the years, down 
from 9.0% in 2011, to 8.1% in 2016, and 7.9% in 2019, and 7.8% in 202 
(StatsSA, 2021).

This shrinking population is in disparity with all other 
demographics in South Africa, which exhibits increasing trends. 
Although this does not connote the absence of emigration, anecdotal 
evidence suggests black experts, notably in the medical and engineering 
field, are also emigrating (UNPD, 2020). 

Causes of external migration in South Africa 

The phenomenon of external migration in South Africa has been a 
rising concern over the years. And it is driven by a wide range of factors, 
including social-political factors, natural disasters, demographic 
increase and urbanisation, wars, and family reunification factors, 
among others. Jigjiddorj, Kho & Zanabazar (2021) clarify various 
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pull and push factors that influence migration. The push factors are 
immediate reasons that compel a person to leave their original locale, 
while the pull factors are factors that draw people to a new location. 

Push factors of migration in South Africa

Political instability

Mattes and Richmond (2000:2930) state: “The most well-known 
politically motivated migration is the flight from oppression and 
persecution, or political turmoil and instability”. Although there is no 
empirical data on how many people are leaving the country for good, 
anecdotal evidence suggests a significant increase in the number 
of South Africans fleeing abroad, seeking new lives as they become 
perturbed by the current economic and political situation.

Unemployment

According to statistic South Africa, the “unemployment rate in South 
Africa has reached its new record high of 35.3% in the last quarter of 
2021, up from 34.9 in the third quarter and 34.4 in the second quarter, 
the rate was the highest since the quarterly labour force began in 
2008.” And the consequence has been devastating for South Africans 
grappling with a host of social ills, including corruption, violent crime, 
poverty, and inequality level, which is one of the highest in the world 
(StatsSA, 2017).

Violent crime

In recent times, crime data shows that the murder rate in South Africa 
in 2021 surged in the last three months of 2021 by 8.9% to 6  859 
from 6 297, while attempted murder spiked by 3.5%, and carjacking 
increased by 13.8%. This is attributed to several factors, including high 
inequality, poverty, social exclusion, unstable living arrangements, 
and marginalisation. Statistics have shown that the high crime rate is 
one of the reasons for emigrating from South Africa (Fourie, 2018). 

High skill mobility

South Africa has experienced an upsurge in the number of emigrants 
compared to immigrants. But unlike immigrants, emigrants tend to 
be highly educated and motivated by non-monetary factors. South 
African intellectuals are not replaced, as 75% of immigrants are from 
Africa, and, as stated by the global ranking, the top four African schools 
are in South Africa. Skilled emigration erodes efforts to bridge the 
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skills gap, which has extensive implications for productivity, growth 
and development (Adepoju, 2004).

Pull factors of migration in South Africa

Improved safety and security

Research indicates that South Africans, fleeing political instability and 
violent crime, is leaving everything familiar about their birth country 
as they emigrate in search of safer pastures. In recent months, there 
has been civil unrest in the country’s major cities, notably Durban, 
which touched on Gauteng, and this triggered an exodus of migrants 
seeking protection abroad.

Better future for children

Millions of children are crossing the frontiers with or without their 
parents in many African countries, including South Africa and the 
three major factors that triggered this population movement include 
poverty, inequality and violence. According to UNICEF South Africa, 
“more than 40% of children, in general, are poor and income poor, 
and two-thirds of children in rural areas are impoverished.” More 
than 50% of children in South Africa live below the poverty line. Most 
parents are not sure of their children’s safety in South Africa, and they 
are of the opinion that children’s future is secured abroad in a crime-
free environment.

Career advancement

Many South Africans emigrate to pursue career progression and 
advancement overseas, as they are pessimistic that their passions and 
career might not be provided for in their country.

Analysis of the key element of apartheid on migration

In the primitive age of development, when agricultural production 
could no longer sustain the rural economy due to the constraint 
on land, the redundant male worker was compelled to migrate to 
developing urban areas. The migration of labour would only be for the 
initial stage and eventually lead to permanent urbanisation. However, 
the reverse is the case in South Africa during the apartheid regime, 
when the black worker had no permanent urban settlement. According 
to Vosloo (2020:1):



56

Developmental migration

The migrant labour system was a historical system manipulated 
by capitalist, colonial, and apartheid powers as a means of 
reconciling the conflict needs for cheap labour in the mines 
and cities of ‘white’ South Africans, with the desire to restrict 
black people to rural areas far away from the ‘white’ cities. As 
part of this system, people (mostly men) were forced to migrate 
in search of employment but were not permitted to do so with 
their families or stay permanently, resulting in a system of 
oscillating migrancy.

The apartheid and its concomitant system of migrant labour have, in 
many ways, shaped contemporary migration patterns in South Africa, 
and its impact was devastating for black South Africans (Hale, 2010). 
Black South Africans were prevented from accessing the urban centres 
except under strict instructions (Bouare, O’Donovan & Kok, 2003). 
Under apartheid, many legislative measures were taken to restrict 
black people. For instance, in the nineteenth century, when diamonds 
were discovered in Kimberley, development triggered the influx of the 
white population into Kimberley (from the Cape), which constituted 
about 33% of the residents. The rapid growth in the mining industry 
and its concomitant increase in demand for labour instigated large-
scale labour migration from the homelands (rural areas) to the 
white areas (urban). These migrant workers were housed in closed 
compounds designed to strictly control and discipline black migrant 
workers by applying draconian apartheid laws and exploitative 
policies. Furthermore, in 1896, when gold was discovered on a large 
scale in the Transvaal Republic, the mine owners recruited labour 
from three different political zones: labour from within the borders of 
South Africa, men from the former high commission, and miners from 
foreign countries (Pogue, 2006). According to Chelkowska, Harington 
and McGlashan (2004:65), the main area that supplied such labour were 
Lesotho, Mozambique and the former Transkei, which contributed 
to over 60% of the entire labour force. Chelkowska, Harington and 
McGlashan (2004:65) state that black migrants were not allowed to 
bring their families, buy a property or have permanent resident status 
in South Africa. Hence the hostels were introduced to provide cheap 
and temporary accommodation for migrant workers. According to Kok 
and Collinson (2006), circular and temporary migration is expected 
to reduce due to family bound; however, there has been evidence of 
circular and temporary migration.
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Effects of migration on traditional social arrangements in 
South Africa

Social arrangement implies a pattern of familiarity, behaviour, 
relationship and interaction among the members of a group, society 
or community. Traditionally, the living arrangement in South Africa 
and other African nations was built on the extended family system and 
socially integrated neighbourhood (Indongo & Sakaria, 2016). In South 
Africa, there have been increasing incidences of social disruptions 
and breakdowns of traditional social arrangements, which have been 
heavily blamed on a host of factors, among which migration into 
South Africa is key. For example, the movement of European settlers 
to South Africa was said to disrupt the nation’s social arrangement 
and kinship organisation (Amoateng, Heaton & Kalule-Sabiti, 2007). 
The domination of settlers created apartheid and labour control 
systems characterised by racial discrimination and family breakdown, 
causing a significant alteration in the traditional social arrangement 
of the indigenous people of South Africa. The apartheid system forced 
indigenes to reside in households that were too small to contain a large 
number of their relations, disrupting the extended family system in 
favour of the nuclear family system. 

Since the end of apartheid and the labour system, South Africans 
have experienced increased freedom of movement into cities and 
increased connections to social networks. Migrants connect to 
their families, friends, communities, and a plethora of other social 
organisations. These trends are driven by black Africans and suggest 
that the migratory labour system persists despite increased mobility 
among black South Africans. According to the South African institute 
of race relations, the number of children growing up without their 
fathers increased from 42% in 1996 to 47% in 2010. As asserted by 
Amoateng, Heaton & Kalule-Sabiti (2007), households are moving 
away from nuclear forms of household composition, and the new family 
households in South Africa, common among black people, are skipped 
households. These are families where grandparents raise children and 
parents are absent from the households. It is worth noting that black 
South Africans delight in cultural values and practices, as evidenced 
in the 1996 and 2010 population census data, which shows that the 
occurrence of the extended family living arrangement increases 
marginally across all races, but it was more pronounced among black 
South Africans elites, as they are able to interact with their extended 
kin in the cities and rural areas. The reason is not far-fetched, as 
Hadler (2006) explained: the mass movement has a socioeconomic 
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effect on families, which has greatly affected some children in 
developing countries. 

Conclusion 

The impact of migration on traditional social arrangements 
in South Africa is quite enormous. Social disruptions affect the 
traditional living arrangement in different ways beginning with family 
disruptions due to divorce, separation or death of one or both partners. 
Job relocation also affects the traditional living arrangement by not 
allowing the family to remain together as they would have naturally 
been. Internal and external migrations are also not ruled out as major 
causes of disruptions to the traditional social arrangement in South 
Africa, especially in view of the apartheid regime. Lastly, rural-urban 
migration can be minimised if public services in rural areas are operated 
by skilled and competent personnel because most skilled professionals 
prefer urban areas. This will reduce rural-urban migration to an extent 
and improve the services rendered to rural people.
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Abstract

Migration and statelessness are interwoven and dependent on one 
another. Statelessness is a problem affecting approximately 12 million 
people worldwide and is one of the major causes of migration. In South 
Africa, since 2016, there have been about 10 000 stateless people, with 
the numbers increasing day by day. Common causes of statelessness 
include discrimination and denial of citizenship, failure to acquire a 
nationality at birth, loss or rejection of citizenship without due regard 
for statelessness, gender discrimination, rejection of a certain set of 
groups in a nation, exempting some sets of people in the state whenever 
a state get independent, and deprivation of nationality (Dodson, 2018). 

There is no security for stateless people wherever they move, and 
they have no access to basic facilities such as education, employment, 
healthcare, property rights and registration of birth, marriage and 
death. Statelessness can be a by-product of migration. A ‘migrant’, 
according to the United Nations Migration Agency, is  a person 
who moves from his abode to another destination, either locally or 
internationally, irrespective of their legal standing. There are several 
reasons for the movement of people from one place to another, 
including survival, war, economic hardship, better opportunities, 
pandemics, unemployment, and natural disasters, to mention but a 
few. Migration has devastating effects on both the place left behind 
and the country where migrants settle; it induces social, economic and 
political problems in receiving countries. The possession of nationality 
and citizenship is one of the prerequisites needed to access basic 
amenities and enjoy human rights in a nation. This chapter focuses 
on several challenges that stateless citizens in South Africa encounter, 
which makes life unbearable for them, and ways of eradicating 
such challenges.
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Introduction

Statelessness simply means not having the status of a national. 
Internationally, the legal definition of a stateless person is “a person 
who is not considered a national by any state under the operation of 
its law” (Manby, 2011). The two classes of statelessness are de jure 
statelessness and de facto statelessness (Sawyer, 2011). De jure stateless 
occurs when a person fits into the international legal definition of 
statelessness and therefore has no nationality under the laws of any 
country. The majority of the world’s stateless people, including those 
in South Africa, fall into this category. De facto statelessness has no 
formal definition under international law. Statelessness is considered 
de facto when the individual involved has a nationality but lives outside 
the country of their nationality. They are, therefore, unable and 
unwilling to have access to the protection of that country. Migration 
of people for survival, better life and job often lead to migration and 
statelessness. 

South Africa comprises immigrants who lack documents to 
show their nationality and are therefore tagged stateless (Manby, 
2011). They are not considered a nationality under the law of any state 
(Sahana, Jahangir & Anisujjaman, 2019; Tucker, 2021). They consist 
of different age groups, including children and adults. Having no 
connection to any nation and for the fact that they are not protected by 
any country, stateless persons are sometimes labelled as “outcasts” 
(UNHCR, 2004; US Yearbook, 2002) and “legal ghosts” (UNHCR, 
2004). Some are born stateless, while others become stateless due 
to circumstances. Most stateless people have never crossed a border; 
they remain in the country of their birth (Manby, 2011). Others may 
decide to leave the country of their birth and move to other countries, 
to become migrants or refugees. However, stateless adults and children 
experience challenges in the process of trying to access fundamental 
rights and services (Meda, Sookrajh & Maharaj, 2012). In some cases, 
stateless and refugee children experience problems accessing primary 
education and have limited opportunities for secondary education 
because of their status (Meda, Sookrajh & Maharaj, 2012; Warri, 2020). 
They are also vulnerable to discrimination, relegation and rejection 
(Van Waas-Hayward, 2008). 
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This stateless situation, coupled with the challenges that 
stateless people encounter, has led many to migrate to places where 
laws and policies favour them and offer them nationality (Van Waas-
Hayward, 2008). Migration can be of two categories: immigrants and 
emigrants. An immigrant is a person who permanently leaves a country 
and settles in a new country, while emigrants leave a country for 
another with reference to the country they moved from. Migration can 
have a constructive or destructive effect on the country they migrated 
from and the one they moved to, and there are several reasons why 
people migrate. It can be due to economic, political, social or ecological 
reasons (Botha, 2013). Others migrate due to the fact that they are 
stateless and are not entitled to basic amenities in their country of 
birth or country of residence. 

In South Africa, the stateless population are usually refugee, 
asylum seekers and migrants. Stricter measures are being adopted by 
the South African government to prevent the migration of people into 
the country through proper documentation and new policies (Manby, 
2011; Mbiyozo, 2019). Statelessness must not be promoted by the 
government; rather, it should be discouraged. South Africa has been 
using different strategies to decrease the movement of people from 
nearby countries into South Africa (Tati, 2008). Refugees, migrants 
and asylum-seekers dominate the majority of South Africa’s stateless 
people (Manby, 2011). The United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) fight for the rights of the refugees and the 
stateless in order to reduce their population (Manby, 2011). Through 
the 1954 Convention relating to the status of stateless persons (UNHCR, 
1960) and the Global action plan to end statelessness in November 2014 
(UNHCR, 2014), strategies were designed to help prevent statelessness 
and ensure ways by which stateless people can benefit from the basic 
amenities and legal rights of the country in which they reside. Such 
benefits include identity, travel documents, accommodation, job 
opportunities and administrative assistance. About 83 state parties 
were present during the 1954 Convention when the campaign to 
eradicate statelessness in ten years was launched (Bloom, 2013; Bloom, 
Tonkiss & Cole, 2017; Khan, 2020). 

Despite the effort of the state to end statelessness and address 
the challenges stateless people encounter in South Africa, there are 
still some stateless people that are yet to benefit from the plan. During 
the pandemic, the harm caused by statelessness increased to an 
unprecedented level because stateless persons are not put as first place 
priority during the treatment of infected persons. This is detrimental 
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to the health status of this abandoned group of people. This healthcare 
challenge, together with other challenges encountered by stateless 
people, should be looked into. Therefore, this chapter focuses on the 
challenges stateless people encounter in South Africa and suggests 
ways of eradicating such challenges. Data and information are 
obtained from internet sources and online literature on statelessness 
in South Africa.

Causes of statelessness in South Africa 

A stateless person is an individual who does not have a nationality 
and cannot enjoy the benefit and protection of any country. 
Although they might identify with a certain country yet, they 
cannot call any country their own because they lack a legal bond 
of nationality with any country (Garnier, 2013; Lee, 2019). 

In some cases, they may have a valid claim to citizenship, but they 
cannot prove to be a citizen because governments have refused 
to grant them citizenship. The majority of stateless people stay in 
their country of birth, while others leave and “become migrants or 
refugees” (Garnier, 2013; Lee, 2019). Most times, stateless persons 
can be considered refugees because of the fear of being persecuted for 
religion, race, nationality, membership in a social group or political 
opinion, and are unable to benefit from the protection of the country 
they inhabit. “Stateless persons who are refugees under the 1951 
Convention relating to the Status of Refugees are entitled to protection 
under that” law (Garnier, 2013; Lee, 2019).

There are several causes of statelessness. It can result from 
people relinquishing their nationality without being affiliated with 
any other country. Gender discrimination is also an important factor 
in causing statelessness. Most countries are ill-disposed to gender-
neutral citizenship laws, and in some “worst cases, women lose 
their citizenship when they get married to foreigners and are unable 
to pass on their citizenship to their children” (Garnier, 2013; Lee, 
2019). Also, failure to register the birth of a child as when due can 
also lead to statelessness for the child in future. Other causes include: 
“Discrimination between countries as regards laws relating to 
citizenship. … lack of documents, laws allowing only one nationality, 
or laws preventing parents from passing their nationality on to their 
children” (Garnier, 2013; Lee, 2019). 
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Other causes of statelessness in South Africa:

Failed integration

Failure to integrate historical and contemporary migrants with their 
descendants. 

Unfairness in ethnicity, race and gender laws relating

Gender discrimination is also one of the commonest causes of 
statelessness, especially in the case of children who cannot obtain 
their mother’s nationality because of gender discrimination and who 
cannot otherwise acquire the nationality of the state of birth or their 
father because the child was born out of wedlock, or the inadequacy of 
civil registration procedures and other challenges.

Flawed laws

Every country has its own distinct laws. These laws help determine how 
citizenship can be acquired or denied. Applying these laws and gaps in 
the laws often exclude people intentionally and, on some occasions, 
unintentionally. An example of this is the case of children with 
unknown parents in a country whose citizenship is based on sanguine 
laws; that is, citizenship is determined or acquired by the nationality 
of one or both parents. In these cases, these children become stateless 
in their own country of birth.

Displacement

A person moving from the country of birth to another country for one 
reason or another “can lose their nationality. Children and spouses 
are prevented from securing nationality by way of parents or spouses. 
Other countries’ indifference to certain ethnicities or backgrounds” 
(Watters, 2017). 

Creation of new states

The emergence of new states and changes to borders is also a major 
cause of statelessness. People tend to migrate to places where the state 
is being created, and when they are not accepted as a national, they 
become stateless. Also, changes to borderlines in a country can render 
some people stateless. In other cases, some minority groups among 
ethnic, racial or religion struggle to prove their links to countries.
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Denial of nationality

Under certain conditions, someone can lose, renounce, change or be 
deprived of nationality (Edwards & Van Waas, 2017): “These can occur 
when someone [has] lived out of the country for too long or is being 
suspected of terrorism or crime. Some states intentionally changed 
nationality laws in order to discriminate against some population 
groups and deprive them of citizenship.”

Causes of migration in South Africa 

Migration to and from South Africa is prompted basically by the 
desire for better education, health, occupation, accommodation, and 
improved level of comfort and wealth (Kotze & Hill, 1997). Migrants 
travel long distances to South Africa in order to avoid war, conflict, 
natural disasters, pandemics, political crises and xenophobic attacks 
(Wentzel & Tlabela, 2006; Nshimbi & Fioramonti, 2017). 

In terms of education, South Africa has attracted many migrants 
into the country through grants and scholarships awarded to them 
throughout their period of study. Opportunities are also granted to 
them in their institutions to engage in jobs that can provide them 
with some amount of money for upkeep (Mlambo, 2017). Many also 
seek better healthcare facilities in the country they migrate to. South 
Africa, for instance, has trained qualified doctors capable of handling 
complex cases because their hospitals are well-equipped (Mlambo, 
2017). There are also better job opportunities with better pay in South 
Africa compared to the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) (Mlambo, 2017). 

Proximity, closeness to borders and travelling expenses and 
documents are also major causes of migration. Almost 80% of migration 
occurs between countries with close or connecting borders, while less 
than 15% between countries with non-connecting borders. Also, the 
travelling expenses needed to move to countries that are close are 
less compared to migrating to countries farther away (Mlambo, 2017). 
Many who lack travelling documents also migrate to countries closer 
to them where travelling documents are not needed (Manby, 2011). 
Conflict and disaster are other major causes of migration. Migrants 
flee from countries encountering war and disaster to other countries 
for safety and refuge (Manby, 2011).

The COVID-19 pandemic is also a factor which enhanced the 
migration of people from one country to another. Migrants were 
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confined to where they were and could not migrate to any other location 
due to the lockdown. There was visa and permit extensions in South 
Africa and some other countries to accommodate migrants that were 
stranded and people that had overstayed their visa duration (Mlambo, 
2017; IOM, 2020). Due to the increase in the number of infected 
persons, COVID-19 travel measures were adopted, which helped 
restrict movement and curtail regional migration (OHCHR, 2020).

Effects of migration on the economy of South Africa 

The effects of migration on the economy of South Africa cannot be 
over-emphasised. These effects can be positive and, at the same time, 
negative. It can affect the migrants, the economy of the country they 
migrated from and the one they migrated to. 

The positive impact may include the following: 

More revenue for the government purse

As the number of working-class migrants increases, more revenue 
is being generated for the government. In other words, increased 
migration adds workers to the economy, thereby boosting the gross 
domestic product (GDP) of the country.

Improved living standards

There is an improvement in migrants’ standard of living. The 
abundant resources in South Africa help to improve the standard 
of living of migrated persons. These include good roads, standard 
healthcare services, constant electricity, water, and job opportunity. 
The migration of skilled workers leads to greater economic growth in 
the country they migrate to because they influence any sector in which 
they work and help to increase productivity.

Increase in labour stock

As migration increases, there will be an increase in the labour stocks 
in areas and professions experiencing a lack of workforce, thereby 
tackling disparities in the job market. 

As there are positive impacts of migration on the economy of 
South Africa, there are also negative impacts, including the following:
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COVID-19’s negative economic influence

The pandemic has contributed negatively to the socioeconomic sector 
of the country. Due to the lockdown and restriction of movement, ports 
of entry were shut, restricting the number of migrants coming into the 
country. Also, many people worked from home to minimise the rate of 
infection. This led to low productivity and reduced remittance flow to 
the region. 

Accommodation and housing problem

An increase in the population of migrants in South Africa affected 
the availability of accommodation and the opportunity to own 
property. Due to the high demand for accommodation, the rent rate 
also increased.

Political and social tension

The more the number of migrants in South Africa, the more some of 
them get involved in politics and social tension. Although migrants 
may not have the opportunity to vote and be voted for in South Africa, 
they can join the group of protesters during political campaigns 
and crises.

Overcrowding and transmission of disease

An increase in the population of migrants in South Africa led to 
overcrowding, especially in the slums. People tend to compete for 
available resources, which may not be enough for everyone. Also, 
there is a high risk of people contracting diseases, especially in densely 
populated areas. This was evidenced during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Overpopulated places in South Africa were discovered to have a higher 
number of infected persons because they could not practice social 
distancing and personal hygiene.

Migrants settle for low-status and low-paying jobs

In South Africa, due to the stateless condition of most migrants, some 
of the migrants tend to settle for low-paying jobs that are below their 
status in order to survive. Most times, they do not have access to highly 
paid jobs because they do not qualify for such jobs due to lack of papers, 
hence, the decrease in the amount of tax paid to government revenue. 
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Migration rate pre- and post-COVID-19

Migrants from other African countries, especially from the SADC 
countries, preferred to make South Africa a place of destination. About 
two million foreigners between 15-64 years old were estimated to 
reside in South Africa in 2017 (ACMS, 2020). This represents about 5.3% 
of the South African labour force. Also, between 2012 and 2017, there 
was an increase of about 1.4% in international migrants of working age 
in South Africa (Mukumbang, Ambe & Adebiyi, 2020). Statistics show 
that the population of migrants in South Africa today is estimated to be 
around 4.2 million (Farley, 2019; Garba & Willie, 2020). This indicates 
that the pandemic had, in one way or another, added to the population 
of migrants in South Africa. During COVID-19, there was an increase 
in the population of people in the country as there was an extension of 
visas and permits to those already in the country before the pandemic 
to accommodate stranded people and people with expired permits and 
visas (Mlambo, 2017). Although some people preferred to move out of 
South Africa as the number of deaths increased but could not do so due 
to the lockdown.

Statelessness in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) recorded 
about 1 021 418 stateless persons in Africa who lack nationality and the 
rights associated with it (OECD, 2018; Mbiyozo, 2019). Although this 
is the estimated population in only six countries, the correct figure 
is much higher than this (Molaeb, 2017). Statelessness is referred to 
as one of the world’s human rights problems that are not reckoned 
with. People often refer to them as invisible because they are not well 
documented and are “forced to live on the borders of the society” 
(OECD, 2018; Mbiyozo, 2019). Such people are exposed to unequal 
or inhumane treatment and are prevented from enjoying some basic 
human rights such as access to education, housing, employment, social 
welfare and healthcare. During the COVID-19 pandemic, statelessness 
posed many problems. It exposes the influence of statelessness on 
stateless persons who are most vulnerable to coronavirus infection. 
A stateless person can be likened to having pre-existing medical 
conditions and other challenges compounded by the pandemic. 

During the pandemic, evidence shows that lots of nationalities 
prefer a “citizens first” approach in response to the pandemic, 
not taking into consideration the already left out and vulnerable 
populations such as stateless persons, migrants, refugees and asylum 



74

Developmental migration

seekers. Many migrants live in disgusting environments where access 
to basic amenities is scarce. It is worthy of notice that excluding this 
group in the face of the pandemic posed a devastating effect on their 
health status. Jessica George, a legal counsellor at Lawyers for Human 
Rights, explained that “people that are stateless [do] not qualify for 
asylum, and there is no way they can access legal immigration status 
except through an exemption for permanent residence” (Recalde-Vela, 
2019). Thus, through this process, the home affairs minister was able to 
grant permanent residency to foreigners with special circumstances. 

Rights of a national citizen

Nationality is a legal bond between a state and an individual (Manby, 
2011; Recalde-Vela, 2019). A national citizen is entitled to some rights, 
which include the right to life and liberty, freedom from slavery and 
torture, freedom of opinion and expression, the right to work and 
education, the right to healthcare services, the right to vote and be 
voted for, to mention but a few (Blitz & Lynch, 2011). Every citizen is 
entitled to these rights without discrimination (Weil, 2001; Edwards 
& Van Waas, 2017). However, a stateless citizen cannot enjoy these 
rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 
states that “everyone has the right to a nationality”, and also “no one 
shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to 
change his nationality” (Manby, 2011; De Villiers, 2017; Recalde-Vela, 
2019). In subsequent agreements, more emphasis has been placed on 
these rights to sensitise people to their national rights. 

Challenges of the stateless citizen in South Africa

According to UNHCR, “South Africa is reported to consist of many 
migrants, who are either stateless or liable to becoming stateless. 
These include children and young people under the age of 18. Lack 
of country affiliation and subsequent protection” have made some 
stateless persons be referred to as “outcasts from the global political 
system of states” (UNHCR, 2004; Anderson, 2012) and as “legal 
ghosts” (UNHCR, 2004). Stateless adults and children experience 
challenges when trying to access fundamental rights and services 
and are at risk of marginalisation, discrimination and insecurity 
(Van Waas-Hayward, 2008; Bhabha, 2011; Robinson, 2011). A classic 
example is the case of Adonis Musati, a 23-year-old Zimbabwean who 
had been trying to get nationality in South Africa since 2007, collapsed 
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and died in a queue while waiting for his documentation at the home 
affairs office in Cape Town. This may be due to the frustration that 
goes along with the process of documentation as well as exclusion 
from other state services (De Villiers, 2017).

Stateless people are confronted with challenges that sprout from 
their living environment and the reason for their statelessness. Usually, 
because stateless people are not well documented, they cannot prove 
their citizenship and, by extension, are not eligible to participate in 
any political activities, including voting. They also find it difficult to 
benefit from an array of government services or get a job. Stateless 
people are easily exploited or abused as a result of their status. 

The plan being initiated by Department of Home Affairs in 
2018 to replace birth certificates for children of foreign parents 
with birth confirmations posed challenges on orphaned and 
abandoned children and those born to undocumented or 
irregular migrants at serious risk of statelessness (Ackermann, 
2017; Mbiyozo, 2018; Coetzer, 2019). 

The plan is seen as unlawful as it punishes innocent children as a result 
of the status of their parents. In many cases, states claim they are 
not creating statelessness because people have the right to alternate 
citizenship (Watters, 2007). This is evidenced in a 2019 South African 
case involving an orphan of assumed “eSwatini origin whose children 
have been rendered stateless in spite of having a South African father”. 
Cases like this should be prevented in South Africa. Richard Sikane, 
Home Affairs Director of Travel Documents and Citizenship, thus 
claims the following: “I seriously dispute that any person can be born 
stateless.” The department of home affairs (DHA) has also argued 
against citizenship cases, particularly on the grounds that ‘illegal’ 
migrants are seeking legal loopholes that can compromise the security 
of the country. However, the government still needs to look into this 
and proffer a solution to the problem of statelessness in South Africa.

How to prevent statelessness in South Africa

The 1954 Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons and the 
1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness are international 
conventions that laid credence on finding solutions to statelessness 
(Bloom, 2013; UNHCR, 1960; UNHCR, 1975). This is accompanied by 
international human rights pacts that relate to the right to a nationality. 
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To this end, states should agree to adopt and implement the 1961 
Convention regarding the reduction of statelessness. This establishes 
standards that help guide against statelessness “through nationality 
provisions on acquisition, renunciation, loss and deprivation of 
nationality. States can also avoid statelessness through adequate 
legislation and general birth registration” (New Humanitarian, 2013).

One of the easiest ways to prevent statelessness would be if 
consulates provided certain services, so people would not have to leave 
South Africa in order to access their citizenship. UNHCR’s Deputy 
Regional Representative Sergio Calle-Norena claims that “besides 
ratifying the two conventions on statelessness, addressing the 
problem requires political will” (New Humanitarian, 2013). He noted, 
for example, that “South Africa’s Citizenship Act grants nationality to 
any child born in the country who would otherwise be stateless, but 
that non-nationals without documents struggled to register their 
children’s births”. Mechanisms that allow the application of laws are 
there but not functioning practically. The emergence of the COVID-19 
pandemic is another factor militating against stateless citizens. 
Stateless people found it difficult to assess healthcare during the 
pandemic. The best approach to fighting the pandemic was to ensure 
everyone, not minding their nationality or legal disposition, was 
carried along in the fight against COVID-19. 

Conclusion

It is advisable to guide against statelessness in South Africa because 
of its negative effect on the economy and the individuals involved. 
In addition, denying people state services such as decent health and 
education, among others, may not be the best method for preventing 
statelessness. However, more effective strategies must be designed 
to help prevent illegal migration and statelessness. Also, new policies 
to regulate migration and statelessness must be enacted based on 
the current reality. The absence of a proper and efficient regulatory 
body will increase not only the rate of migration but also illegal cross-
border migration, both locally and internationally, in South Africa.
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Chapter 5:  
Migration and human rights: the 

management of cross-border mobility 
in the era of a pandemic  

– a human rights perspective

Nyasha Mpani

Abstract

The impact of migration on human rights is a pertinent issue. Prior to 
the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, migration had 
been on the increase, with most of it being illegal. The consequences 
of COVID-19, a global problem, did not spare South Africa regarding 
cross-border mobility and human rights. On 26 March 2020, President 
Cyril Ramaphosa announced a nationwide lockdown in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic to manage the spreading of the virus. 
A state of disaster was declared by the president, and it came with 
a number of stringent border movement rules and restrictions on 
people. These restrictions did not have a “human face”, as they led to 
a number of people’s rights being stifled. Several rights, such as the 
right to movement, the right to assemble and the right to freedom, 
were curtailed as the government was walking a tightrope seeking to 
find the balance between humanitarian needs on the one hand and 
safeguarding human rights on the other. These strategies ranged 
from strict border control measures and the grounding of domestic 
and international flights to banning intercity and multi-city travel 
and curfews. 

Consequently – given that the virus spread through the 
movement of people – restricting movement and invoking other 
measures such as social distancing, restricting the size of social 
congregations, funerals, religious gatherings, and political gatherings; 
and putting on masks in public places, all of these measures posed 
fundamental questions on balance between human rights and the 
enacting of draconian laws. Even after the lockdown, the vaccination 
phase was met with opposition in South Africa against the backdrop 
of freedom of choice, as enshrined in the Bill of Rights (RSA, 1996a). 
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Adding to all these, more to the objectives of this chapter, the closure 
of borders not only infringed on the rights of cross-border traders but 
also disabled their livelihoods. In fact, the management of the borders 
during the pandemic became reminiscent of the apartheid era, as one 
needed authorisation from the relevant authorities after justifying 
any intended cross-border movement. The task of this chapter is to 
examine how the management of cross-border mobility in the era 
of the pandemic intersected with human rights in South Africa. The 
chapter asks and attempts to answer if cross-border related human 
rights are absolute in the context of a crisis such as COVID-19 and the 
extent to which the state can maintain the balance between disaster 
management in a cross-border context and human rights.

Keywords: COVID-19, governmentality, human rights, response, 
reverse migration, discrimination, migrants

Introduction 

On the morning of Thursday, 5 March 2020, South Africa’s then 
Minister of Health, Dr Zweli Mkhize, reported that the National 
Institute for Communicable Diseases (NICD) had confirmed its first 
COVID-19 case. The result of this announcement meant many changes 
were now going to be implemented in the country as part of the main 
methods of containing the deadly disease and also to protect citizens 
from contracting and spreading it. Countries across the globe started 
to affect the strict movement of people and goods, which quickly 
saw the grounding of flights and closing of businesses, with only the 
essential services sector being allowed to operate. The virus spread like 
wildfire, and hospital admissions skyrocketed while morgues became 
overwhelmed with the bodies of people who had succumbed to this 
virus (Deochand, Mafuma & Baduza, 2020).

Faced with such a grotesque reality, Ramaphosa and his cabinet, 
on 26 March 2020, announced a nationwide lockdown in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic to manage the spreading of the virus and 
declared a state of disaster. According to Deochand, Mafuma and 
Baduza (2020), this state of the disaster meant that the government 
had to put in place special and stringent measures that would address 
the immediate medical emergency, which existing legislation at that 
time could not address, given the speed and rate at which the disease 
was killing people. The government chose to take this route to attempt 
to avert and contain the peril of the virus on the country’s economy and 
healthcare system, which at this time was under strain. While many 
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analysts applauded the government during that time for taking a very 
impressive and decisive action to deal with the diffusion of the virus 
on the coasts and around the globe, what was not apparently clear was 
that, as this decision was made, it had far-reaching implications on 
people’s rights, in particular, cross-border mobility. The plans put in 
place by the government for the management of cross-border mobility 
had significant implications on human rights, as unpacked in this 
chapter. This chapter examines how the management of cross-border 
mobility in the era of the pandemic intersected with human rights in 
Italy and South Africa. 

In attempting to answer the questions on the extent to which 
cross-border-related human rights are absolute in the context of a 
crisis, the chapter borrows the Foucauldian theory of governmentality 
as a means of understanding the art of governance portrayed by 
the state during the pandemic. It is implied that amidst the surface 
intentions of the state to protect humanity, some actions and decisions 
imposed on the public could reveal a different story. 

The politics of the pandemic

While disputing between governmentality inspired by biomedicine 
and economics, governmentality inspired by human rights has 
seldom been applied. Almost all research scrutinising COVID-19, with 
the risk of oversimplifying, bears similar arguments of the pandemic 
apparently increasing the likelihood of autocratic or illiberal regimes 
that constantly restrict civil liberties. This chapter is no different from 
past research; however, it hopes to bring to the fore an overview of 
how a constitutional democratic government like South Africa handled 
or responded to the virus. To understand the role of the state, one 
cannot ignore the theorising of governmentality by Michel Foucault. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has nudged curiosities in understanding 
the role and limits of the government. It is essential to understand 
this in order to fully grasp its shortcomings and positive attributes. 
Foucault (2005) discusses governmentality as a set of knowledge, 
tactics and calculations, institutions, analyses, and procedures – all 
of which justify and legitimise actions of particular forms of power. 
The population, in this instance, is seen as the main target of control. 
In borrowing the concept of governmentality in this chapter, it is not 
necessarily a means to refer to the specific government technology 
but rather to conceptualise the concept to understand the “art of 
governance” (government acts), as purported by Foucault, which 
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is reasonably justified. African governments have responded to 
the COVID-19 pandemic in the Foucault sense. This challenges 
the general assumption of governmentality being a Western-only 
applicable idea. The COVID-19 pandemic has been a catalyst that has 
seen Africa practising classic governmentality techniques, such as 
surveillance and disciplinary power, and a great increase in the power-
knowledge monopoly. 

The pandemic has proven to be one of the most destabilising 
agents through actions taken. While not only transversing the national 
boundaries effortlessly, the COVID-19 pandemic has also pushed 
the bounds of state civil interference in trying to mitigate its effects 
and preserve humanity. In a violently raging manner in 2020, it first 
appeared in China, then North America and Europe. This saw most 
Western countries failing to contain the virus despite being furnished 
with world-class medical equipment and systems. In contrast, Africa’s 
weak health systems, coupled with dense populations and shortages 
of basic needs, led to predictions of an ultimate health disaster. 
Surprisingly, Africa was one of the continents that handled COVID-19 
relatively well compared to the Western reality. While the African 
leaders’ swift response to the virus at the surface level proved to be 
astute, in reality, it also invited counterintuitive conversations with 
regard to human rights and hidden political motives. This requires 
close scrutiny of the state’s involvement and acts. 

Offering that scrutiny is the Foucauldian theory of 
governmentality. Lemke (2000) notes the definition of ‘government’, 
according to Foucault, as encompassing ‘conduct’ or, more precisely, 
the “conduct of conduct” that is the “governing of self” to “governing 
of others”. Foucault and Rabinow describe ‘government’ as “an 
activity that undertakes to conduct individuals throughout their 
lives by placing them under the authority of a guide responsible for 
what they do and for what happens to them” (Foucault & Rabinow, 
1997:68). Furthermore, he discusses governmentality in a sense that 
it was “understood in the broad sense of techniques and procedures 
for directing human behaviour. Government of children, government 
of souls and consciences, government of a household, of a state, or of 
oneself” (Foucault & Rabinow, 1997:82). In his argument, he proposed 
that there were two sides to governmentality: Firstly, there is a precise 
method of representation, which legitimises and rationalises the 
state’s aptitude to exercise certain forms of power (Lemke, 2001). 
This enables governments to appear logical (backed with reason) and 
thus, consequently, capacitates them in structuring specific forms 
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of intervention (Lemke, 2001). Lastly, governmentality also focuses 
on autonomous self-control and the links this has to political rule 
(Lemke, 2001). These two components provide a lens through which 
to analyse state responses and reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Tracing the COVID-19 footprint into South Africa

Pandemics often trigger particular responses, all of which help to 
expose pockets of debate within the media or scholarly world. Two 
topics often stand out: public health and the economy. It is safe to 
say these two components often influence the government’s actions. 
Crises are often momentarily exceptional when it comes to the bounds 
of political power. Within these instances, political power is granted 
the power to work outside the usual norms (Agamben, 2005). Certain 
knowledge is accepted and used as ‘truth’ in such moments to inform 
management decisions or explain situations. Particular voices became 
the basis of reason and were prioritised over others (Colombo, 2020). 

In tracing the COVID-19 footprint and state response in South 
Africa, one ought to start by narrowing into the Italian experience. 
This follows the first confirmed COVID-19 case in South Africa – a 
thirty-eight-year-old male who had been a part of a returning group 
that had travelled to the northern parts of Italy. The Italian science 
experts had repeatedly assured the public that the current coronavirus 
strand was not as aggressive as the previous severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS) coronavirus, which had hit countries such as China, 
Vietnam, and some parts of Singapore between November 2002 and 
July 2003. At the time, it had claimed about 700 deaths and infected 
about 8 000 individuals. 

The Italian virologists still continued to ignore this until mid-
February 2020. Thursday, 20 February 2020, marked the date of the 
first COVID-19 case. On 9 March, the Italian government extended the 
lockdown to the rest of the country and the ban was lifted on 3 June. It 
was the first country to impose a nationwide lockdown. By then, over 
35 000 deaths had been reported, half of which in Lombardy (Sanfelici, 
2020). The reaction and response of the Italian government sparked 
the rise of two governmentalities: the biomedical and economic 
governmentalities. 

The knowledge and voice of experts echoed in the decisions made 
by the government in mitigating imminent dangers and consequently 
securing the state’s future. These two continued to monopolise political 
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and public spheres worldwide (Colombo, 2020). Both perspectives were 
essential and provided mitigation strategies in dealing with protecting 
the state economy and life. According to Colombo (2020), of the two 
governmentalities active in the pandemic response, the one inspired 
by biomedical knowledge prioritised the preservation and defence of 
life, while that inspired by economics valued cost-effective measures 
in protecting the financial status of the state. This meant enabling 
production activities to continue in order to generate wealth. Both 
these perspectives, however, although seemingly sounding logical on 
the surface, still failed to maintain human dignity, an essential human 
right. These perspectives fail to protect the most vulnerable persons 
(Nay, 2020). 

In dealing with migration, the response can be assessed using 
both governmentalities. From a biomedical governmentality point of 
view, like most countries, Italy prioritised the health and well-being 
of its citizens. This was no shock as most immigration policies do 
not provide citizens and migrants equal rights (Bustamante, 2002). 
Migrants are categorised according to their permits and legality, 
enabling them access to particular rights (Campomori & Caponio, 2015). 
In Italy, the right to equal healthcare is stipulated in the constitution, 
open to citizens and legal foreign residents who are provided with 
the European Health Insurance Card (Sanfelici, 2020). This means 
healthcare may be accessible to legal migrants, as opposed to illegal 
migrants. From an economic perspective, the idea of categorising 
essential frontline workers from the low to the semi-skilled workers 
left many jobless. For example, many temporary or informal domestic 
workers without residential permits or regular contracts lost their 
jobs (Giammarinaro & Palumbo, 2020). Despite Italy’s measures to 
subsidise and fundamentally sustain millions of people, both citizen 
and non-citizen, irregular workers were excluded (Sanfelici, 2020). 
This left precarious migrants in rather harsh situations. Some opted 
to return to their countries of origin, but still, this proved difficult. 
Migrants were either left stranded at either destination, origin or 
transit stops. International transport systems came to a halt for most 
countries, thus trapping migrants and leaving them abandoned with no 
means of travelling to their countries of origin (Triandafyllidou, 2021). 
Skilled migrants who engaged in what was believed as key sectors 
were branded as essential workers. These included, for example, those 
in the health sector of production industries. Means of mobility were 
arranged for these sets of migrants. 
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On the other hand, the migrants falling in the low-skilled 
sectors, such as domestic workers, were let off and asked to return to 
their origin countries. This exacerbated social vulnerabilities. Poverty 
continued to rise, which further aggravated social inequalities. The 
pandemic, in a way, has continued to magnify existing social issues, 
and with lockdowns looming in most countries, it further expanded 
poverty scales due to unemployment and the closure of companies due 
to crumbling economies. The issue of socioeconomic sustainability and 
access to healthcare in Italy invites inquiries into the matter of human 
rights. Although somewhat afforded to migrants, they are conditional 
to the migrant’s regular legal status. 

Contrastingly, the Italian and South African responses differ in 
that the former delayed its mitigational response towards COVID-19. 
Although both had called for a multidisciplinary approach, the latter 
exercised a quick response involving contact tracing with clinicians 
and epidemiological personnel. This proved effective in flattening the 
infection rate curve. While both exhibited different initial response 
tactics, both states were strategic. Although Italy yielded stability after 
a rough storm, the two governmentalities exercised still fell short 
in addressing some human rights. This is not to say they were not 
relatively effective and important in addressing the crisis; however, 
they were deficient and failed to consider recommendations that 
prioritised human rights and vulnerable people in need. 

Most countries had adopted a “citizen first” approach in terms of 
healthcare responses and border closure mobilities (Triandafyllidou, 
2021:4). Contrastingly, to some extent, countries had protected the 
migrants with ‘pending’ statuses for visa renewals to protect them 
from irregular migrant status. This was evident even in South Africa. 
The COVID-19 emergency exposed the distinctions between those 
considered essential workers and non-essential disposable workers. 
This even extended to the migrants, as earlier mentioned. Mobility 
was granted to those deemed frontline essential workers. This was 
evident in South Africa, for example, with the arrival of Cuban health 
professionals during border closures. 

Despite its transnational character, COVID-19 continues to 
invite different state approaches, all of which have one thing in 
common, protecting the citizen. Although South Africa was somewhat 
of an exception in this regard, it still did not make provisions for 
all migrants. State subsidies were not accessible to all during the 
pandemic emergency. Despite this, it is still important to note 
South Africa’s different approach, which was characterised by a 
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more multidisciplinary and collective approach after the first hard 
lockdown that started on 26 March 2020. The inclusion of a committee 
consisting of multidisciplinary members helped to unpack and magnify 
underlying and already existential crises faced by society. It is through 
this that a regulated Risk Adjustment Strategy characterised by five 
levels of restriction intensities and closures for the basis of flattening 
the risk curve was implemented.

South African governmentality

Reflecting on South Africa, the beginning of the COVID-19 epidemic 
invited many arguments about its consequent effect and reaction. The 
South African government was no exception in making significant 
moves, all in the name of “containing the crisis at hand”. At the 
beginning of the pandemic, it seemed the blind were leading the blind 
in the hope of surviving. This was witnessed by the state’s intention 
to place in order public health, as well as the economic well-being 
of the population: a common response exercised globally. Thursday, 
26 March 2020, saw the beginning of the “hard lockdown” in South 
Africa. Like most state responses, the government justified and 
rationalised its proposed interventions. This was possible through the 
use of empirical data to back up their interventions. The approach, 
however, proved to be a “one-size-fits-all strategy” and came across 
as a top-down methodology to many ordinary people and the elite 
alike. The notion of backing up empirical knowledge sparked debates 
around depoliticisation. More voices were missing.

In looking at the South African response, it is essential to look 
into how it was publicly handled. First, the presidential addresses 
during the crisis were portrayed as “family meetings”, with the 
president playing the “father’s role” in addressing the nation: his 
“family”. Hewlett (2008:67) discusses the role of a father in terms of 
being a defender and educator. The president appeared on the screen 
as a protector while addressing the military. He was dressed in military 
regalia in the capacity of the commander-in-chief on 26 March 2020. 
In his speech, he stressed the military’s mission to “restore the lives 
of South Africans … go out and support the police, work with them, 
walk amongst our people and defend them against this virus …” 
(South African Government, 2020b). These strict instructions painted 
a picture of the pandemic being a war against humanity, proving 
the inspiration of biomedical discourse in the governmentality 
perspective, which often uses metaphors of war. The lockdown meant 
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the movement of people was prohibited. Disciplinary power through 
the police was also enabled in controlling movement. The deployment 
of military forces to previously marginalised communities affected by 
the past apartheid regime also invites critical reflections. The disaster 
management plan is looked into in further understanding the South 
African state response.

The South African Government (2003) defines the Disaster 
Management Act as follows:

An integrated and coordinated disaster management policy that 
focuses on preventing or reducing the risk of disasters, mitigating 
the severity of disasters, emergency preparedness, rapid and 
effective response to disasters and post-disaster recovery. 

This act allows for the creation of national, provincial, and municipal 
disaster management centres that will be tasked with managing 
any form of disaster in the country. Due to COVID-19, South Africa 
declared a state of national disaster. It should be noted that a national 
state of disaster is different from a national state of emergency. The 
difference is that when it comes to a national state of emergency, 
more radical restrictions on people’s rights were invoked. Over the 
years, South Africa has endured a number of health pandemics, such 
as tuberculosis (TB) and human immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV); 
however, they were not as severe as the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
required a number of stringent measures to curb its spread. 

With the vicious nature of this virus, the nature of the national 
disaster that was imposed on the country by Ramaphosa was different, 
as it had to take into account measures such as social distancing, 
quarantine, and isolation. The national “state of disaster” meant that 
alcohol sale was banned, public visits were banned, gatherings were 
restricted to a certain number, intercity travels were banned, and 
flights were also grounded. These measures, while very necessary to 
contain the spread of the virus, limited individual and collective rights. 
These rights bordered on constitutionally protected rights, including 
freedom. The situation or the virus presented a complex scenario in 
which the state had to balance keeping up with its obligation to protect 
citizens and maintaining an open and democratic society based on 
human dignity, equality, and freedom. 

In any democracy, the state has an obligation to promote and 
protect the rights of its citizens. The South African Constitution 
mandates the state and its various institutions their role in promoting 
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human rights (RSA, 1996b). Various Chapter 9 institutions, such as 
the South African Human Rights Commission, listed in the country’s 
constitution, have the prerogative of making sure they safeguard 
basic human rights. There are a number of ways in which the state can 
promote and deepen a human rights culture in society. According to 
Majola (2018), these include litigation, advocacy, review of legislation, 
awareness and dialogue. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
to which South Africa is a signatory, makes it mandatory for the 
government to protect and respect the rights of the citizens (UN, 
1948). The declaration, which then saw South Africa ratifying it, 
mandates the South African state to abstain or desist from restraining 
the exercise of human rights.

In his several addresses, one theme stood out: the president’s 
usual greeting of “My fellow South Africans” contributes to the 
element of intimacy, but it also informs ideas of exclusion for non-
citizens. While the focus for most countries’ strategic responses 
focused on mitigating the pandemic’s impact on the citizens, it 
begs the question of how non-citizens were assisted in the crisis. 
Like any other, this chapter is no exception in assessing the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequential state reaction and 
response. Of interest, though, is the migrant population. 

Little has been said about how the migrant population was 
affected, considering its huge reliance on cross-border mobility. 
Unlike migrants, citizens had access to government subsidy schemes 
during the intense lockdown periods. Migrant financial sustainability, 
possible through being mobile, was limited as a result of the lockdown. 
The cost of sociality, in terms of social distancing during the lockdown, 
created a lot of issues for both the citizen and migrant populations. 
In the pandemic turmoil, the government failed to consider how the 
reduction of tourism and cross-border mobility would affect migration, 
solidarity, human rights and cosmopolitanism (Colombo, 2020). 

The state quickly embodied nationalism as a strategy for dealing 
with the pandemic. This left migrants in vulnerable positions. Tangible 
remittances that required cross-border transportation were prohibited 
at first; blue-collar work, such as domestic work, was also affected as 
employers continued to either have salary cuts, business collapses or 
retrenchments, forcing them to terminate migrant work employment. 
This often left migrants at the mercy of the pandemic. The focus on 
these aspects stems from the observation of high levels of cross-border 
movement within the southern African region. Because many of the 
migrant jobs are informal and temporary, it leaves migrant workers 



93

Chapter 5: Migration and human rights

very vulnerable. It is important to address the impact of pandemic 
policies on the migrant population from a human rights perspective. If 
the two dominant governmentalities, the biomedical and economic-
inspired perspectives, were already deficient on the human rights 
angle of the citizens themselves, what more on non‑citizens?

Southern Africa has seen a high increase in migration due to the 
increased availability of job opportunities in the mining, agricultural 
and manufacturing industries. The call for physical labour has been on 
the rise within these industries. This has prompted both regular and 
irregular legal and illegal migration volumes, particularly in South 
Africa. South Africa seems to be the country characterised by better 
prospects and has attracted large volumes of migration. Reasons for 
this span from not only economic insecurities from neighbouring 
source countries but also political unrest, causing many to flee and 
seek refugee status. Countries fitting the aforementioned social 
status include Zimbabwe and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 
From a recent population survey, it has been estimated that migrants 
from Zimbabwe make up 22.6%, while those from Europe make up 
about 22.6%, and the remaining 10.4% account for the remaining 
countries (StatsSA, 2020). The pandemic knows no bounds and has 
continued to infiltrate the borders in damaging ways. It has exposed 
the consequences of vulnerability.

Most refugees and migrants are more vulnerable due to their 
lack of financial sustainability, crowded accommodation, and lack of 
labour protection, thus exposing them to dangerous informal work 
and lack of access to proper healthcare (WHO, 2021). This means they 
are more susceptible to communicable diseases, such as HIV and AIDS, 
tuberculosis and malaria (Vearey, De Gruchy & Maple, 2021). These are 
already existing social issues in Southern Africa. Regardless of these 
issues, however, migrants continue to experience exclusion from 
care and national health programmes (WHO, 2021). In addition to 
these issues, migrants continued to face social issues such as racism, 
xenophobia and stigma in Southern Africa during the pandemic 
(WHO, 2021). 

In South Africa, discrimination, exclusion, public health controls 
and border closures were evident. With the compounding threat of 
vulnerabilities faced by migrants, there was also the additional threat of 
arrest of illegal migrants by law enforcement and xenophobic attacks. 
This propagated fear and forced most migrants into social invisibility, 
causing some to ignore opportunities for vaccination in its entirety. 
It is important to note that despite official statements by the South 
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African government to include migrants within the vaccination plan, 
it was not necessarily the reality on the ground. Most African countries 
continue to “include migrants on paper but exclude them in practice” 
(Chekero & Ogude, 2020). Despite a more humanitarian approach to 
include migrants in the care and health services in South Africa during 
the pandemic, undocumented migrants were denied access to these 
government subsidies (Chekero & Ogude, 2020). Despite this, it is 
important to note that conviviality between migrants helped sustain 
them in those moments of pandemic turmoil. These survival strategies 
included ‘stokvels’, a mobilisation of set individuals with a common 
goal of grocery or money rotations. These groups ranged from as little 
as three members to several dozen. Prior to the lockdown, these groups 
operated as saving schemes to gather remittances for when they went 
to their home countries. 

During the pandemic, these groups were mobilised to enable 
the financial sustainability of their members by offering loans. These 
acts were all attempts to maintain human dignity among migrants. 
Although the state had not catered for most migrants, migrants still 
found ways of sharing livelihood support (amongst themselves) in 
the name of Ubuntu. The pandemic not only exposed socio-economic 
vulnerabilities but also showed the lack of humanity in some instances, 
particularly regarding migrants. It is key to understand that humanity 
exists on the basis of interdependence. 

Migrants also contribute to the sustainability of their host 
country, particularly in the production industries. A country is not 
self-sufficient but also relies on others to survive. This is the same 
for the nation: interdependence is the basis of existence. In realising 
that, incompleteness is appreciated as the foundational element of 
humbleness. Every encounter, voice, and being matters. We should 
seek to conscientise ourselves of the ideas of seeking to exercise our 
humanity before citizenship. In addition, the pandemic enabled social 
control, seen in the policy truths of controlled sociality and mobility as 
seen in the risk adjustment measurements and state refusal to renew 
refugee and legal migrant permits. The pandemic situation has been 
used as an excuse for the exclusion of some persons. What is worse, 
with the ongoing xenophobic threats and lack of government support, 
legal migrants and refugees are left drowning in spaces of fear. The 
idea of human dignity is non-existent. Migrant bodies are simply 
othered and seen as disposable national debris that can be discarded, 
despite their situations in their origin countries. Where is humanity 
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in that? The issue of nationalism has cemented ideas of exclusion 
and discrimination. 

Human rights as governmentality

Within South Africa, despite DHA’s efforts to enable an online system 
that allowed email requests called “online requests” for asylum seekers 
(Section 22) or refugee permits (Section 24) for the validity extension 
of permits (DHA, 2021), the state still fell short in protecting migrants. 
The policy did not consider undocumented migrants. In addition, job 
security, healthcare, and accommodation efforts were not considered 
for migrants and asylum seekers (Mushomi et al., 2022). Although 
this applies to Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
immigration policies, most countries had the same approach: a “citizen 
first” approach. A shift in the manner of response is needed. Unlike the 
use of military or disciplinary power and big data as technologies of 
conviction and rationalisation for biomedical and economic-inspired 
governmentalities, human rights governmentality seeks to invite 
voices previously excluded. It involves a “whole systems” approach 
that could help cover the gap between the dominant governmentalities 
by focusing on safety and security within society. 

Understanding and mitigating the pandemic impacts requires 
a systemic approach that focuses on analysing intricate underlying 
details from a multifaceted point of view. The biomedical-inspired 
governmentality had made it possible to depersonalise and infantilise 
citizens to the point of seeing them as vectors of disease. In one way, 
people were objectified and reduced to mere statistics and potential 
vectors. The sense of sociality exercised during the pandemic oscillated 
between social distancing and quarantine. Both served purposes of 
solitude, all in the hopes of reducing viral spread. Movement and social 
interactions were all controlled activities. This left some persons 
more vulnerable, people such as the elderly. The lockdown measures 
also affected access to education facilities. The right to privacy was 
also questionable, considering increased big data mining during 
the pandemic. 

Additionally, the oppression of the right to freedom of 
expression along the lines of COVID-19, among other rights, such as 
human dignity and social security, were all questionable. Despite the 
possible infringement of most human rights in the name of protecting 
biological life, it is important to promote governmentality guided by the 
priorities of humanity. In defending social justice, sociality and human 
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dignity as the basis of governance, thinking of building a more socially 
cohered nation can begin. The application of governmentality inspired 
by human rights not only goes beyond protecting bare life but enables 
us to think about what constitutes a quality social life. It invites not 
only expert and state persons’ voices but also citizens’ and migrants’ 
voices into the conversation of mitigatory measures that acknowledge 
all forms of individual lives, particularly of the vulnerable. 

Lessons for the future 

Crisis implies choice and rupture: it either opens up new avenues 
for opportunities or causes destruction relatively (Matthewman & 
Huppatz, 2020). While the pandemic claimed lives and destabilised 
economies, it also invited new ideas of thought with regard to 
governmentality. It allowed for a trial-and-error basis in seeing what 
pandemic responses could and could not achieve. In doing so, countries 
exercised more fitting approaches that dealt with the character of 
their nations. For some countries, it opened up dialogues between 
state leaders and civilians. It opened up intimacies and some forms of 
transparency between the state and society. 

On the other hand, the consequences of overriding other human 
rights were observable. The extremities of the exercise of power 
were tested. International human rights law stipulates that states 
are allowed to limit some human rights to protect the rights of the 
collective (Lebret, 2020). This occurs in exceptional circumstances, and 
the COVID-19 pandemic was one of them. During states of emergency, 
such as a pandemic, priority is given to health-related strategies (Bara, 
2020). This prioritises the importance of preserving bare life without 
further considering the quality of life or sustainability of that life in 
future. This was the biomedical-inspired governmentality shortfall, 
and it invites questions of which lives were being saved or preserved in 
these instances. 

From the above, it is noted that migrants and refugees suffered 
the most. Immigrants have often been identified as outsiders by the 
population, not deserving of human rights in South Africa. They are 
labelled as thieves, murderers and anything bad under the sun. Often 
these labels are branded onto fellow Africans. Are we not of the same 
soil? One should understand identity not only as a basis of legitimation 
of one’s belonging but also the fact that identity is ever-changing. 
It is not a social constant. The occurrences of reverse migration and 
mobility affordances are a testament to this. While at one end, all 
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South Africans were labelled as citizens with affordances of rights 
stipulated in the Bill of Rights (RSA, 1996a), there came a time when 
the pandemic forced the hand of the state to further categorise masses 
into essential and non-essential compatriots. This was the same even 
for migrants. Some migrants were enabled to enter the border despite 
the border closures on the basis of being essential staff. 

Understanding the notions of identity as a container thus ties 
into the puzzle-making process of truth. It all depends on how one fills 
their identity container or makes their puzzle of truth. This signals the 
limitations and fathomed boundedness of identity: in conceptualising 
itself as complete, it cuts itself from reality. What is ironic is that in 
cutting away certain realities, which is the idea of interdependence 
of others, the cut away parts or excluded sections always come back 
as ‘debris’. So, in a sense, identity has its merits and demerits. It is 
necessary for debate around belonging and change and giving the 
public opportunities to be heard within spaces from which they 
were previously excluded but also, in its political polarisation and 
boundedness, creating biases and stereotypes. One needs to realise the 
affordances of interrelationships within humanity and embrace the 
ideas of incompleteness. In as much as some migrants may be illegal, 
an extension of exercised humanity still should be practised. True 
freedom is freedom with and not freedom from. Anything counter to 
this is a reproduction of exclusionary behaviour.

Conclusion 

A state of disaster in South Africa was declared on 26 March 2020. Since 
then, several COVID-19 mutations and socio-political and economic 
pandemics have occurred. A better approach, one that centres on 
humanitarian notions, is needed. A revision of immigration policies 
that emphasise joint state efforts is required. To some extent, one comes 
to appreciate, question, and, at the same time, feel stranded about the 
epidemic period. For most countries, state response was zeroed around 
governance and Ubuntu. The notion of Ubuntu is recognised in the 
base of Africa and finds itself joining a conversation at the same table 
as COVID-19. Many scholars, such as Francis Nyamnjoh (Nyamnjoh, 
2010), have discussed Ubuntu as a vector and driver of the disease. 
This is mainly through the performances of humanity. A ‘human’ is 
identified as a social being, and it is understandable how the disease 
spreads through such means. As much as the epidemic was crippling 
in its imperceptible state, it is also a blessing in disguise, though its 
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many teachings carry on being collected. In its global evangelism, it 
is realised that the world has no solid borders, so much for Trump’s 
Great Wall philosophy. We find ourselves brought down to life’s 
mercies, humbled. We are being schooled by its homogenising effect 
of spreading globally across all social structures. What would it mean 
to have one government?

Like the government, COVID-19 has conditioned humans to a 
new way of life. What is the purpose of the government? One could say 
it maintains order and protects citizens from external threats, amongst 
others. Through social distancing regulations, it has maintained order. 
And what of protecting the citizens from external threats, has it not? 
With the terror it brought about, wars were neutralised. 

To some extent, global peace and the citizen’s safety from death 
in combat were upheld. The way the pandemic has rather imposed itself 
on the global community exposes government system teachings. In 
some way, the virus assumes the post of a unitary government. There 
have been talks of having a one-world order under one government. 
We find ourselves in the front seat, learning of the effects of a single 
government. For one, there is no agency and no regard for human 
rights. The assumed titles of citizenship become a nebulous reality. 

Through its homogenising effect, it is understood how the 
pandemic cut across social ladders and sensitised states, inherently 
producing a new world order where different walks of life, despite 
their social standing, find themselves exposed to one melting pot. 
This would work in favour of the state configurations and help the 
state realise its feebleness and possibly produce new imagined ideas 
and innovations. There came a time when due to mobile restrictions, 
the elites did not have the luxury of going to prestigious healthcare 
institutions across borders and were thus subjected to being in the 
same space as the poor. This was a rude awakening and realisation 
to better their own institutions. As stated in a well-known Ndebele 
proverb: Isala kutshelwa sibona ngomopho, or simply translated, “the 
one who refuses to be cautioned learns through his consequences”. 
The governments often turned a blind eye to the marginalised 
communities and, instead of bettering healthcare systems, were 
corrupt and misappropriated funds. Now faced with trials, they are 
subdued to an awakening call. There is a need to tackle social injustices 
with a firm invisible hand. The virus, notwithstanding being lethal in 
its intent, also resuscitates notions of pleasantness within hierarchies 
as well as reimagined Ubuntu, which is acted out from a distance. 
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Migration and media: the influence of 
the media on migration management 

in South Africa
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Abstract

The illusion of truth effect theory postulates that individuals tend to 
believe information which has been repeated over time to be factual. 
This theory forms the basis on which migration narratives in South 
Africa are portrayed. The means through which recurrent information is 
presented to the public are social media, digital media and print media. 
The perpetuation of such narratives through the media overtakes 
the actual evidence and data. Like in the rest of the world, the South 
African public has an appetite for scapegoating and exaggeration, all 
of which influence the presentation of migrants as well as the migrant 
situation in South Africa. Thus, there have been instances in the media 
citing bogus statistics, for example, there are “15 million foreigners 
in South Africa”, “migrants are responsible for peddling drugs,” 
“migrants are responsible for perpetuating crime,” “migrants steal 
jobs from South Africans”. For the majority of the public who place 
unconditional trust in the media, these figures are factual. The public 
then reacts drastically to what they perceive as a national threat to 
social structures as well as economic opportunities. The same media is 
a critical player in correcting false data remitted through the media in 
the first place. Beyond correcting false data, however, the media has a 
pivotal role to play in separating fact from fiction to avoid constructing 
a false narrative in the first place. This chapter explores how the media 
and migration in South Africa intersect and explores options likely to 
enable a positivist connection between the two enterprises. 

Keywords: migrants, media, social media, illusion of truth effect 
theory, evidence-based discourse, counter-narrative, narrative
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Introduction

Migration in South Africa is progressively developing into a highly 
sensitised and triggering issue. Activities such as #OperationDudula 
and ongoing xenophobia have led to the South African public being 
angry and reactionary to migrants. Along with the public, political 
parties and politicians continue to peddle negative sentiments against 
migrants in South Africa. The geographical location of South Africa 
and sharing of borders with countries with high levels of outmigration 
positions the country as accessible to migrants. The high levels of 
outmigration from neighbouring countries are influenced by political 
conflict, the breakdown of livelihoods and environmental disasters.

Migration into South Africa occurs within the context of worsening 
socio-economic challenges within South Africa, which include but are 
not limited to unemployment, poverty, and the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic. By and large, the media in all forms has been responsible for 
disseminating the narrative that unemployment and competition for 
resources are due to the presence of “millions of foreigners” in South 
Africa (Allen, Blinder & McNeil, 2018). There have been quite a few 
cases where the media has reported on the brain gain South Africa gets 
from highly-skilled black African migrants, particularly those who 
possess critical skills in medicine, science, information technology 
and teaching. However, the media deliberately targets certain classes 
of black African migrants, namely asylum seekers, illegal immigrants 
and refugees, who are believed to be driving unemployment and are a 
key component of cheap labour (Tarisayi & Manik, 2020). 

Research by Conzo, Fuochi, Anfossi, Spaccatini and Mosso (2021) 
suggests that much of the reporting of the media on migration, which 
includes negative sentiments, is biased and lacks evidence, indicating 
that this is not a new problem being experienced in South Africa. In 
recent years, print media coverage in South Africa has been at the 
forefront in reporting on African migrants, and they have always 
been presented and associated with negative terms such as “crime”, 
“drug dealers”, and “illegality”. This has escalated to a point where 
African migrants are viewed as undesirables. Studies show that there 
has been clear bias and reckless reporting, which has incited violence. 
Misconceptions and stereotypes that are used to portray African 
migrants remain untrue. On the contrary, they bring innovation, fuel 
growth and raise living standards (Jani, 2019).

However, migration is not a new phenomenon in South Africa. 
The origins of migrant labour in South Africa date back to indentured 
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labour when sugar farmers in the then-Natal (now KwaZulu-Natal) 
started importing labour from India in 1860. The pathway used then 
was indentured labourers who arrived by ship. Around 1870, farmers in 
the Western Cape attempted to solve their labour shortage by bringing 
in workers from Mozambique, Cornwall and Germany (Vosloo, 2020). 
The Southern African region experiences different types of migration, 
namely mixed migration, which includes irregular migration, labour 
migration and displacement due to conflict and natural disasters.

Due to its strong economic standing on the African continent, 
the Southern Africa region experiences a high volume of migration due 
to work opportunities in the mining, manufacturing and agricultural 
industries and, increasingly, in many aspects of the informal 
sector. During the apartheid administration in South Africa, labour 
migration was the popular type of migration that the country relied on 
(Segatti, 2011).

The south-south flow in the Southern African region is mainly 
toward South Africa because the country has the most highly varied 
economy in the Southern African region. South Africa is spatially 
situated in a region with countries with high levels of poverty, 
susceptible to economic instability (Mapuva & Muyengwa-Mapuva, 
2014). The downfall of the economy of Zimbabwe has added a 
catastrophe-focused feature to mobility within the Southern African 
region (Mapuva & Muyengwa-Mapuva, 2014). Due to the significant 
disparity in economic development and opportunity between South 
Africa and the countries in the Southern African region, it is expected 
that migrants from Zimbabwe are likely to move to South Africa by 
any means conceivable (Rodríguez-Pose & Tijmstra, 2005; Mapuva & 
Muyengwa-Mapuva, 2014).

The purpose of the chapter is to explore how the media and 
migration in South Africa intersect. It also explores options likely to 
enable a positivist connection between the two enterprises. To achieve 
its goal, the chapter will seek to provide an overview of the role of the 
different types of media in influencing the perception of migration 
management in South Africa, to reflect on how this role has been 
perpetuated, and to offer recommendations. The chapter is organised 
as follows: The first section considers the theoretical framework and 
discusses the role of the media in the context of three theoretical 
perspectives: the illusion of truth effect theory, the single-story 
perspective and the implicit bias perspective. The second section will 
focus on the narrative of migrants in South Africa, arguing that whilst 
data indicate that migrants are creators of employment, the popular 
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narrative of migrants is largely negative. In section three, the chapter 
will attend to the role of traditional media platforms, discussing the 
role of newspapers, radio and television with regard to migrants. 
Section four turns the attention to social media and its influence on 
public perceptions. Finally, the chapter provides recommendations 
for the media and broadcasters that serve to provide evidence-based 
reporting before drawing final conclusions.

Theoretical framework

The illusion of truth effect theory hypothesises that there is an 
inclination for an individual to trust information (whether true or 
false) to be accurate due to recurrent exposure to the information 
(Hassan & Barber, 2021). Simply, if the information is repeatedly 
received, people have a tendency to believe it. At a macro level, if a 
particular discourse is driven through the media, people will believe 
it without questioning it. Hence, if the negative narrative that persists 
about migrants is constantly heard or read in the media, then this is 
what the public will ultimately be led to believe. Whilst data indicates 
the counter-narrative, this is not voiced as much as the narrative.

The single-story perspective is a one-dimensional perspective 
of something complex and a misinterpretation of reality; it is a lens 
through which one looks at everything; it narrows an individual’s 
perspective (Adichie, 2009). The two most recent anti-immigrant 
projects that have spread to various parts of the country by feeding 
off already existing stereotypes are #PutSouthAfricansFirst and 
#OperationDudula. These projects operate under the notion that urban 
centres are being overtaken by “foreign nationals” and other shared 
sentiments which are not statistically accurate. The former deputy 
minister of police once claimed that Hillbrow (and surrounding areas) 
consists of 80% foreign nationals (Khumalo, 2022). Such claims have 
acted as a pillar and means to an answer to people who are desperate 
to understand their source of poverty. Quite important to note that one 
cannot talk about a single story without talking about power which 
is the ability to not only tell a story but make it definitive about that 
particular group. The story of foreign nationals has been told over a 
long period, so much so that inaccurate information is considered 
the only truth, which has allowed many individuals in society to hold 
implicit bias.

The implicit bias perspective posits that due to media and 
the emergence of social media in South Africa, various content 
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on immigrants from neighbouring African countries has always 
portrayed them as the “other” and in a negative perspective. The 
ideas that the public is constantly being fed lend themselves to mental 
associations that lead to biases (Staats, 2016). This is why negatively 
skewed information concerning foreign nationals is readily and 
easily accepted. 

The narrative of migrants in South Africa

Globally the discourse on migration is based on the push and pull 
factors of migration. The push factors negatively incentivise migrants 
to find better opportunities and livelihoods. However, migrants 
compete for opportunities and livelihoods in South Africa with poor 
and working-class South Africans. In South Africa, xenophobia is 
linked to Afrophobia, where migrants from the continent and migrants 
from Asia (the Indian subcontinent and Pakistani, Bangladesh, Sri 
Lanka and China) are treated differently to white migrants (Akinola, 
2014). The media often shows images of the looting of foreign-owned 
stores and, similarly, the burning of trucks driven by migrants. There 
is also the assumption that migrants from Africa are mostly illegal 
in South Africa. There is little regard for migrants who have proper 
documentation, are employed and have the right to work in South 
Africa. The media has shown images of undocumented crossings 
between the Beitbridge border post, a border post between South Africa 
and Zimbabwe, which has led the South African public to believe that 
this is how the majority of crossings happen in South Africa. The public 
disregards the millions of documented migrants or those who actually 
do have citizenship in South Africa. The social-economic situation in 
South Africa is multifaceted and complicated, which has led the public 
to believe that they are competing for resources with migrants. This is 
further compounded by the fact that this is the message being shared 
in the media. South Africa is experiencing unprecedented levels of 
poverty and inequality in unemployment. The country is struggling to 
provide access to services such as healthcare and schooling as well as 
houses to much of its population.

In 2021, South Africa’s unemployment rate was almost 35% 
(StatsSA, 2021). The unemployment rate in South Africa has been 
progressively increasing and has reached unparalleled levels. According 
to the upper-bound poverty line, the majority of the South African 
population lives below the poverty line (55.5%), and approximately 
one in four people in South Africa lives below the food poverty line 
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(StatsSA, 2018). One in three South Africans relies on social grants. 
While a natural inclination would be to blame the 2008 recession or 
the recent COVID-19 pandemic, the first sharp increase to 20% of the 
population receiving grants happened in 2005 and has been steadily 
rising ever since (StatsSA, 2021).

From a policy perspective, how does government reconcile the 
narrative of migrants with the narrative of South Africa, and how is 
it further portrayed in the media? Adding to these questions, which 
relate to social insurance, is COVID-19, along with its economic 
implications. Currently, the country thus experiences the intersection 
of poverty, inequality, unemployment, the COVID-19 pandemic and 
migration. The mainstream narrative holds that foreigners are taking 
jobs from South African nationals in the backdrop of the numerous 
social ills being experienced by the country. In addition, many South 
Africans have the impression that financially, the cost for the country 
to host migrants places a burden on the economy and draws resources 
away from South Africans. For example, the media has portrayed 
stories of busloads of foreigners at hospitals in South Africa. However, 
the impression is not data-driven. Discourse does not include 
that migrants do make a contribution to the host country through 
participation in the labour force, contributing to the tax base, public 
spending and fiscal contributions (OECD/ILO, 2018).

According to the Mid-Year Population Estimates 2017, Statistics 
South Africa estimates that there are almost four million foreign 
nationals in South Africa (StatsSA, 2017). This estimate includes 
both documented and undocumented migrants, as the data does not 
distinguish between the two groups. It was estimated in 2020 that South 
Africa has a population of about 60 million, and migrants account for 
6.5% of the population (StatsSA, 2020). The push factor is leaving the 
country of origin and moving to South Africa for a better life to work, 
engage in employment or start a business and earn an income (which 
is the pull factor). That money is used to uplift not only the migrant 
but, in many cases, to send remittances to their country of origin to 
help family members still at home. Data from StatsSA indicates that 
whilst migrants in South Africa participate in the labour market, this 
work cannot be categorised as decent work. Employment is generally 
in the informal sector. Hence, many workers do not qualify for benefits 
like leave, pension and UIF and often work without an employment 
contract (StatsSA, 2019). 
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Is the media publishing xenophobia? The role of the 
traditional media platforms (print and audio-visual media)

So, what exactly feeds the narrative of “immigrants taking jobs from 
South Africans”? There have been occurrences of different types of 
media quoting false data. For example, there are “15 million foreigners 
in South Africa”, “South Africa is being overtaken by foreigners”, and 
“foreigners are stealing jobs from native South Africans” (Nkanjeni, 
2020; Clifford, 2021). Hence, if this is the narrative repeatedly 
disseminated by the media, then this shapes public perception, 
attitudes and actions towards migrants. 

Traditional media platforms refer to print (newspaper), audio 
(radio) and visual (television). In a 2019 study conducted by the 
Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) on anti-immigrant views in 
South Africa, South Africans who are xenophobic base their opinions 
on evidence of migrants from broadcast media (television and radio) 
(HSRC, 2020). The majority of respondents cited trust in the media’s 
journalism on migration. 

Print media

South African print media has been largely anti-immigration and 
xenophobic in nature (Nyamnjoh, 2010). One could even argue that 
post-1994, it assumed the mandate and role of the apartheid media, 
which focused on disenfranchising, dehumanising and humiliating 
the black populace in white South Africa, in this case: black African 
immigrants in South Africa. At the time, one of South Africa’s leading 
tabloids was found guilty of using derogatory terms and words that 
painted black foreign nationals as criminals (Nyamnjoh, 2010). A 
question that could be posed is why reporting on foreign nationals is 
limited to black African nationals, not all foreigners, as a homogenous 
entity and who benefits from anti-migration sentiments?

The way print media in South Africa reports has often escalated 
tensions, incited violence and reproduced unfounded stereotypes and 
ideologies (Mgogo & Osunkunle, 2011). On 15 March 2015, when the late 
Ingonyama King Goodwill Zwelithini announced that foreigners “must 
pack their bags and go”, violence erupted shortly after, from parts of 
KwaZulu-Natal to Johannesburg. The King later claimed that his words 
were blown out of proportion. “Foreigners are taking our jobs”, some 
claim, but is this true? This myth comes from unskilled or semi-skilled 
immigrants with similar skills to locals ending up competing for jobs. 
It is said that foreign nationals do not mind accepting lower wages, 
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which increases the unemployment rate. It is said that statistically, 
there is no link or direct correlation between the number of immigrants 
and the national unemployment rate (Niyimbanira, 2016).

The most prevalent stereotypes in print media are: “Somalians 
are shopkeepers”, “Nigerians are drug dealers and involved in human 
trafficking”, and “Zimbabweans are cheap labourers”. Not only is such 
reporting problematic, but it is unanalytical (Mgogo & Osunkunle, 
2021). When such views are always echoed by different members of 
society, they pose a danger. In one case, an immigrant was arrested 
by the police, and he accounts being driven around Hillbrow for a long 
time. He was told, “see it for the last time, you bastards” (Nyamnjoh, 
2010).

Broadcast/visual media

In 2016, broadcast(radio) was the most consumed form of media, with 
a listenership estimated at 38.3 million (Durban Migration, 2018).

This number has increased drastically, especially in the two 
recent years of lockdown, as everyone was confined to their homes. 
Radio continues to play an important part in the lives of both rural 
and urban dwellers in South Africa. One of its benefits is that it is more 
easily accessible than television sets and the internet, and those who do 
not have access to such heavily rely on the radio (Bosch, 2022). Radio 
brings educational broadcasts, the latest updates and news, which 
keep different individuals updated with things happening outside 
their communities. So, a rural dweller with no access to the internet 
during COVID-19 would heavily rely on the radio for news. 

Broadcast media, radio and radio podcasts have to a certain 
extent, rehabilitated the image in which South Africans view black 
African immigrants. Radio is real-time and interactive in nature, 
unlike other forms of media; therefore, emotions, perceptions, 
ideologies and stereotypes can be addressed in a way that can bring 
understanding to both locals and immigrants. At some point, there 
was a talk show, which was a series of conversations focusing on 
the experience of foreign national women. These were done through 
interviews and observation. The show had lots of engagement as some 
were connected through Facebook, WhatsApp and direct calls. At first, 
listeners were unwilling to listen “to the other side of the story”. The 
attitudes towards immigrants were still negative as they were still 
under the notion that they take “our” jobs. However, as the show 
progressed, their attitudes changed to the positive. Some local listeners 
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even blamed themselves and stressed that governments should do 
more to educate local communities (Durban Migration, 2018).

As far as visual media is concerned, in March 2022, isiZulu, 
isiXhosa and isiNdebele news were the top 20 most-watched 
programmes in South Africa (BRC, 2022). The last time the veteran 
anchor Noxolo Grootboom appeared on a screen, 3.82 million South 
Africans tuned in. While there is less research and literature on visual 
media and its influence, one would see the impact this has on the 
ground in modern-day South Africa. During COVID-19, not only were 
people relying on seeing the president on their television screens, but 
they could stream the news mainline to their social media platforms.

Internet

Due to the history of discrimination and racial inequality, social media 
plays a very important role in South Africa’s political discourse. In 
recent times, social platforms have become a playground for mass 
mobilisation, activism, i.e., #FeesMustFall and, unfortunately, hate 
speech due to its ability to communicate and convey messages instantly 
(Onslow, 2021). Unfortunately, the picture held by South Africans of 
foreign nationals is no longer held by disillusioned adults but also by 
the youth. Steyn (2021) says 94.6% of South Africans have access to the 
internet through their mobile devices, and 41.9% have social media. 
Shava and Chinyamurindi (2018) found that in South Africa, 12 million 
people use Facebook, and of those, at least 22% are the youth.

Onslow (2018) argues that as much as social media is merely 
a reflection of pre-existing social attitudes, it is now being used to 
drive an anti-immigrant feeling/campaign. One might observe and 
see the increase in churnalism which is rather problematic as it is a 
practice that promotes clicks and where user interactions are most 
often chased. This is more common on Twitter: when one intends to 
stay relevant, one can comment and retweet information which can 
be easily spread without careful consideration of the validity of the 
information. For instance, Herman Mashaba posted pictures as part 
of the #PutSouthAfricansFirst campaign, which suggested those 
individuals were of foreign nationality. Such information has proven 
to amplify people’s beliefs, in this case, the nexus between crime and 
foreign nationals.

Atabong (2020) indicates that everything is organised through 
social media, as opposed to when they used to be spontaneous attacks 
in townships in response to a rumour or what might have been believed 
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to be an act involving an illegal immigrant: #OperationDudula. This 
is evidence of how social media is being used to stir already existing 
negative beliefs and attitudes towards black African migrants. 
Misinformation, rumours, illiteracy, and not having access to quality 
information and resources have been a problem noted amongst 
people of South Africa, which hinders people from making informed 
decisions and, often enough, acting on the little that they have. On 
the other hand, these can be employed as powerful tools to assist 
immigrants: in one case, a committee in Diepkloof used the WhatsApp 
application to de-escalate violence against immigrants. A youth mob 
had targeted foreign-owned shops in 2015 during the xenophobic 
attacks, and messages were quickly relayed on WhatsApp to counter 
them (Bornman, 2018). Social media is not a reliable source of news; 
however, social media has a part to play in influencing public opinions 
and informing the negative narrative on migration in South Africa 
(HSRC, 2020).

Are black African nationals being used as scapegoats? 

Contrary to popular belief that migrants steal jobs, for the most part, 
they have revived the entrepreneurial spirit in South Africa; they have 
gone on to employ not only fellow migrants but South Africans as 
well (Crush, Skinner & Chikanda, 2015). Migrants have the ability to 
transform township economies and bring in scarce skills, as they have 
done in Ivory Park, where they brought scarce manufacturing skills. 
Migrants tend to fill gaps in the market that the local population miss. 
It is also noted that they play a critical role in food security strategy in 
poorer households as they allow food to be taken on credit.

As they embark on their entrepreneurial journey, immigrants 
in the informal economy often rent out spaces from homeowners, 
often locals. It is said that almost half of South African premises are 
rented out to immigrant businesses (Chetty & Sherefedin, 2018). They 
also support the formal wholesale and retail sectors. Undoubtedly, 
they provide cultural growth as they contribute to the gross domestic 
product (GDP) and can act as a case study for young South African 
entrepreneurs. Part of their impact on the government’s fiscal balance 
is as they pay more income and value-added taxes (OECD/ILO, 2018).

Maina, Mathonsi, McConnell & Genevieve (2011) argue that 
local leaders often organise and lead violent attacks towards foreign 
migrants to gain locals’ interests and rise in political leadership. 
These tactics exploit unpopular societal beliefs towards migrants and 
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– often enough – show a lack of interest in government as they fear 
losing power politically. Makhoali & Majola (2022) also argue that in 
the recent #OperationDudula uprising, foreign nationals were used as 
scapegoats as the government failed to intervene in South Africans’ 
economic crisis.

In March 2022, a foreign national in the township of Alexandra 
commented on the failure of the macroeconomic policies of the African 
National Congress-led government, which have failed over the years 
to create employment. In effect, this has caused unemployment 
rates to skyrocket and, in turn, increased the levels of poverty in the 
country, making South Africa one of the most unequal places in the 
world. In past elections, the two parties were seen growing in numbers 
as they have directly linked crime with foreigners and promised to 
fight the issue of those residing in the country illegally (Dewa, 2022). 
One would say immigrants are definitely used as scapegoats to distract 
the populace from the government’s failure to uproot the country’s 
massive inequality. Like everywhere else, they are not the problem: 
political tools and economic elites are.

What should the role and responsibility of the media be?

Scher (2014) notes that “the media’s role should be to bring the public, 
the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth”. The role of 
media in the contemporary world is to effectively act as a key source of 
information, providing the right information to the right people at the 
right time (Paul & Rai, 2021). Fundamentally so, it is to protect human 
rights. With the emergence of new technologies and revolutions in 
the media space, it seems as if disinformation is the new norm to gain 
traction and popularity. It is the responsibility of the media to rely on 
unbiased data and remain neutral in doing so. In countries with high 
illiteracy, it is the mandate and responsibility of the media to impart 
information and knowledge to broaden their views. As the watchdog, 
the media is supposed to fairly criticise any action, despite any political 
connection (Selwyn, 2013).

Media messages often enough remind members of foreign 
nationality that they are unwelcome and not wanted in host countries; 
this is not a South African trait but an issue most countries face. With 
the accessibility and instant sharing of information, commercial 
spaces like Facebook and Twitter have been grounds for xenophobic 
discourse, and due to the size of these platforms, they impact and 
influence mainstream discourse and, possibly, in the near future, 
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policy in South Africa (Ekman, 2019). One key element observed in the 
constant reuse and recontextualisation of issues about immigrants is 
how it has been associated with negative issues like crime (Ekman, 
2019). In South Africa, media content is biased and shows a strong 
stereotype against African immigrants. Gomo (2010) argues that 
whilst there are studies that have been conducted on xenophobia, 
there are few that have covered the extent of the influence the media 
has on xenophobic attacks. He, however, mentions that it has the 
potential to cause serious national conflicts, as in 2008, the media 
made generalised statements which were not verified that triggered 
attacks on African immigrants. An argument might be raised that 
journalists are also humans and part of society; therefore, they too can 
report according to their beliefs and perceptions.

A key finding in local newspaper articles and editorials is that the 
majority are anti-immigrant, uncritical and prejudiced, and taking it 
as far as labelling foreign nationals “aliens” (Mbetga, 2014). Research 
indicates that the xenophobic coverage in the media is related to 
xenophobia and xenophobic rhetoric in the country. The link between 
xenophobic reporting in the media and xenophobic actions is said to 
be reciprocally proportional (Danso & McDonald, 2001). Internews 
(2021) has created a capacity-building initiative for the media and the 
reporting of migration in a sensitive manner. The capacity building 
initiative is titled, Changing the narrative on migration in SADC: a 
newsroom manual.

Recommendations

The media has a pivotal role to play in forming the narrative of 
migration in South Africa and is considered by the public to be 
extremely persuasive. Media houses should be encouraged to undergo 
training on independent reporting on migrants. Communication and 
evidence-based discourse strategies on driving the counter-narrative 
on migrants need to be more visible in print, audio and visual media. 
This is an opportunity to drive the counter-narrative to provide the 
necessary information to the public. Journalists are able to provide a 
platform for discourse between migrants as well as South Africans. 
Instead of broadcasting and sharing a one-dimensional view, 
journalists have the ability to discuss both sides. Broadcasters have 
the responsibility to ensure that the information presented is based on 
evidence and not anecdotal or based on sensationalism.
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Conclusion

The purpose of the chapter was to explore how the media and migration 
in South Africa intersect. The aim of the chapter was on the influence 
of media on migration management in South Africa and to provide an 
overview of the role of the different types of media in influencing the 
perception of migration management in South Africa and reflecting on 
how this role has been perpetuated and proffered recommendations. 
The first section explained three theoretical frameworks and discussed 
the role of the media in the context of the illusion of truth effect 
theory, the single-story perspective and the implicit bias perspective 
and the effect and influence of these frameworks. The illusion of 
truth effect theory posits that individuals tend to believe information 
repeated over time as “factual”. This theory formed the basis on which 
migration narratives in South Africa are portrayed. The single story and 
immigrant perspective is a one-dimensional perspective of something 
complex. The next section focused on the narrative of migrants in South 
Africa. The section indicated that whilst data indicate that migrants are 
creators of employment, the popular narrative of migrants is largely 
negative. The following section discusses the role of traditional media 
platforms, newspapers, radio and television with regard to migrants. 
The next section focused on social media. Whilst social media differs 
from traditional media: it has been included as it has an extensive 
influence on members of the public. Several recommendations were 
made to improve the relationship between the media and migration, 
the most important being providing capacity building for independent 
reporting on migration. 
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Migration and health in the era of the 
COVID-19 pandemic: social protection 

for migrants’ equitable access to 
health services in South Africa

James Ndirangu and Donna Jacobs

Abstract

South Africa remains a favoured destination for migrants, particularly 
those from the Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
region. The country’s attractiveness as a host destination is partly 
attributable to South Africa’s obligation to support human rights 
and the advanced economy. Due to bureaucracy, some migrants are 
consigned to the informal sector while living in underprivileged 
communities. Most migrants’ home countries are regions with a high 
prevalence of malaria, human immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV) and 
tuberculosis (TB), and they are at further risk of a huge burden of non-
communicable diseases while living in South Africa. 

Migrants may be predisposed to health vulnerabilities due 
to several factors: socioeconomic status, sub-optimal living 
environments, restricted access to health services, cultural-linguistic 
barriers and limited health information, and lack of health insurance 
coupled with limited financial resources. An additional challenge 
is presented by the COVID-19 pandemic, which impeded access 
to health services globally. The disruption partly emanated from 
movement restrictions and fear of contracting the disease. COVID-19 
has exacerbated the already existing health inequalities, with the 
vulnerable (particularly migrants) being more adversely affected, 
including exclusion from the government’s economic and hunger 
alleviation relief programs due to administrative regulations.

The Constitution, the National Health Act, and the Refugees 
Act spell out the rights of refugees and migrants to access healthcare 
(RSA, 1996, 1998, 2003). However, migrants have limited access to 
South Africa’s public healthcare system partly because of a lack of 
legal documentation and the distress of possible incarceration and/
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or deportation. The authors debate how the policy framework and 
effective implementation can address these barriers. There is a need 
to strengthen the capacity to manage essential health, ensuring the 
country “leaves no one behind” and is aligned with the United Nations 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). Finally, programmatic and policy 
recommendations are provided to plan an appropriate emergency 
response component for future pandemics.

Keywords: migration, health, COVID-19, refugees, legislation, social 
protection

Introduction

Globally, the estimated number of refugees and international migrants 
was 272 million in 2019, rising from 174 million in 2000, which is 
about 3.5% of the world population (UNDESA, 2020). In South Africa, 
the number of international migrants in 2020 was approximately 
2.9 million, while the number of refugees was about 76  800 in the 
same year. The migrant population is among the largest on the 
African continent and accounts for nearly 5% of the country’s overall 
population (Moyo, 2021). This may be an underestimate due to the 
existence of undocumented migrants. The country’s attractiveness 
as a host destination for migrants is attributable to its obligation to 
support human rights, steady autonomous institutions, and its relative 
industrialised economy (Mukumbang, 2020). The Refugees Act of South 
Africa of 1998 accords legal rights for access to basic health services, 
employment and study (RSA, 1998). 

This chapter will broadly define a migrant as:

A person who moves away from his or her place of usual 
residence, whether within a country or across an international 
border, temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons. 
The term includes a number of  well-defined legal categories 
of people, such as migrant workers; persons whose particular 
types of movements are legally-defined, such as smuggled 
migrants; as well as those whose status or means of movement 
are not specifically defined  under international law, such as 
international students (IOM, 2017b).

The chapter conducts a literature review on the topic of migrants’ 
health in South Africa and has been divided into the following sections: 
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First, the paper provides an understanding of the concept of migration 
health and SDGs in line with the 2030 Agenda. The second section 
discusses the health challenges of migrants globally and in South 
Africa. The last sections assess the existing mechanisms and legislative 
and social protection mandates of migrants in South Africa. Finally, 
programmatic and policy recommendations based on identified best 
practices are provided.

Migration, health and SDGs

In appreciation of the potential for migration to contribute to socio-
economic development, migration governance was, for the first time, 
part of the 2030 Global Development Agenda and the SDGs formulated 
in 2015, as well as the Global Compact for Migration (GCM, 2018). In 
response to calls for effective migration policies and programmes, the 
African Union (AU), its regional economic bodies and member states 
have been making efforts to establish migration into development 
planning and policy (Mangala, 2017). Within the migration and 
development nexus, the critical role of migrants in contributing to 
development is well-documented. The migrants have traditionally 
played a consistent role in contributing to their home countries’ 
economies through significant levels of remittances (Setrana et al., 
2021; Nzonde. 2018) in addition to contributing to their host countries.

The 2030 Agenda incorporates a framework to anchorage the 
potential of migration for the attainment of SDGs (GCM, 2018) and 
covers 17 SDGs to tackle inequality and poverty, set on the purview 
of “leave no one behind”, out of which eight are related to migration 
health (Figure 7.1). Overall, the Agenda aims to make crucial progress 
across the social, economic and environmental facets. At the national 
level, migrants should be included in universal healthcare, and 
health policies should strengthen access to migrant-sensitive health 
services. This is because migration is progressively accepted as a social 
predictor of health and can determine the attainment of many SDGs.
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Figure 7.1:	 Migration health and sustainable development goals. 
Source: IOM (2022).

Health challenges of migrants

Health is considered an integral constituent of human and economic 
development (IOM, 2017). Migration can potentially enhance the well-
being of migrants and their families by decamping from oppression 
and abuse, advancing their socioeconomic status through advancing 
education, increasing income, and transmitting remittances (Nzonde, 
2018; Truen, 2016). However, migrant health has been on the periphery 
of key global health and development discourse, with many migrants 
excluded from accessing healthcare services (Faturiyele et al., 2018; 
Vearey, 2018).

A number of studies indicate that the strongest likelihood of 
migration occurs among the cohort aged 20 to 30 years (Saleh, 2021). 
Following declining migration at age 30, the next migration peak is 
at an older age, indicative of returning migrants (Cobb-Clark, 2013). 
Evidence suggests that new immigrants are customarily healthier 
than the indigenous residents upon arrival (Neuman, 2014). One 
theory postulates that only healthy and motivated individuals choose 
to undertake migration (Steven, 2006) which is positively associated 
with people’s capabilities and ambitions (Flahaux & De Haas, 2016). 
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The other correlated protective factors include healthier habits, 
compact family bonds and cultural factors (Neuman, 2014). However, 
migrants taking up jobs in the informal labour market may predispose 
them to negative health effects. Evidence suggests that growth in the 
quota of migrants in the informal sector, associated with higher risk 
and physical vigour, may have a beneficial effect on native residents 
with a reduced probability of reported disability (Giuntella, 2014).

Migrants are exposed to different health threats at diverse points 
of the migration process, which are variants based on individual 
aspects. For instance, there may be a higher likelihood of communicable 
and non-communicable diseases, mental health challenges as well as 
limited access to health coverage (Pindolia et al., 2014). Additionally, 
most migrants, particularly those with irregular migration status, may 
face statutory, procedural, and economic barriers to health services 
(IOM, 2017a). Further restrictions faced by migrants utilising health 
services include cultural-linguistic barriers, stigmatisation, limited 
information on available health services, and structural barriers 
(Suphanchaimat, Kantamaturapoj, Putthasri & Prakongsai, 2015). 

Beyond enhancing access to healthcare services, the migration 
process is progressively realised as a social factor associated with the 
health of migrants, their families, and communities (IOM, 2017a). 
Policies and practices that affect migrants demand a multisectoral 
technique that diminishes the effects of unfavourable health 
consequences and advances migrants’ healthy lives. 

Figure 7.2:	 Social determinants of health. Source: IOM (2017a).
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The South African context

Globally, countries in the SADC region are identified as the HIV/AIDS 
epicentre and host about a third of all people living with HIV worldwide 
(Gona, 2020). Currently, the public health HIV/AIDS response does 
not appropriately align with the cross-border population movements 
of healthcare end-users (Vearey, 2014, 2018). The net effects are 
challenges in late diagnosis, delayed treatment initiation, ensuring 
continuity of care, and correlated risks of non-adherence to HIV 
treatment and possible drug resistance (Vearey, 2018). The lack of 
evidence-based and migration-centred HIV responses can contribute 
to stigma and discrimination toward migrants perceived as a burden 
to the state. Such can easily relieve the state from deficiencies of 
insufficient healthcare, health promotion, and education (Vearey, 
2018). Unfavourable perceptions of immigrants, even among healthcare 
workers, can create a view of them being ineligible to access healthcare 
(Vanthuyne, 2013). Noteworthy in-country interventions to improve 
migrant-centred health responses are supported by International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM), Doctors Without Borders, civil 
societies, and other government and non-governmental stakeholders 
(IOM, 2021; Doctors Without Borders, 2012).

COVID-19 pandemic

The current COVID-19 pandemic presents further challenges to 
migrants’ health. In South Africa, the earliest COVID-19 case was 
reported on 5 March 2020, and as of 13 June 2022, the country 
has performed 25.5 million COVID-19 tests; 3.97 million (15.6%) 
were positive cases, out of which 101  509 died (2.6%); and a total 
of 536  565 hospital admissions have been reported to date (NICD, 
2022). Among the COVID-19 patients who were hospitalised across 33 
public hospitals audited, 79.3% had comorbidities with hypertension 
(39.6%) and diabetes mellitus (26.1%) reported as the most prevalent 
comorbidities (Jassat, 2021). COVID-19 has disrupted access to health 
services globally, including in South Africa. The disruption partly 
emanated from a focus shift with resources diverted to the COVID-19 
pandemic response, movement restrictions, and fear of contracting 
COVID-19 (Pillay, 2021). Unfortunately, South Africa also reported 
increased physical, emotional, and sexual violence against women 
and children (Odeku, 2021). Significantly, COVID-19 has exacerbated 
the already existing health inequalities within the most vulnerable 
populations, particularly migrants. They are more adversely affected 
(Bukuluki, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021) through exclusion from the 
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government’s hunger and economic alleviation relief programs due to 
administrative regulations (Bornman, 2020). 

Migrants, especially those in irregular situations, may be more at 
risk of spreading COVID-19. Due to the pandemic, there were frequent 
closures of the Department of Home Affairs (DHA), which issues 
residence permits. This made migrants fearful of seeking care or 
testing for COVID-19 due to the risks of detention and/or deportation 
(Mukumbang, Ambe & Adebiyi, 2020). This, coupled with the perceived 
unfavourable perceptions by health workers, may also potentially 
exclude migrants from taking up COVID-19 vaccination. Globally, 
the majority of international migrant workers generate income in the 
informal economy, with estimated three-quarters of migrant workers 
in this sector (Poe et al., 2020). The sector in South Africa, as with other 
countries, has been unreasonably affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
(UNDP SA 2020). The potential impact on income loss is likely to have 
devastating effects on accessing basic needs like food, health, and 
other essentials. This could have unfavourable effects on the mental 
health of the migrant population, who may already be predisposed to a 
higher occurrence of certain mental health disorders caused by, among 
other factors, the migration process stressors (Mukhtar, 2020).

To support governments and other health stakeholders in 
developing health strategies and policies, the 2nd Global Consultation 
on Migrant Health, held in Sri Lanka in 2017, agreed on an Operational 
Framework (Figure 7.3). There were four critical areas identified: 

	• Document and share best practices related to tracking the health 
of migrants. 

	• Promote enabling legislative frameworks, including sustainable 
financing models. 

	• Develop migrant-centred and universal health systems supported 
by suitable expert proficiency. 

	• Coordinate collaborations and integrate migration health within 
appropriate multisectoral structures (IOM, 2017a).

The Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) was developed to 
examine policies affecting migrants in 38 countries (IOM, 2016). MIPEX 
was designed to measure four areas: individual migrants’ appropriation 
of healthcare, availability of healthcare for migrants, receptiveness to 
the needs of migrants, and required actions for improvement. Often 
used throughout the European Union, MIPEX is an important tool for 
considering the levels of integration of migrant populations and for 
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assessing the implementation of migrant-responsive policies in line 
with person-friendly universal health coverage (UHC) principles.

Monitoring Migrant Health

•	 To ascertain key indicators 
functional across countries.

•	 To ensure the standardisation 
and comparability of data on 
migrants’ health.

•	 To support the appropriate 
aggregation and set up migrant 
health information.

•	 To document best practices for 
monitoring migrant health, 
policy, and health system 
models.

Policy and legal frameworks

•	 To implement international 
standards that protect migrants 
right to health.

•	 To develop and implement 
policies that promote equality 
for all migrants to access health 
services.

•	 To promote coherence among 
policies of different sectors.

•	 To offer social protection in 
health and enhance social 
security for all migrants and 
family members.

Migrant responsive health systems

•	 To ensure continuity and quality 
of care in all settings.

•	 To strengthen the capacity of 
the health and pertinent non-
health workforce to address the 
health issues associated with 
migration.

•	 To ensure health services are 
culturally, linguistically and 
epidemiologically appropriate.

Partnerships, multi country 
framework

•	 To establish and reinforce 
migration health dialogues and 
cooperation across sectors and 
countries of origin, transit and 
destination.

•	 To address migrant health in 
global and regional processes 
(e.g., GMG, GFMD).

•	 To develop an information 
clearing house of good practices.

Figure 7.3:	 The Migrant Health Operational Framework. Source: IOM 
(2017a).

Legislative mandates

Consideration of equitable access to health services demands 
an understanding of the legislative framework governing social 
protection for migrant populations. To this end, both international 
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and national legislation is considered important in the South African 
setting. Our assessment indicates that current migration governance in 
the country is guided by international instruments, including AU and 
SADC regional-level conventions, as well as National South African 
legislative documents, which are further discussed. 

The International Health Regulations (2005) were adopted by 
the World Health Assembly on 23 May 2005 and is legally-binding to 
all World Health Organisation (WHO) member states (WHO, 2005). 
The purpose includes “to prevent, protect against, control and provide 
a public health response to the international spread of disease in ways 
that are commensurate with and restricted to public health risks, 
and which avoid unnecessary interference with international traffic 
and trade.” Key provisions include obligations by the member states 
to develop a minimum core public health capacity, including health 
capacity at the points of entry, to preserve the human rights of persons 
and travellers, and to notify WHO of events that could constitute a 
public health emergency of international concern. 

Additionally, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR), proclaimed in Paris on  10 December 1948 by the United 
Nations General Assembly (UNGA), presented fundamental human 
rights to be universally protected by all countries (UN, 1948). One 
major document produced by the Human Rights Commission: the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which 
focused on health, education, food, and shelter for all people, became 
international law in 1976 (UN, 1966). Along with the UDHR, the two 
covenants form what is commonly known as the “International Bill 
of Human Rights”. This serves as the cornerstone for migrant health 
rights in all countries.

Within the African continent, the AU has developed several 
frameworks to govern human mobility and ensure that migration 
contributes to development on the continent. The 2006 AU Migration 
Policy Framework and the Plan for Action provide guidelines for the 
preparation and administration of national migration policies on 
the continent and include issues of migration and development (AU, 
2006a). The African Common Position on Migration and Development 
endorsed through the Executive Council Decision (EX.CL/Dec.305 (IX)) 
at the Banjul Summit provides priority areas important for migration 
and development in Africa, which is in line with the AU Migration 
Policy Framework (AU, 2006b). As a member of the AU, South Africa 
is a signatory to these documents, bound by the obligations contained 
therein. 
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Regionally, migration is highlighted in some protocols, policies, 
and programs, including the SADC Regional Indicative Strategic 
Development Plan 2020-2030, which includes migration and the 
upcoming SADC Migration Policy Framework. Other frameworks for 
managing migration in the SADC region include the consolidated 
SADC treaty, which was signed in 1992, while the agreements of the 
amendment were signed in 2001, 2007, 2008 and 2009. The regional 
labour migration policy framework of 2014 also aims, among other 
things, to “assist member states to promote sound management 
of intra-regional labour migration in order to maximise gains for 
sending and receiving countries as well as the migrants themselves” 
(SADC, 2014).

At a country level, the Constitution, the foundation of South 
Africa’s democracy, provides for acceptance and social inclusivity 
for all people living in the country (RSA, 1996). South Africa has one 
of the most robust constitutions globally. Emerging from a legacy of 
apartheid with related discrimination and human rights abuses, the 
newly formed democratic government ensured that “human dignity, 
the achievement of equality and the advancement of human rights and 
freedoms” was the first of the founding provisions for the Constitution 
(RSA, 1996b). The Bill of Rights outlines the democratic mandates in 
South Africa (RSA, 1996a). It describes the entitlements of individuals 
residing in South Africa and authenticates the values of human dignity, 
fairness and liberty. 

The National Health Act 61 of 2003 also serves to confirm the 
ability to receive healthcare as outlined in the Constitution (RSA, 
2003). It provides for legislation governing the implementation and 
regulation of healthcare provision at all echelons of government, 
including the provision of primary and reproductive healthcare to 
specific vulnerable populations. The National Health Act also provides 
for responsibilities in terms of the medical treatment provided in 
situations of medical emergencies and stipulates that no person may 
be denied emergency medical treatment by any healthcare provider/
worker or health establishment.

The Immigration Act 13 of 2002 and the Refugees Act 130 of 1998 
form the basis of the 1999 White Paper on International Migration (RSA, 
1998, 2002; DHA, 1999). Recent amendments to the White Paper in 
2017 confirm South Africa’s right as a sovereign nation to regulate the 
entry, exit, and habitation mandates for non-citizens, according to 
South African interests (DHA, 2017). The White Paper makes a case for 
the country to espouse international opportunities while safeguarding 
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the rights of the citizens, ensuring national security and protecting 
the public. The White Paper advocates for an efficiently controlled 
approach towards global migration, allowing for multi-stakeholder 
collaboration and the attainment of shared objectives. 

Despite a significant amount of legislation available, as outlined 
above, migrants (both regular and irregular) face significant hurdles 
when accessing health services in South Africa.

Social protection mandates

According to Carter (2019), “countries with stronger social protection 
show lower levels of poverty and vulnerability and are more resilient 
in the face of social and economic change or shock.” However, most 
migrants lack access to equitable health protection, worsened by 
conflicts and public health emergencies, including disease outbreaks 
and pandemics. In addition, “social and political antagonisms towards 
migrants have stripped many health benefits from national health 
programmes that previously offered them, and the trends in this 
direction seem to be gaining force in many countries” (IOM, 2017a:77).

The types of mechanisms of social protection for migrant health 
that exist include: 

	• Unconditional inclusion of health coverage for legal migrants. 
	• Equivalent access to health services for legal migrants; limited 

access for undocumented migrants.
	• Entitlements to emergency and basic health services for 

undocumented migrants, such as antenatal and communicable 
disease services.

	• Provision of emergency health services only for undocumented 
migrants.

	• Compulsory migrant health insurance schemes are often obtained 
by legal migrants through their employers.

	• Migrant or employer-purchased private or public medical coverage.
	• Compulsory private medical insurance for all legal migrant job 

holders (skilled/semi-skilled). 

Of concern is that in countries where private medical coverage exists 
for migrants, although compulsory, it may be reliant on the respective 
employing organisations for enrolment and continuation. In the 
absence of adequate monitoring and enforcement, there may be abuse 
by employers trying to save costs by under-insuring legal migrants 
and refusing to register undocumented migrants totally.
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The figure below (Figure 7.4) illustrates a taxonomy of social 
protection instruments adapted from O’Brien, Holmes, Scott & Barca 
(2018:6).

Figure 7.4:	Taxonomy of social protection instruments. Source: 
O’Brien, Holmes, Scott and Barca (2018:6).

Overall, social protection may include non-contributary, contributary 
or labour-market-related mechanisms. 

Non-contributary mechanisms 

	• Social assistance: including cash transfers, vouchers, or in-kind 
transfers (including school feeding) for individuals or households 
in need (Mberu, 2016:1); public works programmes; fee waivers 
(for basic health and education services); and subsidies (food and 
fuel).

	• Social care services are provided to individuals with identified social 
risks, including violence, physical or mental abuse, exploitation, 
discrimination and social exclusion (Mberu, 2016:1) . This includes 
family support services and home-based care.

Contributory mechanisms 

	• Social insurance  schemes provide monetary or other forms of 
compensation in the event of emergencies and unforeseen events, 
such as illness, injury, disability, death, unemployment, retirement 
and natural disasters (Mberu, 2016:1).

https://www.opml.co.uk/files/Publications/a0408-shock-responsive-social-protection-systems/srsp-synthesis-report.pdf?noredirect=1
https://www.opml.co.uk/files/Publications/a0408-shock-responsive-social-protection-systems/srsp-synthesis-report.pdf?noredirect=1
https://gsdrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/SPGuide_Fig1.jpg
https://www.opml.co.uk/files/Publications/a0408-shock-responsive-social-protection-systems/srsp-synthesis-report.pdf?noredirect=1
http://gsdrc.org/professional-dev/social-protection-systems/
http://gsdrc.org/professional-dev/social-protection-systems/
http://gsdrc.org/professional-dev/social-protection-systems/
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Labour market mechanisms

	• “Active programmes which serve to promote the participation of 
the labour market in identified programs, or passive programmes 
that ensure minimum employment standards are upheld” (Mberu, 
2016:1).

In South Africa, legal migrants are able to obtain healthcare in 
both private and public sector facilities. Undocumented migrants, 
however, face challenges in accessing healthcare due to limited 
financial resources, minimal information, language barriers and 
fear of incarceration or deportation. Provisions have been made in 
national health policies to entitle all migrants to vital and urgent 
basic-healthcare services such as antenatal care, care for children 
younger than five years, emergency health services and healthcare 
for infectious diseases and notifiable conditions. Provisions have 
also been made within certain sectors to cater for migrant health. For 
instance, the Taste of the Employment Bureau of Africa (TEBA) Ltd, 
a labour management entity for the mining sector, offers employees 
initial and after-employment health evaluations, transport for 
medical emergencies, and community-based HIV/AIDS care (IOM & 
WHO, 2010).

Traditional or informal social protection

Despite the existence of long-standing capstone international, 
regional and national legislation providing for the social protection 
of migrants and refugees, serious gaps exist in the development and 
implementation of relevant protocols and policies in South Africa 
(Masuku, 2020). The safety nets designed to offer healthcare and 
support to these vulnerable populations often fail to address key 
issues, including the provision of basic preventative and promotive 
health services. As a result, traditional or informal social protection 
schemes are most often developed or sought out by migrant/refugee 
populations in South Africa.

According to Twigg, “informal social protection draws on 
traditional coping strategies, social capital and community-based 
actions” (Twigg, 2015:187). This type of societal assistance is most 
often found at the community level, initiated and led by community 
members, where assembling activities that protect community 
members from risk through “locally arranged social protection 
measures that are predicated on people’s cultural beliefs, norms 

http://gsdrc.org/professional-dev/social-protection-systems/
http://gsdrc.org/professional-dev/social-protection-systems/
https://goodpracticereview.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/GPR-9-web-string-1.pdf
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and value” (UNDP, 2016:48, citing  Mupedziswa & Ntseane, 2013) 
occurs. Examples include monetary remittances, compensated and 
uncompensated care work and domestic housework roles. 

In South Africa, migrant and refugee populations often find 
themselves relying in large part on informal social protective 
mechanisms for survival. Community-based funeral schemes, cash 
rotation, credit services, security, and recruitment services are often 
self-funded, with the majority of transactions in cash or electronic 
cell phone-based currency transaction services, including ‘e-wallet’ 
and ‘m-pesa’, which further use micro-finance options such as 
CashSend (Absa) and Instant Money Voucher (Standard Bank) among 
others. These informal social protection mechanisms are effective for 
a proportion of migrants in South Africa, particularly where there are 
large numbers of individuals from the same country (e.g., Zimbabwe or 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo). However, when few individuals 
or single families are affected, these informal mechanisms “may have 
limited outreach, as different groups will have access to different social 
and political networks and sources of support” (Twigg, 2015:197). 

Recommendations

The authors consider policy-level recommendations in concert 
with programmatic-level implementation as key for the successful 
dovetailing migrant health initiatives within South Africa. With 
regards to policy, the following are key:

Policy planning

It is imperative that common terminology and issues related to 
regular and irregular migration are established in South African 
local and national policy planning. This implies developing 
and correcting national laws and policies that consider the 
challenges and needs of migrants as development actors. As 
such, health policy and service delivery planning should include 
the estimated number of migrants in the country, which is key 
for the “development of migration-aware health systems”.

Legislation

Standardised implementation of national and international 
legislation in all provinces in South Africa to ensure access to and 
protection of migrant rights to health services in the country. 

https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/poverty-reduction/-leaving-no-one-behind--a-social-protection-primer-for-practitio.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835X.2013.756099
https://goodpracticereview.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/GPR-9-web-string-1.pdf
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This would ensure a common understanding and equity at the 
migration-health nexus. 

Research networks

The government of South Africa’s stewardship and facilitation of 
engagement with comprehensive research networks to highlight 
global and local migration and health issues. The Migration, 
Health, and Development Research Initiative (Mhadri) is an 
international collective of academics and research stakeholders 
who aspire to further research practice in migration and health 
(Mhadri, 2022a). Several prominent researchers within South 
Africa are members of the research network, which provides an 
opportunity to “collaborate and promote research in the Global 
South”. 

Research agenda 

Building a robust research agenda to address issues that impact 
migrant health, including advocacy and dissemination of 
interdisciplinary research. Wickramage, Vearey, Zwi, Robinson 
and Knipper (2018) propose research agendas focusing on 
migrant typologies and human mobility and health (Figure 7.5 
below) to advance evidence-informed migration health policy 
and practice. It is envisaged that the main actors would be the 
scientific community within South Africa.

National  
Level

Sub-National  
Level

Regional  
Level

Sub-Regional  
Level

Global  
Level

Migrant Typologies Human Mobility & Health

Underlying Research Principles Stewardship Function

Outcome: 
Advancing 

Evidence informed 
Migration Health 

Policy Practice

Values & 
Approaches  
(e.g. Human 

Rights based)

Ethically Sound 
Methodological 

Approaches  
(e.g. Human Rights 

based)

Linking Research 
to Policy & Priority 

Setting Mechanisms

Knowledge Portals 
for Information 

Exchange &  
Capacity Building

Financing, 
Commissioning 

Research

Figure 7.5:	 Advancing evidence-informed migration health policy 
and practice.Source: Wickramage, Vearey, Zwi, Robinson 
and Knipper (2018).
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Health councils for migrants

The development of health councils for migrants would include 
South African government representatives and representatives 
from migrant communities as the main actors, supported by 
health representatives and community members. These councils 
should be empowered to examine, recommend and develop 
coordinated responses to migration, mobility and health at 
national and local levels.

Guidelines

Development of South African-specific guidance regarding the 
implementation of SADC guidelines on migration health in the 
region. It is envisaged that this will take the form of a regional 
health partnership protocol/agreement between South Africa 
and other SADC countries.

Health policy

Development of an intersectoral national migration health 
policy for South Africa, to be read in conjunction with the 2017 
White Paper on International Migration for South Africa.

Programmatically, the following recommendations are made:

	• Provision of training for all levels of staff in the Departments of 
Health and DHA regarding the legal and administrative prescripts 
of migrant health. This training should be intensified in areas 
where cross-border migration occurs. 

	• Inclusion of indicators tracking access to health services and health 
outcomes of individual migrants in the health monitoring and 
evaluation system at the national, provincial, district and facility 
level, including the electronic district health information system 
(DHIS 2.0). This data will provide valuable information that may 
be used for reporting on the MIPEX health strand, which tracks 
policies affecting migrant integration across 38 countries (IOM, 
2016). 

	• Implementation of accurate classification methodologies for non-
South African individuals to ascertain the “means test” prior to 
charging user fees or co-payments for health services. 

	• Following the implementation of the SADC regional health 
partnership protocol/agreement, local and regionally recognised 
“health passports” or “patient-held records” for all individuals 
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with chronic illnesses or those suffering from any of the four 
categories of notifiable medical conditions, as published by the 
South African National Department of Health and the National 
Institute for Communicable Disease in South Africa (NICD, 2018) 
should be developed and used by migrant populations. 

	• Development of regional and locally recognised referral letters 
for health services for both internal and external (cross-border) 
migrants, which may be used by both referral facilities/health 
providers as well as those facilities/healthcare professionals who 
are able to provide health updates/feedback on migrant individuals 
following successful referrals.

Conclusion 

Despite a large volume of international and national legislation 
mandating the social protection of migrant populations, there remains 
poor engagement between individual migrants and South Africa’s 
public healthcare providers. A combination of reluctance, fear, lack of 
knowledge and anxiety on the part of the migrants leads few to access 
health services and, consequently, further expenses and complications 
related to a delay in pursuing health services. With regards to frontline 
healthcare providers in South Africa, inherent mistrust of non-
citizens, incorrect implementation of relevant policies and related 
consequences of repudiating access to health services, reticence to 
provide care and ignorance of migrant rights to healthcare leads to 
serious negative public health consequences for all in South Africa – a 
burden which must be addressed without further delay.

To provide effective social protection measures for the increasing 
numbers of migrant populations within South Africa: it is essential 
for the country to invest in evidence-based policies, engagement, key 
stakeholders mapping, detailed analysis of the migration patterns, 
existing legal structures, up-to-date data sources and multi-sectoral 
research output at all levels. Multi-faceted policies on migration and 
health and the necessary priority-setting processes should be steered 
by cross-sectoral collaboration to address multiple health predictors 
of in-country and transnational migrants (Wickramage, Vearey, Zwi, 
Robinson & Knipper, 2018). 

There is a need to strengthen the capacity to manage essential 
health, ensuring the country “leaves no one behind” and is aligned 
with the 2030 Agenda for UN SDGs. In preparing to achieve this, 
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eleven overarching recommendations are made – six key policy-level 
recommendations:

	• Comprehensive policy planning. 
	• Standardising implementation of legislation to ensure the 

protection of migrant rights to health services in the country. 
	• Recognising factors leading to migration. 
	• Engaging with comprehensive research networks, including 

Mhadri. 
	• Building a robust research agenda within the country.
	• Developing health councils for migrants.

Five programmatic recommendations include:

	• Providing training for all levels of staff. 
	• Developing and implementing indicators tracking migrant access 

to health services.
	• Using MIPEX reporting. 
	• Accurately classifying migrant categories. 
	• Implementing local and regionally recognised “health passports” 

and standardised health referral letters for individuals with chronic 
and or notifiable conditions. 

For South Africa to progress as a democratic country within the 
African Diaspora, it is critically important to recognise that migration 
and migrants serve to accelerate and build the development of the 
country and the African region; leading the dialogue around efficient 
management of regional and global migration serves as a viable strategy 
for security and development. An approach based on recognition of 
the rights of individuals to security and self-determination within 
a framework of universal human rights and shared responsibilities 
is envisaged as the route to achieving optimal social protection and 
improving migrant health access – and, in so doing, contributing to 
improving health for all.
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vulnerabilities of internal migrants in 

South Africa in the era of COVID-19

Florence A. Shisanya

Abstract

Internal migration is a common phenomenon in South Africa, 
mainly fuelled by various socio-economic reasons. Socio-economic 
vulnerabilities act as push factors for migration from one place to 
another. Internal migration in South Africa is usually from rural 
to urban areas in search of economic and livelihood opportunities. 
Consequently, migrants relocate into new environments, mostly 
with socio-economic vulnerabilities worsened by virtue of being a 
new entrant with weak social capital. Disasters such as COVID-19 are 
known to exacerbate the extent of vulnerabilities in many contexts. 
As such, it is important to understand the vulnerability realities of 
migrants during the era of COVID-19 in order to learn and prepare for 
the future in the event of similar occurrences. The aim of this chapter 
is to unpack the socio-economic vulnerabilities of internal migrants 
and how these were impacted by COVID-19 in South Africa. 

In addition, the chapter looks at strategies for managing the 
socioeconomic vulnerabilities of migrants during the COVID-19 era. 
This chapter presents a desktop review grounded in the socio-economic 
vulnerability theory. Academic literature, government publications 
and reports were used to inform the study. The socioeconomic 
vulnerability of migrants was conceptualised to entail financial, 
housing, mental, digital, employment and social capital dimensions. 
Findings from this study provide pathways through which socio-
economic inequalities can be reduced within South Africa through social 
protection policies and actions dealing with migrant vulnerabilities 
in the event of disasters. In consideration of the multifaceted nature 
of the socioeconomic vulnerabilities of migrants, it is recommended 
that the government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 
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the private sector work coherently to safeguard the well-being and 
safety of migrants in the event of a similar disaster. Dealing with 
vulnerabilities requires a tough, in-depth understanding of the risks 
in order to devise appropriate actions to match them.

Keywords: socio-economic vulnerability, rural-to-urban migration, 
COVID-19 pandemic, urban livelihoods, social capital, inequalities

Introduction

In this chapter, internal migration is defined as the movement of 
people from one place to another within the confines of the country’s 
border (Ginsburg et al., 2021). African countries have been experiencing 
internal migration for varied reasons, the major ones being to look 
for income and education opportunities (Ginsburg et al., 2021). This 
movement follows the rural-to-urban pattern due to the prevailing 
growth and economic inequalities and differences between the two. 
Because of this unequal development of the urban and rural areas in 
Africa, it is estimated that the urban population will reach up to 59% 
of the total population by 2050 (UN, 2019). However, South Africa has 
surpassed this estimate and has an urban population of 67% of the 
total population (UNPD, 2021). 

In South Africa, as in the rest of Africa, there are numerous 
reasons for internal migration. Misago, Gindrey, Duponchel, Landau 
and Polzer (2010) opine that the most dominant internal migration 
in South Africa is from rural to urban areas in search of improved 
economic opportunities and livelihoods. South Africa is divided into 
nine provinces which exhibit cultural, economic, political, social and 
geographic diversity (Mubangizi, 2012). This diversity propagates 
the movement of people from rural to urban areas in search of better 
livelihood and education opportunities. 

Migration can occur in varied ways, either permanently or 
temporarily. Temporary migration was instituted in South Africa 
during the apartheid era, which resulted in the controlled movement 
of people. Black individuals, mainly males, were recruited to work 
in farms, mines and urban areas whilst their families remained in 
their homeland (Mberu, 2016). This setup meant that the men would 
temporarily migrate to the city or the mines for work and return 
to their homelands, usually once a year. However, this temporary 
migration can also be viewed as permanent migration, whereby the 
individual has two permanent homes, one in the city and the other 
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in rural areas. This history encouraged the relatively high levels of 
internal migration in South Africa compared to other countries in 
the Southern African region, which is witnessed to date (Bell et al., 
2015). This kind of migration is still evident in South Africa, where the 
breadwinner moves from rural areas to places with better economic 
opportunities, where they work and send remittances back home. 
This is supported by the study by Hansen (2021), which revealed 
that predominantly rural provinces (the Eastern Cape and Limpopo) 
experience many people moving out in contrast to Gauteng and the 
Western Cape, which experience high numbers of people moving into 
the provinces. Thus, internal migration in contemporary South Africa 
is largely labour-driven (Mberu, 2016).

During apartheid, internal migration in South Africa was largely 
determined by law. Post-apartheid, internal migration in South Africa 
is influenced by individual circumstances and characteristics. Some 
factors that determine the choice to migrate include age, gender, level 
of education, household size, employment and education (Ginsburg et 
al., 2021). Areas with high unemployment levels experience high levels 
of emigration and vice versa. As such, internal migration in South Africa 
has a resultant net distribution skewed towards the urban settlements, 
yet strong connections remain between the rural and the urban areas 
(Ginsburg et al., 2021, 2016). Even though internal migration usually 
promises opportunities for improved income opportunities and better 
living standards, the migrants are often faced with various socio-
economic challenges and vulnerabilities which need attention, not 
only from the government but from other stakeholders such as civil 
society organisations who work to safeguard the livelihoods of these 
migrants (Misago, Gindrey, Duponchel, Landau & Polzer, 2010). The 
COVID-19 pandemic brought an extra layer of vulnerability to the 
migrants due to the various restrictions and changes instituted to 
manage the pandemic.

The South African government instituted COVID-19 national 
lockdowns as a response to curb the proliferation of the disease 
across the country (Mukumbang, Ambe & Adebiyi, 2020). Soon 
after the announcement of the initial lockdown, there was a spike 
in interprovincial movement of people in order to be close to family 
and relatives during the lockdown period. A survey carried out by 
Statistics South Africa (StatsSA, 2020) revealed that about 6% of the 
respondents travelled interprovincially soon after the announcement 
of the lockdown. This movement of people reflects internal migration, 
which could either be temporary or permanent. Internal migration 
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in South Africa is robust, with many people living away from their 
families for income and schooling purposes. The lockdown was 
characterised by inter-provincial and intercity travelling restrictions, 
isolation and quarantine of infected people as well as those suspected 
to have been exposed to the virus (Moodley, Obasa & London, 2020). 
Social distancing measures were also instituted, including banning 
social gatherings deemed pandemic “super spreader” platforms. 
Considering the vulnerable stature of migrants: the COVID-19 era 
reinforced the existing vulnerabilities. 

Internal migrants relocate into a new environment mostly with 
socioeconomic vulnerabilities worsened because they are new entrants 
with weak social capital (Wong & Kohler, 2020). Disasters such as 
COVID-19 are known for exacerbating the extent of vulnerabilities 
in many contexts and sometimes present opportunities. As such, it is 
important to understand the vulnerability realities of migrants during 
the COVID-19 era and how they managed. This chapter set to unpack 
the socio-economic vulnerabilities of internal migrants and how these 
were impacted by COVID-19 in South Africa. In addition, the chapter 
looks at strategies for managing the socioeconomic vulnerabilities of 
migrants during the COVID-19 era. The findings of this study are vital 
for government planning and non-governmental organisation (NGO) 
programming. The findings of this study also serve as lessons for the 
future in the event of a disaster in the form of a disease. 

Theoretical framework

Vulnerable migrants are not able to fully enjoy their human rights 
and are at higher risk of violations (IOM, 2019). With this in mind, it 
is important to understand the concept of “vulnerability”: It is the 
extent to which an individual or household is susceptible to harm or 
risk factors and entails susceptibility, in contrast to others, to harm 
as a result of exposure to risk. Vulnerability can also be defined as the 
limited capability to avoid, resist, cope or recover from a shock or risk 
factor (IOM, 2019). Socioeconomic vulnerability can be understood 
through multiple dimensions (Misago, Gindrey, Duponchel, Landau 
& Polzer, 2010). These include vulnerability to poverty, poor housing 
and living conditions, violence, criminal actions and insecurity. 

Vulnerability to poverty can be linked to unemployment, low 
levels of income, low capacity to find work and to work as a result 
of low education levels and ill health. Vulnerability to poor living 
conditions can be associated with poor housing, limited access to 
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public services and adequate food and nutrition (Zerbo, Delgado 
& González, 2020). Vulnerability to insecurity includes the actions 
of state and state representatives. Different groups of people are 
exposed to contrasting vulnerabilities at different levels and extents 
of exposure. More importantly, a vulnerability in one dimension is not 
necessarily a vulnerability in the other (Misago, Gindrey, Duponchel, 
Landau & Polzer, 2010). All the above-mentioned dimensions of 
vulnerability allow for a multi-dimensional socio-economic analysis 
of the vulnerabilities of internal migrants in South Africa. These 
connections are illustrated in Figure 8.1. 

In this chapter, the socio-economic vulnerability theory provided 
grounding for this study. According to the theory, socio-economic 
structures have inherent and deliberate potential to exclude others 
from access to resources and benefits (Talbot, Poleacovschi & Hamideh, 
2021). Bernt and Colini (2013) opined that exclusion encompasses 
processes, conditions, plans and activities that systematically 
disadvantage and deny access to opportunities as a result of embedded 
socio-economic and power inequalities. When exclusion is premised 
on power imbalances and is targeted at a definite group of people, it 
becomes marginalisation (Talbot, Poleacovschi & Hamideh, 2021). 
These factors of exclusion thus stand as the vulnerability context. 
Socio-economic vulnerability thus refers to household or individual 
social and economic characteristics that form the basis of exclusion 
or marginalisation (Talbot, Poleacovschi & Hamideh, 2021; Hamideh 
& Rongerude, 2018). Socioeconomic vulnerabilities act as push factors 
for internal migration from one place to another. The following section 
presents a discussion on the socioeconomic vulnerabilities of internal 
migrants during the COVID-19 Era.

Socio-economic vulnerabilities of migrants 

Migrants face various socio-economic vulnerabilities, increasing 
in intensity in the presence of another (compounding) (Talbot, 
Poleacovschi & Hamideh, 2022). The compounding nature of socio-
economic vulnerabilities means that with an additional socio-economic 
vulnerability, the extent of vulnerability to risk increases. Also, various 
social groups of migrants have diverse extents of vulnerabilities due to 
various factors shaping their realities and contexts. 

Likewise, young people tend to be dynamic and energetic in 
nature. By that virtue, they are susceptible to hasty decision-making 
and easily swayed to change their minds. Consequently, this makes 
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them more vulnerable as compared to older people. Migrants of old age 
are also vulnerable because old age comes with deteriorating health. In 
addition, the likelihood of one getting a livelihood or being involved 
in some form of economic activity reduces with age. In the face of 
the COVID-19 era, young migrants had ample time to conceptualise 
business ideas and plan their lives. Migrants are often strong-willed 
and determined to succeed because their life is a constant reminder of 
why they live in a particular space (IOM, 2020). 

In contrast, older migrants were at risk of contracting COVID-19, 
as evidence revealed that older people were most likely to be affected by 
COVID-19 (Mueller, McNamara & Sinclair, 2020). For migrants, the risk 
was even higher because they often live in suboptimal environments 
which are crowded and poorly serviced. These conditions provide a 
conducive environment for the spread of diseases. With COVID-19, 
such living environments did not provide enough room for social 
distancing or even isolation. 

Considering that migrants are external in the relocation area, 
their access to community resources and aid is often limited. For 
example, in cases where community health aid, food parcels and 
income-based support are given to community members, migrants 
can be easily left out because they are external in that neighbourhood 
(Mukumbang, Ambe & Adebiyi, 2020). This exclusion makes the 
migrants vulnerable as they are not legible to receive community aid. 
In the face of COVID-19, numerous relief packages were distributed 
across South Africa, especially food parcels for needy families. In 
addition, social grants were also given to affected families and 
individuals in possession of South African identity documents. 

To fully understand the socio-economic vulnerability of 
migrants, the following sections will discuss poverty, poor housing 
and living conditions, violence, criminal actions and the insecurity 
dimensions of vulnerability. Understanding these dimensions enables 
engagement with migrant realities during the COVID-19 era. 

Poverty 

The poverty dimension of socio-economic vulnerability entails 
unemployment, low-income levels, low educational level, limited 
capacity to get employment, and ill health. Households and individuals 
vulnerable to poverty are more prone to migrate in search of pathways 
for poverty eradication. Some of these factors are expounded below, 
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together with the migration nexus and COVID-19 nexus, starting with 
income vulnerability. 

Income vulnerability

Income is a key determinant of vulnerability, considering the key 
opportunities or limitations that it affords. Individuals and households 
with unstable financial and income statuses are likely to migrate in 
search of better opportunities. The same applies to skilled individuals 
who are likely to migrate towards the demand of their skills and where 
their skills afford them a better income. However, this means that when 
the individual gets to the new location, they will carry a vulnerable 
context that they will be working on addressing. This does not come with 
a standard time to change this status. For some, it happens fast, whilst 
the picture is different for others, who might have challenges securing 
financial status stabilising opportunities. Migrants often start small 
informal businesses when they get to an environment as a quick way 
to make money (Kabir & Kamruzzaman, 2022). However, businesses 
run by migrants are faced with language barriers which limit the ease 
of expansion and growth. Immigrants from other provinces will be 
from a different language from that spoken in the place of migration. 
A different language predisposes one to an outsider, and thus locals 
take time to get used to the idea of doing business with an outsider. 
Language barriers also limit access to resources as well as access to 
the community, who are also potential customers of the business. 
Migrants are often excluded from community micro-credit schemes 
as they are considered outsiders (Kabir & Kamruzzaman, 2022). This 
means they will not have a safety net to rely on in times of need. 

The COVID-19 pandemic era did not provide conditions to support 
the running of small businesses. On the contrary, the pandemic resulted 
in the closure of businesses and informal trading operations, especially 
during the lockdown period. Such lockdown exposed migrants to 
income-related vulnerabilities as their source of livelihood was halted 
(Clark, Fredricksid, Woc-Colburn, Bottazzi & Weatherheadid, 2020). 
Also, the COVID-19 era called for different ways of doing business, 
which saw the proliferation of online marketing and businesses. This 
required a change of strategy on the part of business operations in 
order to stay afloat. Unfortunately, not all businesses could adapt to 
the new business environment, which was needed and resulted in their 
closure. Employment opportunities were also constrained as a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Employment

With the current unemployment rate of 35% in South Africa, it is 
becoming increasingly difficult to secure a job, yet the hope of those 
migrating from rural areas to urban areas is to acquire a job and follow 
the demand for their skills (StatsSA, 2022). The picture is bleak for 
youth, whose unemployment rate is 66% (StatsSA, 2022). Considering 
that the youth are more prone to migration than older people because 
of their limited attachment to places, such as family and investments, 
the high unemployment rate amongst that group reflects the gravity 
of their vulnerability to poverty. Also, the youth are likely to migrate 
because they still have a long life ahead of them, which they will 
prepare for. Through the gender lens, men are more likely to migrate 
than women because they take up the responsibility of fending for 
the family as a gender role (Camlin, Snow & Hosegood, 2014). Women 
usually remain confined in rural areas where they are left to practice 
agriculture as a complementary source of income.

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the closure of businesses and 
industries and companies’ downsizing, resulting in the retrenchment 
of workers. This also translated to an increase in the number of people 
searching for jobs. For immigrants looking for jobs, the job search 
journey had become increasingly difficult as more people competed 
for the same opportunities. Moreover, some people who lost jobs had 
to migrate from urban to rural areas due to incapacitation to maintain 
city life. Casale and Posel (2020) posit that about 2.6 million adults lost 
their jobs in South Africa as a result of the COVID-19 lockdown and, 
thus, lost their livelihood. This migration was due to the breadwinner 
losing the household livelihood, triggering mental issues such as 
depression. In families that lose a breadwinner, income-related 
conflict becomes dominant (Clark, Fredricksid, Woc-Colburn, Bottazzi 
& Weatherheadid, 2020). This situation is exacerbated in the case of 
men expected to carry out the gender role expectation of financially 
providing for the family (Camlin, Snow & Hosegood, 2014). When they 
are not able to meet this demand and return home empty-handed, 
a myriad of emotions and reactions can manifest, which affect the 
operation of the family setting. 

Secondly, for the few available employment opportunities, 
employers avoided recruiting from different regions as a way of 
curtailing the spread of the COVID-19 disease. This meant that 
individuals from another province would not easily get employment or 
income opportunities in a different province. The COVID-19 pandemic, 
however, presented an opportunity for internal migrants in the 
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health sector. Due to the increased need for health and care workers, 
migration opportunities were available for people with expertise in the 
field of health and care work in every province. This is also linked to 
education as a factor contributing to poverty vulnerability. 

Education

Higher levels of education reduce vulnerability among internal 
migrants. A study by Misago, Gindrey, Duponchel, Landau and Polzer 
(2010) revealed that higher levels of education protect against lack of 
access to services and vulnerability to poverty. Education facilitates 
interaction with protocols, information and processes, which are 
pathways for accessing services such as the establishment of various 
kinds of businesses. With education, a migrant is better positioned to 
get a job, start a business and engage with employment services in 
order to get a source of income. Migrants with low education levels are 
bound to be more vulnerable due to challenges in getting a source of 
livelihood and accessing proper housing. In the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic, immigrants with higher education levels were more likely 
to understand the pandemic and the prescribed preventative actions 
to be taken. This can be translated to reduced health-related risks in 
the life of the migrants. 

Because individuals with low education levels are more likely to 
earn low incomes, they tend to stay in low-income neighbourhoods 
where the quality of housing is poor (Zerbo, Delgado & González, 
2020). These low-income neighbourhoods may be characterised by 
informal settlements with no proper water and sanitation amenities 
and present a health risk to the migrants (Kabir & Kamruzzaman, 
2022). 

Education level is also closely related to access to and use of 
technology (Adu, Badaru, Duku & Adu, 2022). The COVID-19 lockdown 
in South Africa pushed for an accelerated rate of adoption and use of 
online technologies for education and work purposes. Technologically 
savvy individuals were advantaged as companies, industries and 
educational facilities needed such skills. Online platforms were also 
used for education purposes. This move was two-sided when it came 
to internal migrants. Firstly, the use of online platforms provided an 
opportunity for teachers to interact with the student from wherever 
they were (Adu, Badaru, Duku & Adu, 2022). This meant that teachers 
and students who usually migrated to access the physical schools were 
able to carry on with their business from the comfort of their homes 
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with family and friends. However, on the other side, this move came 
with a vulnerability in terms of access to and the use of technology. 

Migrant students who were not able to finance the appropriate 
technological device to use for schooling were at a disadvantage 
(Adu, Badaru, Duku & Adu, 2022). This required a quick move to learn 
as well as acquire the technology. In higher education institutions, 
the government, through the Department of Education through the 
National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) Digital Learning 
Device programme, provided laptop loans to all needy students 
(Nzimande, 2021). Initially, the coordination of the program was slow, 
and training students, especially those from disadvantaged families, 
who had limited prior knowledge of technology, was challenging due 
to regulations against social gatherings. 

Overall, the COVID-19 lockdown unlocked the possibility of 
online working, teaching and learning, which can possibly reduce the 
level of internal migration in the country if kept at the same pace (Adu, 
Badaru, Duku & Adu, 2022). This flexibility allows for the attainment 
of higher education at a reduced cost since learners will not need to 
migrate or incur additional accommodation and upkeep costs as they 
attend school. However, poor housing and living conditions can act as 
obstacles limiting access to beneficial online schooling and working 
when the environment is not conducive for the above-mentioned 
activities. 

Poor housing and living conditions

Poor housing and living conditions present a health and safety risk for 
the residents. Migrants tend to live in overcrowded neighbourhoods 
with poor or limited services, limited access to public services, hospitals, 
schools, water and electricity, and adequate food and nutrition 
(Mukumbang, Ambe & Adebiyi, 2020). Overcrowded, unsanitary 
and poor housing creates health vulnerabilities, particularly among 
women, the elderly, the disabled and children, who spend a significant 
amount of time inside the house (Zerbo, Delgado & González, 2020). 
The job losses experienced during the COVID-19 era pushed numerous 
people to the peripheries, downgrading their standard of living (Casale 
& Posel, 2020). Poor housing, often found within informal and low-
income settlements, provides a housing solution to those in need. 
However, some of these settlements do not have basic amenities, and, 
as such, they expose the residents to health and safety risks. 
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Violence and criminal activity – robberies, theft, abuse at work

Migrants are susceptible to criminal activity such as robbery, theft 
and violence because they are deemed as not being members of the 
communities. Also, low social capital means that they have limited 
information and are not privy to some of the activities that will be 
happening in the community (Wong & Kohler, 2020). The cultural 
and language difference relegates them to be treated as outsiders in 
the communities where they would relocate. Internal migrants may 
suffer segregation in the workplace if they are within the menial work 
categories (Kabir & Kamruzzaman, 2022). 

Social security

There are numerous social security policies in South Africa coupled 
with government, NGOs and private sector initiatives. These activities 
include the distribution of food parcels and grant money for the 
needy made available during the COVID-19 pandemic (IEJ, 2021). 
Even though numerous initiatives existed, none of them addressed 
the vulnerability of internal migrants. In contrast, there were at least 
debates on whether external migrants should benefit in South Africa. 
The omission of the discussion on internal migrants could indicate 
the lack of acknowledgement of the realities they are faced with. It 
is important that in future, the plight of internal migrants should be 
taken into consideration in policy and action. Omitting them from 
the plans and discussions can contribute to the failure of state social 
security initiatives.

Health

Migrants are vulnerable to health risks in terms of access and 
living environment (Kabir & Kamruzzaman, 2022). Migrants often 
experience poor service at public health institutions due to language 
and cultural differences. As such, they get better service from private 
health facilities. If migrants opt for the private healthcare system, 
they have to pay more for health services (Kabir & Kamruzzaman, 
2022). This might exclude some of the migrants from accessing health 
services. Poor migrant living conditions, where there is poor sanitation, 
can also exacerbate the health risk among migrants. Migrants opt 
for cheap housing as a way of saving as they will be relying on their 
permanent residence in another province or place (Zerbo, Delgado & 
González, 2020).
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The COVID-19 era multiplied the vulnerability to health 
risks for migrants. Despite the presence of COVID-19 regulations 
against interprovincial and intercity travelling, the migrants still 
needed to travel with their families and back to work. This travelling 
exposed them to COVID-19 as they moved between their two places 
of residence. Also, this travelling brought a discrimination element 
because migrants spread the COVID-19 virus (Martuscelli, 2021).

Social cohesion and exclusion

Social cohesion plays an important part in one’s feeling of belonging 
and mental well-being. The absence of this entails vulnerability which 
may trigger mental health issues such as depression, anxiety disorders 
and stress. Pandemic times, like the COVID-19 pandemic, are a breeding 
ground for fake news, misinformation and politicisation of issues 
which often results in polarisation (IOM, 2020). Such misinformation 
can place the lives of the migrants at risk of violence and criminal 
activity. In such environments, migrants can be easily excluded from 
social circles due to their limited familiarity with the context and weak 
social bonds with the community.

COVID-19 restrictions, such as banned social gatherings, made 
it impossible for migrants to meet up with their comrades. Migrants 
in a place usually form their own social groups. For example, migrants 
in Gauteng from the Eastern Cape can have their own associations 
and gathering where they find comfort and connections with where 
they come from (Ginsburg et al., 2016). Besides gathering, social 
groups are important as a point of call, in times of need and to 
provide help, including short-term loans, social support, and comfort 
(Wong & Kohler, 2020). These associations are an important source 
of social capital for migrants. During COVID-19 imposed lockdown, 
most migrants travelled back to their rural homes depending on the 
nature of their work. However, some did not travel back because they 
anticipated COVID-19 restrictions to be lifted within a short space of 
time. Hence they needed to be close to their workstations in order to 
resume work promptly. Others were also not financially prepared to 
travel and thus were forced to opt to stay at their migrant homes. Most 
of these immigrants endured isolation, a known cause of depression, 
stress, and mental-related challenges. 

In addition, limited intercity and interprovincial movement 
meant that migrants could not easily travel to be with their families, 
further cementing isolation. Furthermore, COVID-19 health protocols 
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disallowed social gatherings, which meant that spaces for building 
social integration and cohesion were dismantled. This isolation and 
loss of social capital details the daily struggles faced by migrants, 
increasing their vulnerability (Wong & Kohler, 2020). A study by the 
International Organisation for Migration (IOM, 2020) revealed that 
social cohesion provides ground for empathy and solidarity.

COVID-19 era and its influence on socio-economic 
vulnerabilities of internal migrants

In summary, this chapter argues that the socio-economic 
vulnerabilities of migrants can be understood through 
multidimensional lenses: poverty, housing, violence, crime 
and security. Figure 8.1 reflects the four major socio-economic 
vulnerability dimensions which are faced by migrants. The presence 
of more than one dimension of vulnerability produces a compounding 
vulnerability effect. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic reinforced 
the vulnerabilities and, thus, produced a multiplier effect as it 
embellished every level of vulnerability. The study by Talbot, 
Poleacovschi and Hamideh (2022) showed that the presence of more 
than one vulnerability dimension produced a multiplier effect and 
not an additive one. This reflects that addressing even one of the 
dimensions can significantly reduce the level of vulnerability. 

Figure 8.1:	 Migrants’ socio-economic vulnerabilities in the context 
of COVID-19. Source: Author’s contribution.

COVID-19 as a  
multiplier effect
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Conclusion 

From the discussion above, migrants are faced with various socio-
economic vulnerabilities at individual, household, community, 
institutional and structural levels. These vulnerabilities were 
reinforced by the COVID-19 pandemic, which served as a multiplier 
effect on the already existing vulnerabilities. It is important for 
government departments to be aware of such reinforcement to better 
plan for the well-being and safety of migrants in the event of a similar 
disaster. Dealing with vulnerabilities requires a thorough, in-depth 
understanding of the risks as well as the vulnerabilities in order to 
devise appropriate actions to match them. Findings from this study can 
be used to inform the social protection policies and actions for dealing 
with migrant vulnerabilities in case of disasters. In consideration of the 
multifaceted nature of the socioeconomic vulnerabilities of migrants, 
it is recommended that government, NGOs and the private sector work 
coherently to better plan and safeguard the well-being and safety of 
migrants in the event of a similar disaster.
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Chapter 9:  
Trends and patterns of migration 
status and data before and during 

COVID-19 era in South Africa

Olusola Bodede

Abstract

Migration to and from Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) member states is geared mainly toward the quest for economic 
opportunities due to natural hazards and increasing political 
instability. South Africa, the economic giant of the region, currently 
boasts a population of more than 2.9 million migrants. Several factors 
are responsible for the intra- and international movement of people 
around the world, some of which are survival, war, economic hardship, 
unemployment, natural disaster and pandemic, among others. 
These have direct implications on public health, as evidenced by 
epidemiological reports and have also played out significantly during 
the COVID-19 outbreak. The pandemic did not only threaten public 
health but also imposed a limit on daily cross-border movements. A 
total lockdown could not be sustained for too long to prevent a total 
collapse of the economy. Thus, borders were re-opened subject to strict 
adherence to guidelines to curtail the spread of the virus. This chapter 
will adopt a systematic review approach to explore pre-COVID-19 
migration status and data in southern Africa. Secondly, it will consider 
trends and patterns of migration status and data during the era of 
COVID-19. Finally, the author will examine the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the migration process in South Africa. The findings of this 
survey will inform about the status of migration in the SADC region 
with respect to the trends and patterns. Thus, the government and 
other stakeholders can have updated information for policy-making 
with relevant mobility indicators for effective migration management 
in South Africa.

Keywords: migration, COVID-19, census, South Africa, labour laws, 
SADC, trend
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Introduction

Africa is a continent where migration and mass displacement are 
rampant due to conflict, war or poverty. Ten million migrants in 
the sub-Saharan African region, including South Africa, are part of 
about 14.5 million international migrants (Ncube, Bahta & Jordaan, 
2019; Mushomi et al., 2022). South Africa, known for its stability in 
democratic institutions and industrialised economy, attracts lots 
of immigrants from neighbouring African countries as well as other 
continents (Moyo, 2021). According to information, South Africa is 
home to about 2.9 million immigrants, which constitute a bit less than 
5% of the overall population of 60 million people (Moyo, 2021). Due to 
so many undocumented and illegal immigrants, the data is believed to 
be an underestimation of the reality. There are lots of people from other 
African countries ready to migrate to South Africa or Europe for better 
jobs and living conditions (Flahaux & De Haas, 2016). Several factors 
have been identified to be responsible for these mass movements: 
Some immigrants are driven by intolerable conditions in their home 
countries, such as violence or poverty. Others are driven by starvation, 
war and environmental hazards, among other reasons (Flahaux & De 
Haas, 2016). 

During the apartheid regime, all migrant Africans, including 
black South Africans, were not allowed to settle fully in South Africa 
(Moyo, 2021). This exclusive right was only given to white people as 
black South Africans were demoted to second-class citizens. After the 
apartheid era, there was an increase in the number of migrants across 
the SADC regions. There were labour migrants, mixed and irregular 
migrants and disaster-imposed migrants. Due to family bonds, some 
migrants are from Zimbabwe, Europe, the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo and other countries (StatsSA, 2020; Mushomi et al., 2022). 
The rights of some of the migrants were compromised in the wake of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Two types of abuses were identified by the 
Human Rights Watch to have affected the health status of migrants: 
The first was abuse that prevented migrants from accessing healthcare 
services, and the second was abuse that led to health compromise 
(Mushomi et al., 2022). The initial exclusion of healthcare services to 
migrants and refugees made the early detection of COVID-19 difficult, 
which, by extension, posed a health risk to the rest of the populace 
(WHO, 2020; Mushomi et al., 2022). 

Following the lockdown to curtail the spread of the COVID-19 
pandemic, many migrants were seriously affected as their living 
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conditions further worsened. Most ports of entry were fully closed, while 
some were partially in operation. During this period, three forms of 
national COVID-19 adaptation policies were suggested, which, among 
other things, gave an insight into the public health policies as it relates 
to the access of refugees and migrants to healthcare services (WHO, 
2021). Mushomi et al. (2022) recommended the approach adopted by 
Cameroon and Senegal to South African migrants, where refugees 
were documented in designated centres around the communities. 
This is expected to improve access to healthcare services, including a 
COVID-19 vaccine by South African migrants. 

In order to have a full grasp of the subject matter, this study 
explored the use of secondary data from previous studies on trends, 
patterns, and limits of migration data in the era of COVID-19, adopting 
descriptive and theoretical papers for comparative analysis and 
discussions. This chapter is aimed at unravelling the trends and patterns 
of migration data across SADC before and during COVID-19 pandemic, 
identifying the effects of COVID-19 pandemic on the migration process 
in South Africa and proffering some recommendations on migration in 
South Africa.

Pre-COVID-19 migration status and data in South Africa

COVID-19 is a communicable disease that broke out in Wuhan, 
China, in December 2019. It has since blowout to other regions of the 
world (Lee, 2020). It is a respiratory disease caused by a new strain 
of the coronavirus. The disease can easily spread from one person to 
another through air droplets from sneezing or coughing. As soon as 
the outbreak was discovered in South Africa, a comprehensive public 
health response was initiated as well as the imposition of a countrywide 
lockdown on 26 March 2020 (Navsaria et al., 2021). This lockdown, 
simultaneously going on in some other parts of the world, imposed 
movement restrictions and affected the migration process in South 
Africa. The country also relied on the importation of some goods and 
services from China but could not during the movement restrictions. 
Many small and medium enterprises were in critical conditions 
struggling to survive during the COVID-19 pandemic (Fubah & Moos, 
2022). Information by Williams (2020) showed that Africa experienced 
a high level of migration before COVID-19 for better opportunities. 
The countries of destination include Algeria, Mali, Egypt, Morocco, 
Zambia and South Africa, as shown in Figure 9.1. 
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Figure 9.1:	 The countries of destination of migrants. Source: 
Williams (2020).

Immigration and South Africa

Immigration is the process by which an individual or group of people 
move to a country that they are not native to and become citizens 
or permanent residents (Thielemann & Schade, 2016). This does 
not include commuters and short-term stays. The immigrant(s) 
look forward to benefitting from destination countries. Some of the 
reasons for immigration include but are not limited to cultural and 
socioeconomic benefits (Borjas, 1995). Some immigrants contribute in 
no small way to the development of society. Studies suggest that, on 
average, migration is beneficial to the receiving and sending countries, 
with a few exceptions (Borjas, 1995). The benefits or otherwise of low-
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skilled immigrants are still debated. Experts are of the opinion that 
if barriers to migration are drastically reduced, this will likely reduce 
poverty across the globe, especially in developing countries (Mishra, 
2014; Clemens & Pritchett, 2019; Pritchett & Hani, 2020).

Historical background

Immigration into South African dates back to the era of systemic 
colonisation, which started with the Dutch in 1652 and the British in 
1795. The colonisation by the Dutch was informed by the creation of a 
port, the Cape of Good Hope, for trade on the way to India and China. 
An increase in trade led to the development of the first permanent 
European settlement, Cape Town (Schauwinhold, 2015). During this 
period, there was a shortage of labour which made Britain and the 
Netherlands recruit Europeans, but it was not totally successful as 
not enough people joined them in the new colonies. This led to the 
introduction of slaves taken into captivity from parts of Asia and 
Africa. This set of slaves, numbering about 65 000, soon exceeded the 
European settlers. Thus by 1833, the British Empire banned slavery 
(Mason, 2003). Out of the total number of slaves, 26% were from 
India, 26% were from East Africa, and 23% were from Indonesia 
(Schauwinhold, 2015).

Following the discovery of diamond and gold deposits towards 
the end of the nineteenth century, which elicited an economic boom 
in South Africa (Field, Stiefenhofer, Robey & Kurszlaukis, 2008), 
many black workers and gold miners from all over the world and 
African countries such as Botswana, Malawi, Lesotho, Swaziland and 
Mozambique immigrated to South Africa. By 1906, these mine workers 
had increased to 18 000 people of European descent and 94 000 people 
of African descent (Schauwinhold, 2015). The Union of South Africa, 
which was formed in May 1910, metamorphosed into the Republic of 
South Africa in 1961. The apartheid government tried to control the 
rate of migration within South Africa. 

In 1961, the apartheid state enacted the first immigration law in 
order to control black labourers. The law only allowed male labourers 
into the country without their families accompanying them. The white 
minority in South Africa greatly restricted the movement of black 
people within South Africa and those from other countries choosing 
to work in South Africa. South Africa, being one of the most important 
mining countries in the world, attracts a lot of economic and political 
benefits and also accommodates mining labours which, in 1970, and 
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has approximately 30  000 foreign workers (Schauwinhold, 2015). 
There was a change in policy on migration in the middle of the 1970s 
due to the high rate of unemployment. This policy allowed only black 
workers to be hired for mining purposes instead of foreigners. By 1980, 
the economic situation in the mining industry had subsided. A legally 
stimulated racial segregation, known as “apartheid”, took centre 
stage from 1947 to 1994 (Ismail, 2015). 

The apartheid period influenced migration within and to 
South Africa. Part of the policies of the apartheid regime was the 
introduction of the Aliens Control Act of 1991, which regulated the 
inflow of immigrants into South Africa with the exception of selective 
immigration in times of high labour demands (Crush & McDonald, 
2001). This was highly condemned internationally as a mass human 
rights violation. The act categorised both refugees and asylum seekers 
as “illegal aliens”. There was a forced resettlement policy of about 
3.4 million people, 2.7 million of whom were black. The aim was 
to eradicate the so-called “black spots” owned and dominated by 
black people with the intention of claiming it for white people. The 
resettlement of black people resulted in them losing their civil rights, 
lands and residence, thus turning them into foreigners in South Africa. 
There was civil unrest in neighbouring countries starting in 1980 
which made the reluctant government of South Africa open its borders 
to refugees but restrict them to the Homelands near the borders 
(Schauwinhold, 2015). At the end of colonial rule, starting in 1960, 
many people of European descent from other African countries were 
welcomed to settle in South Africa (Butler, 2017). 

After the end of apartheid, South Africa experienced emigration 
at the initial stage, where people, mostly skilled workers, had to leave 
South Africa due to economic and political instability, characterising 
the entire era. At the end of the twentieth century, after the initial 
economic and political turbulence in South Africa, the number of 
immigrants to South Africa increased greatly. The immigrants were 
from the neighbouring African countries in search of greener pastures 
due to the relatively good economic conditions of South Africa. At 
this time, South Africa maintained a politically and economically 
dominant position in the SADC region. The immigration policy after 
the apartheid regime has been seen not to be comprehensive enough 
to allow unhindered development of the economy by immigrants to 
the benefit of South Africa (Schauwinhold, 2015). The anticipated 
White Paper released on 28 July 2017 by the South African government 
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provides a policy framework for a comprehensive review of South 
Africa’s immigration system for the next two years (DHA, 2017).

In the SADC regions, the tremendous growth witnessed in the 
mining industry attracted regional migration from neighbouring 
states such as Mozambique, Lesotho, Malawi, Botswana and Eswatini. 
This necessitated the bilateral agreements established by the South 
African government relating to labour migration for mines, farms and 
other sectors of the economy. This system placed South Africa as the 
first-choice country of destination in the SADC region. Therefore, the 
increase in the labour force relative to South Africa’s gold and diamond 
mines serves as the basis for the regional migration pattern that still 
exists today. 

The movement of people and labour migration within SADC 
witnessed more progress due to climatic change. Water-related 
problems have been recognised as one of the major drivers of migration 
(Ionesco, Mokhnacheva & Gemenne, 2016). Vast areas of South Africa, 
Namibia and Botswana have been predicted not to be suitable for the 
production of cereal crops in the next six decades due to a climatic 
shift resulting in food scarcity and, by extension, regional migration. 
About 60% of Zimbabwean and Zambian populations and 80% of the 
Mozambique and Madagascar populations depend on agriculture for 
survival; other islands such as Mauritius, Seychelles and Comoros are 
known for their fishing activities. It then follows that any factors that 
compromise the living standard of these populations can push them 
to seek employment or better land in another place, thereby leading 
to workers’ migration (Ionesco, Mokhnacheva & Gemenne, 2016). 
The temperature in the SADC region is twice higher as the global rate, 
which caused the prediction of drought in areas such as Botswana, 
Zambia, Namibia and northern Zimbabwe, though there is a dearth 
of information on whether the prevalent of draught in these regions 
caused the displacement of the population (Lennard, 2019). According 
to a report, about 41.2 million people in 13 countries of the SADC region, 
which is 28% above the previous year, are prone to food insecurity. 
Food insecurity often leads to malnutrition among children, which is 
now prevalent in countries like the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Madagascar and Angola (Ramirez-Villegas et al., 2021).

Migration in SADC regions has been interrelated to water and 
food scarcity, land tenure security, and gender dynamics, among 
others. As a result of the change in the environmental conditions, 
vulnerable people, especially women, may have no choice but to 
migrate as a diversifying strategy. Due to food and water scarcity, 
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thousands of people in the SADC region have been displaced (Schreiner 
& Baleta, 2015).

Since the advent of democracy in South Africa birthed by the end 
of apartheid in 1994, there has been an influx of immigrants over the 
succeeding years. For instance, an estimated figure of 853 000 people 
has been reported by the government’s statistical agency, Statistics 
South Africa (StatsSA), to have immigrated between 2016-2021. This 
figure was slightly lower than the number of immigrants between 2011 
and 2016: net immigration of 916 300. Of the number of immigrants 
between 2016 and 2021, Africa, with 894 400, has the highest number 
of net immigrants, with Asia gulping up 49  900. Most immigrants 
settled in the Gauteng province (Moyo, 2021).

According to the 2011 census in South Africa, about three-
quarters of the immigrants are from other African countries, of which 
68% originate from the SADC region, with Zimbabwe as the largest 
origin country, followed by Mozambique, as shown in Table 9.1.

Table 9.1:	 Immigrants in South Africa, 2020

Country of Origin Number % of Total

TOTAL 2 860 500 100%

Zimbabwe* 690 200 24%

Mozambique* 350 500 12%

Lesotho* 192 000 7%

Malawi* 94 100 3%

United Kingdom 67 400 2%

Democratic Republic of the Congo* 63 900 2%

Somalia 58 500 2%

Botswana* 50 500 2%

Angola* 47 900 2%

Eswatini* 45 400 2%

Source: Moyo (2021).

Note: * represents member countries of the SADC.

There has also been well-documented data on the emigration of 
South African citizens: most of these migrants are white people who 



173

Chapter 9: Trends and patterns of migration status and data

migrated to countries like Europe, Australia and the United States, as 
shown in Table 9.2.

Table 9.2:	 Emigrants from South Africa, 2020

Country of Destination Number of emigrants

United Kingdom 247 300

Australia 199 700

United States 117 300

New Zealand 73 800

Canada 48 100

Germany 20 400

Mozambique 20 200

Zimbabwe 19 700

Netherlands 17 500

Eswatini 12 700

Source: Moyo (2021).

Historically, from the available data, migration into South Africa had 
a steady increase in the number of migrants from 1960 to 1990. From 
1995, there was a gradual decline in the number of immigrants until 
2010, when there was a sharp rise in the migrant population, as shown 
in Table 9.3. By 2015 the migration statistics were 3 142 511, which was 
a 61.73% increase from 2010 (1 943 099.00) (Table 9.3).

Table 9.3:	 Immigration statistics for South Africa

Year Migrant Population % Of total population

2015 3 142 511 5.77

2010 1 943 099 3.76

2005 1 210 936 2.50

2000 1 001 825 2.23

1995 1 003 807 2.42

1990 1 163 883 3.16

1985 1 808 198 3.16
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Year Migrant Population % Of total population

1980 983 303 3.16

1975 962 371 3.16

1970 961 496 3.16

1965 945 162 3.16

1960 927 656 3.16

Source: MT (2022).

Trends and pattern of migration status and data during the era 
of COVID-19

Trends and patterns of migration 

The advent of the COVID-19 pandemic brought about a drastic 
reduction in migration across the globe and, by extension South 
Africa. This was due to the global lockdown that occurred as soon as 
WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic in March 2020. Mukumbang, 
Ambe and Adebiyi (2020) posited that about two million foreign-
born migrants of working age (15-64) were residing in South Africa 
in 2017. Due to many challenges, such as xenophobic attacks, many 
asylum seekers, refugees, and undocumented migrants in South Africa 
had to contend with abject poverty and rejection. The outbreak of 
COVID-19 and containment measures (such as total lockdown) put in 
place by the South African government have worsened the problems 
confronting asylum seekers and refugees within South Africa. These 
measures also affected international migrants, mostly from SADC 
regions (Mukumbang, Ambe & Adebiyi, 2020). While most available 
jobs became contractual in some sectors, they declined drastically 
in others. Sectors such as healthcare providers had a spike in labour 
demand (ILO, 2020). There was a bit of difficulty in monitoring the 
economic impact of COVID-19 on migrant workers because most of 
the jobs were either temporary, informal, or unprotected. However, it 
has become important to establish the impact of COVID-19 on migrant 
workers to minimise their vulnerabilities and protect their rights 
(ILO, 2020). This is because migrants and refugees are more prone to 
infection and death due to their crowded living environment, limited 
access to healthcare and financial constraint (Mushomi et al., 2022). 
Regional mobility and migration across SADC regions were curtailed. 
Some of the measures put in place include the invalidation of visas from 
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countries with high COVID-19 prevalence, as well as the retraction of 
entry exemptions previously granted to some regions. Simultaneously, 
visa extensions were granted to migrants already in the country before 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (McAuliffe & Khadria, 2020). 
About 24% of the 329 points of entry in the Southern Africa region 
were fully closed, 68% were either partially or fully operational, and 
about 8% were uncertain (McAuliffe & Khadria, 2020). 

Between December 2020 and January 2021, when the Zimbabwean 
government announced a total lockdown to curtail the spread of 
COVID-19, many migrants had to find their way back to South Africa, 
where the situation was a bit better. On the other hand, home affairs 
officials of South Africa had stepped-up COVID-19 testing, which 
increased congestion at the border but did not deter migrants desperate 
to enter South Africa. Some migrants, who could not bear the stress and 
financial implication associated with COVID-19 testing, chose to cross 
illegally into South Africa through the Limpopo River, necessitating 
the arrest of about 500 illegal immigrants per day in January 2021, as 
announced by the Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Aaron Motsoaledi. The 
outbreak of COVID-19 and the government’s policies, such as some 
amendments to the Border Management Act and Refugees Act, aimed 
at mitigating the spread of COVID-19, discouraged most of the African 
migrants as the law was perceived to have anti-immigration traits 
(Mukumbang, Ambe & Adebiyi, 2020). Part of the new amendments 
prohibited refugees and asylum seekers from “engaging in political 
activities” even if it related to their home countries. Although some 
of these amendments had been undergoing parliamentary processes 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, the advent of COVID-19 made the 
acceleration justifiable as a way of preventing the further spread of 
the virus and, at the same time, limiting the movement of migrants. It 
is now a fact that the anti-immigrant sentiments within South Africa 
have threatened regional integration, which is a product of migration 
(Mukumbang, Ambe & Adebiyi, 2020). 

Migration data during COVID-19 era in South Africa

Migration data during the COVID-19 pandemic should guide how 
migrants are potentially affected by the impact of COVID-19. 
Migrants with irregular jobs were most affected during the pandemic. 
Migrants, especially those in the critical sector, played a critical role 
in mitigating the spread of the pandemic. Twenty countries with the 
highest number of COVID-19 cases accounted for 32% of the total 
international migrant stock as of March 2022. Migration data related 
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to the COVID-19 pandemic is still evolving in South Africa, so there is 
not a dearth of information right now, but figures and other data are 
expected to be updated on a regular basis to keep the populace informed. 
According to a StatsSA (2020) survey conducted during the pandemic, 
6% of respondents moved from one province to the other during the 
pandemic, with the majority moving between the announcement 
of the lockdown and the start of the lockdown. Proximity to family 
and friends was majorly responsible for this movement. During the 
lockdown, about 12% of respondents travelled across provincial 
boundaries to attend funerals, 15% for essential services, 13% for non-
essential services and 15% to visit family and friends. About 90% of 
respondents were non-migrants born in South Africa, while 9% were 
born outside South Africa. Out of the foreign-born migrants, one-
third were born in countries that are part of the SADC region. It was 
interesting to note that 82% of migrant respondents preferred to stay 
back in South Africa following the announcement of lockdown because 
they see South Africa as their home, 11% felt that the COVID-19 
pandemic was global and that they would still be at risk regardless of 
whether they moved, and 5% of migrant respondents indicated they 
were concerned that they would be unable to re-enter South Africa if 
they left the country. StatsSA posited that the aim of the survey was to 
provide information that could be used by the government and other 
service providers to better understand the impact of the pandemic 
on migration and education and to devise interventions to assist the 
population (StatsSA, 2020).

Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on migration process in 
South Africa

The effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on immigrants was devastating 
as it affected:

Labour movement

During the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a global lockdown inclusive 
of South Africa. This act, even though painful, was the best and most 
responsible precautionary measure that should be taken by any 
responsible government to minimise the transmission of infection. 
As a result of the restriction of movement, labour movements were 
also halted, thus preventing skilled and unskilled workers from 
contributing positively to the South African economy. This was partly 



177

Chapter 9: Trends and patterns of migration status and data

due to temporary travel restrictions and border closure against any 
form of movement of goods and services. 

Tourism

South Africa is a tourist attraction (Giddy, Fitchett & Hoogendoorn, 
2017). The majority of tourists who planned to enjoy their visit to 
South Africa for the purpose of tourism could not actualise their plans 
because of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, which necessitated 
the South African government to declare a total lockdown to minimise 
the spread of the virus. This affected the revenue generation of South 
Africa and, by extension, had a toll on the already ailing economy. 

Schooling

The majority of students could not accomplish their dreams of being 
educated and furthering their education during the pandemic. So many 
admitted people could not immigrate to South Africa to conclude their 
registration due to the restriction in the issuance of visas that are 
needed to move across countries. Many who had also completed their 
education could not emigrate and had to wait until the restriction of 
movements was eased. It must be noted that South Africa boasts top-
rated universities in Africa and all over the world due to exceptional 
educational platforms, staff and facilities. Thus, attracting lots of 
potential students from all over the world.

Asylum seekers

Many asylum seekers were caught unawares by the COVID-19 
pandemic movement restrictions that occurred in most parts of the 
world, including South Africa (Hayward et al., 2021). This development 
had a serious adverse clinical and socio-economic effect on asylum 
seekers (Kondilis et al., 2021) as they had to remain where they were, 
irrespective of the challenges or brutality in their home country. This 
hardship continued until the movement restrictions were eased to 
allow for trans-border movement.

Recommendations on migration process in South Africa

Migration, which involves the movement of goods and services, is a 
global phenomenon and occurs in virtually every country, especially 
from underdeveloped or developing countries to developed countries. 
The degree of migration in South Africa has changed after the apartheid 
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era. More migrants within than outside the country are searching for 
good jobs and better lives, and more migrants from neighbouring 
African countries are coming to South Africa (Maunganidze, 2021). 
As new events and activities surrounding migration begin to unravel, 
there is a need for measures to be put in place. 

According to Maluleke (2019), the gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth of South Africa has gradually reduced over the years; it slowed 
down in 2017 from 1.3% to 0.7% in 2018. The rate of unemployment 
also increased to about 29% in 2019, much higher than in 2018. There 
have also been several forms of xenophobic attacks in one part of the 
country. 

The following recommendations are expected to enhance the 
encumbrance surrounding immigration:

	• There should be a review of obsolete policies and labour-related 
schemes that have to do with entry requirements into South Africa 
to mitigate irregular migration. 

	• There should be a collaboration with other countries on how to 
reduce trans-border criminality and illegal immigration.

	• There should be deterrence of new arrivals or moderation in 
asylum capacities.

	• South Africa can start the discussion with other countries that are 
disposed to migration on structured migration programmes or 
pacts that can checkmate incessant migration.

	• The Department of Home Affairs should be structured in such a 
way that there should be either redeployment or recruitment of 
staff to meet the ever-increasing number of migrants 

	• Ensure all migrants are well documented to make it easier for 
concerned officers to manage the data.

Conclusion 

The trend and pattern of migration in SADC regions during the 
COVID-19 pandemic showed that countries from the SADC areas 
were seriously affected as many labour migrants from these regions 
were stranded. Many of these migrants, displaced due to poverty or 
conflict, did not have free access to healthcare services following the 
announcement of total lockdown and closure of ports of entry. It will 
be in the interest of South Africa to revisit and review some of the 
migration policies to meet the current realities and also design better 
strategies to enhance data generation on immigrants within the SADC 
region during future pandemics such as COVID-19. 
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Chapter 10:  
Migrant entrepreneurship: 

opportunities and challenges faced by 
migrants in the informal trade, and 
the politics of policing xenophobia

Lily Hlophe and Tawanda Matema

Abstract 

Migrant entrepreneurship is central to the organisation and 
operations of the informal sector in South Africa. The complexity of 
informal activities and diversity of skills points to the large reservoir 
of entrepreneurship potential within this sector. Focusing on the 
operations of migrants at the coalface of informal trade: this chapter 
will explore the challenges that characterise informal trade and 
the opportunities available to migrant entrepreneurs. The chapter 
presupposes that the ‘grey’ nature of informal trade, devoid of 
social security, social welfare and limited government regulation, is 
simultaneously the source of many challenges migrant entrepreneurs 
face and their innovative opportunities. 

Migration status also contributes considerably to some of the 
challenges mentioned above and opportunities to boot. In reference 
to the politicisation of migration, the chapter will analyse the 
role of politics and how it contributes to and shapes the policing of 
xenophobia, given that anti-migrant sentiments are a source of social 
capital. Exploring these challenges and opportunities holds prospects 
for illuminating the shifting orientation of migration governance and 
management in the country post-apartheid, as well as the evolution 
of migration challenges. These insights are critical in expanding the 
academic, public and policy literature on migrant entrepreneurship 
to formulate inclusive migrant-friendly policies within the South 
African context. The chapter will be informed by an extensive review 
of migrant entrepreneurship literature in the informal sector and 
draw from the work of the Migration Project and the findings of this 
intervention in its implementation sites.
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Introduction 

This chapter elaborates on migrant entrepreneurship in the informal 
sector. The authors start by giving a case study of a migration project 
being implemented in Durban, KwaZulu Natal. The project closely 
works with African migrants and local host informal traders, aiming 
for better relations between the two groups. An overview is given of 
migrant entrepreneurship in South Africa, mainly in the informal 
sector, which has expanded in the country. However, there are limited, 
accurate statistics on its growth and participation levels due to the 
challenges of restricting the informal sector boundaries. Although 
African migrant-owned businesses have often been exposed to ill-
treatment by locals, they have positively contributed to the country’s 
social and economic sectors, especially at the community level. 

This chapter addresses some of the challenges faced by African 
migrant entrepreneurs in the informal sector. Challenges faced by 
African migrant traders include, but are not limited to, institutional 
challenges, such as struggles in attaining trade permits from local 
municipalities. Other challenges are access to financial assistance 
from financial institutions, making it difficult for them to operate 
with potential growth. These are not the only types of discrimination 
that African migrant entrepreneurs in the informal sector experience. 
At the societal level, xenophobia is accompanied by crime and theft. 
African migrants often operate their businesses in unconducive and 
unprotected spaces, which sometimes negatively affects their trade 
and well-being. 

Despite the South African constitution permitting non-nationals 
to enter the country and operate businesses, African migrant businesses 
in the informal sector have continued to be the target of xenophobic 
attacks. Conversely, there are opportunities for migrant traders in 
the country’s informal sector. Those are also discussed at length. 
Although xenophobic outbreaks continue in South Africa, policing 
them has been problematic. The challenge is either under-policing 
or over-policing of African migrants. The former refers to purposely 
minimal policing (Torres & Reling, 2020) to the point of not doing due 
diligence in case investigations and prosecutions related to African 
migrants. While the latter means that the police are overly present, 
they treat African migrants aggressively to the point of harassing and 
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criminalising them under the guise of “doing their job”. Both forms of 
policing challenges are mainly felt by African migrant traders who are 
targeted because they are easy to access through their informal trade 
in the streets.

Migrant entrepreneurship: insight from the Migration Project

This section details the experiences and observations of the Migration 
Project with the title, Strengthening CSOs intervention capacities for 
lessening xenophobic tendencies among African migrants, South Africans 
and duty-bearers in KZN, implemented by the Democracy Development 
Program (DDP) and funded by the European Union. This three-year 
project is being implemented in the greater Durban area and aims 
to improve community interrelationships and conflict reduction in 
KwaZulu Natal (KZN) through socio-economic cooperation between 
African migrants and local host communities. The African migrant 
traders in the greater Durban area expressed the challenges reported 
above in this chapter, showing some universality of difficulties faced 
by African migrant traders.

In trying to strengthen the relationships between African 
migrants and South African local host communities, the Migration 
Project uses different methodologies such as community dialogues, 
policy dialogues, entrepreneurship workshops, and networking 
sessions. These sessions intend to invite both African migrants and 
their local hosts. The project has also conducted studies, first was a 
community survey to measure tensions between the two groups. 
Literature has illustrated that hostility between migrants and locals 
threatens peace and stability in South Africa (Mahlakoana, 2022). 
Second, the project conducted two exercises to map the economic 
activities of South African locals and African migrants operating in the 
informal traders. 

The Migration Project found great distrust between locals and 
African migrants, although disproportionately burdening the latter. 
South African locals often express not trusting African migrants 
because of the anti-migrant sentiments in the country, where they 
are often labelled as criminals (Ndlovu, 2022). In contrast, African 
migrants say they do not trust locals because of sporadic xenophobic 
attacks. Due to such notions, when the Migration Project staff went 
into the communities seeking participants and beneficiaries for the 
project, it was more challenging to find commitment from the African 
migrants. Instances are indicated below:
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	• When the Migration Project team was recruiting participants for 
their research, they had a challenge getting African migrants 
because, to participate in the research, respondents had to sign 
informed consent forms to show that they willingly decided to 
be part of the studies. The African migrant potential respondents 
did not always easily decide to participate. Instead, the team 
had to convince them that their signatures would not be used 
against them. Additionally, the team emphasised the benefits of 
participating.

	• The recruitment of beneficiaries, namely, African migrants and 
locals, for the entrepreneurship workshops needed traders to 
sign a Memorandum of Understanding, provide some form of 
identification and produce their bank account for their stipend 
to be paid. This process was a massive struggle for the Migration 
Project team, as most African migrants wished to participate but 
did not want to provide the team with identification. 

Distrust by African migrants towards locals was mainly based on the 
discrimination they had either personally experienced or witnessed 
through friends and families. African migrants continuously express 
fear because they do not know when xenophobic attacks may start again, 
especially in Durban, one of the prominent cities prone to xenophobia 
(BBC News, 2019). Such incidents raise questions over the definition of 
“xenophobia”, which an ordinary dictionary explains as the dislike or 
prejudice against certain people because they are from other countries. 
The definition also extends that it is usually local host communities 
that fear migrants, hence the dislike and the ill-treatment directed at 
them. However, it appears that the African migrants were more scared 
of locals because of their experiences of looting and burning down 
their shops. Through the Migration Project’s community dialogues, 
the local host community members expressed that the main reason 
that they sometimes did not tolerate African migrants was that some 
of them had illegally entered South Africa. However, this approach 
is extra-judicial because a person’s documentation status cannot be 
ascertained just by looking at them. Locals generally believe that all 
African migrants are undocumented in South Africa, an erroneous 
perception that perpetuates xenophobic tendencies. This could also be 
because not much is said about African migrants who are documented. 
Instead, the media too often talks about undocumented migrants. 

Integrating African migrants into communities is a general 
concern for locals in the greater Durban area but also a suggestion 
made by Erwin (2017). The locals often articulated that either there 
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were no transparent systems to integrate African migrants into their 
communities or such structures were once established but had never 
been used or stopped being functional. The local hosts expressed their 
confusion and were frustrated when they suddenly saw a container 
or ‘spaza’ shop owned by an African migrant, yet they knew nothing 
about them. Not learning much about African migrant informal traders 
has contributed to blaming migrants for social ills in communities. 
Some locals would even accuse African migrants of using their 
‘spazas’ as illegal fronts for activities such as selling drugs. These were 
sentiments by locals that had not been proven yet widely accepted 
by locals. Misago, Freemantle and Landau (2015) suggest that such 
uninformed views can form strong stereotypes about non-nationals, 
leading people to victimise migrants.

Conversely, some of the Migration Project beneficiaries (locals) 
expressed that they were the protectors of African migrant-owned 
shops to the extent that when xenophobic attacks started, locals 
would stand in front of the African migrant-owned shops to block any 
other locals who may want to burn or loot migrant owned businesses. 
When asked why they protected shops owned by non-nationals, the 
locals indicated that African migrants were also their brothers and 
sisters and were part of their communities. Communities support and 
protect one another. Locals’ morally and humanely rooted sentiments 
showed that not all South Africans are against African migrants and 
their economic activities. Although, the media often showcase and 
write stories about anti-migrant stories.

Another huge sentiment by local traders and community 
members is that supplies sold at African migrant-owned ‘spazas’ 
are too cheap, creating significant competition for locals creating 
intolerance and discontent towards African migrants. Local traders 
also complain that African migrants do not share where they buy their 
cheap stocks, so they can also buy stock there to make more profits and 
not lose customers. Many authors have written about the perceived 
competition between locals and African migrants in the informal 
trade sector, which causes animosity between the two groups. This 
is believed to be fuelling the intolerance of locals towards migrants. 
Although President Cyril Ramaphosa indicated that blaming African 
migrants for taking economic opportunities is populist sentiment, 
to the extent of calling action to fight populism as it contributes to 
xenophobic tendencies (Carciotto, 2020). There is a myth that African 
migrants dominate the informal sector. However, research by Gauteng 
City-Region Observatory found that the sector had an estimated 10% 
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African migrants in Johannesburg in 2017 (Peberdy, 2017). Notably, 
there may be an undocumented increase due to limited data on the 
informal sector.

Anti-migrant sentiments purposely dismiss the positive 
contributions made by migrants through informal trade. For instance, 
Postman (2020) reported that 70% of poor households buy their foods 
from informal traders because they are often closest to that section of 
the marketplace because their clients do not have to use transportation 
to get to them. Furthermore, informal traders usually start operating 
early and close late (Postman, 2020), which some customers find 
helpful.

Overview of migration entrepreneurship in South Africa 

The International Labour Organisation (2021) states that, globally, 
out of every ten workers, more than six work in the informal sector, 
and four trade informally out of five businesses. Although it is difficult 
to measure this sector in South Africa, the International Monetary 
Fund (2017) estimated the value of this sector to be around 35% of 
South Africa’s gross domestic product (GDP) in 2017. This contributes 
significantly to the country’s yearly output from this sector. The 
informal sector mainly provides opportunities for marginalised 
populations. Thus, this business sector is crucial in a developing country 
like South Africa. Fourie (2018) suggests that the informal sector is 
crucial in poverty reduction because informal trade profits typically go 
to underprivileged families. This is more critical as the unemployment 
rate in the country continues to increase. As of 2021, unemployment 
had reached a record of 35.3%, with youth unemployment at 66.5% 
(StatsSA, 2021).

Over the past few years, South Africa’s labour markets have 
attracted both external and local migration in search of better 
economic and social opportunities. Due to ongoing civil wars and 
unrest on the African continent, African migrants have often sought 
refuge in South Africa. 

Ngota, Rajkaran, Balkaran and Mang’unyi (2017) define migrant 
entrepreneurship as the act of immigrating to a new country to launch 
a business venture. Upon arrival in South Africa, most African migrants 
resort to informal trade, which highly correlates with improving the 
country’s economy (Ngota, Rajkaran, Balkaran & Mang’unyi, 2017). 
These migrant entrepreneurs start their businesses mainly because 
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of the inability to find employment in their countries of origin and 
their need for economic survival. African migrants are regarded as 
entrepreneurial (Ngota, Mang’unyi & Rajkaran, 2019). They also note 
that African migrants in South Africa transfer skills to locals, which 
stimulates and encourages locals also to start their own businesses. 
Such initiatives by African migrants are beneficial for the local host. 
Khosa and Kalitanyi’s (2014) study estimates the South African college 
graduation rate to be at 15%, one of the lowest in the world. Noting 
the country’s challenges regarding providing fundamental skills in 
different fields. Although it cannot be wholly quantified, it can be said 
that migrant entrepreneurship, specifically in the informal sector, 
has positively contributed to the country’s economy. Many scholars, 
such as Crush, Skinner and Kansas (2015), note that African migrants’ 
entrepreneurial activities have created employment for South African 
local host communities.

Often African migrant entrepreneurs identify a niche in the 
marketplace where the informal sector is lowly represented or non-
existent, and the informal sector comprises local and international 
migrants who often compete with each other for the same markets 
(Skinner et al., 2018). This is one of the reasons for the xenophobic 
tendencies in South Africa. Skinner et al. (2018) also indicate that 
the number of migrants in the country is often exaggerated, while 
policymakers often lowball the important role they play in the country’s 
economy. Yet it remains that African migrant entrepreneurs have 
restructured the nature of informality and informal entrepreneurship 
in South Africa. The effects of reshaping the informal sector are evident 
in often-expressed anti-migrant sentiments by some South African 
officials, politicians and citizens. If there had not been any change, there 
would not be so much noise and anger directed at African migrants and 
expressions that they need to return to their home countries instead of 
learning as much as possible from them. The informal sector appears 
to be causal without much contribution, being partially operated by 
African migrants and has caused reprehensible behaviour by locals.

The plight of African migrant entrepreneurship in precarity: 
an exploration of the challenges of migrant entrepreneurs in 
the informal sector

Migrant-owned businesses signify an advancement in the South 
African economy. They contribute to the country’s economy by creating 
employment for both other migrants and South African citizens. 
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Migrant-owned businesses also contribute by paying taxes (Tengeh 
& Nkem, 2017). Despite the importance of migrant entrepreneurship, 
African migrant economic initiatives continue to face obstacles that 
encumber them from fully exploring potential growth that would 
further contribute to the country’s economy. Most of the challenges 
facing African migrant entrepreneurs are rooted in discrimination 
stemming from language differences, skin colour differences from 
locals, different accents and other external factors beyond the African 
migrants’ control, most of which are specific to the socio-economic 
and political context of South Africa.

Discrimination

In 2018, the Department of Justice and Constitutional Development 
(DoJCD) enacted the Prevention and Combating of Hate Crimes and Hate 
Speech Bill. This Bill addresses human rights violations concerning 
racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, 
provides for the felony of hate crime and the offence of hate speech 
and the prosecution of those who commit such crimes (DoJCD, 2018). 
The Bill also provides for possible sentences that may be executed on 
those who commit hate crimes and hate speech offences and how hate 
crimes and hate speech may be prevented (DoJCD, 2018). Although this 
Bill exists, the violation of African migrants’ rights in South Africa has 
not ceased.

South Africa often experiences outbreaks of xenophobic attacks 
against African migrants’ businesses. The most affected provinces 
are KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and the Eastern Cape. When xenophobic 
attacks occur, African migrant-owned shops are often looted, burnt 
and totally destroyed (Erasmus, 2021; Goba, 2021). Additionally, 
African migrant entrepreneurs are often physically harmed (Majola, 
2021), negatively impacting their psychological well-being. This form 
of discrimination means that, often, African migrant entrepreneurs 
have to start from scratch rebuilding their informal businesses, 
and unfortunately, some traders are not always able to restart and 
rebuild their businesses. The other impact is that South African locals 
employed by these informal businesses also lose their jobs. In other 
words, discrimination is costly to both locals and African migrants. 

Discrimination and xenophobia towards African migrants lead 
to fear. African migrant entrepreneurs may fear starting again or 
continuing their economic activities due to fear of violence. Naturally, 
fearful living is unhealthy for the body, mind and soul. If one is mentally 
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preoccupied or disturbed, they are likely to be unproductive, which 
means that the African migrant entrepreneurs would either pause 
their operations or completely lose their economic activities, which 
would further contribute to poverty (for the entrepreneurs themselves 
and those they employed in their businesses). 

Although crime in South Africa is considered high, it is worse for 
African migrants. According to the World Population Review (2022), 
South Africa has the third highest crime rates, with Venezuela and 
Papua New Guinea taking first and second place, respectively. As an 
expression per 100 000 people, Venezuela has the highest number of 
83.76 people, followed by Papua New Guinea with 80.79 people and 
South Africa with 76.86 people. The South African Police Services 
(2022) fourth quarterly crime statistics showed a 22% increase in 
murder. Women and children have been facing the brunt of this, 
with murders of children increasing by 37.2% and women by 70.5%. 
Unfortunately, there is limited data on the crime directed at African 
migrants; therefore, it is difficult to quantify. However, it is widely 
known that African migrants are more susceptible to crime because, 
by virtue of being non-nationals, they are easy targets. However, in 
2008 when xenophobic violence occurred in South Africa, over 60 
African migrants were murdered, thousands were displaced, and over 
550 migrant-owned shops were looted and burnt (SIHMA, 2022). This 
incident ushered in xenophobia attacks in South Africa, and there have 
since been more xenophobic incidences in the country. Not only do 
African migrants face violations during huge xenophobic attacks, but 
they also experience it in their daily lives, which is not always reported. 

Challenges with trade permits

South Africa’s informal sector is regulated by by-laws and municipal-
specific policies. This means that informal traders require trade 
permits in order to operate their businesses. However, accessing 
trade permits is often difficult. Mapping research conducted by the 
DDP targeting African migrant traders in the greater Durban area 
revealed that over 65% did not have trade permits (Matema, 2021). 
The contributing reasons are the challenges related to acquiring trade 
permits. The by-laws are challenging because of rigid regulations and 
barriers to African migrant traders. Yet there is an assumption that all 
migrant traders know and understand the by-laws and the processes 
to obtain them.
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Since some African migrant traders do not have trade permits, 
they are often harassed by the municipal police (Zogli, Dladla & 
Dlamini, 2021), which leads to the confiscation of their stock. Once 
their stock is confiscated, they do not get it back. This correlates with 
DDP’s (Matema, 2021) research which found that about 67% of African 
migrant entrepreneurs felt unprotected by the law. As is, there is very 
limited non-existence prosecution of any person who unfairly treats 
or violates the rights of migrants. Mahadea and Zogli (2018) indicate 
that harassment by municipal staff hinders the growth of the informal 
sector, and the ripple effect is that they cannot transition into the 
formal sector.

Difficulty accessing financial assistance

Zogli, Dladla and Dlamini (2021) indicate that informal traders 
struggle to get funding for their businesses. There is very limited 
to non-existent financial capital to fund the economic activities of 
African migrants (Desiderio, 2014). Difficulty accessing financial 
assistance may be the most significant hindrance to the growth and 
success of migrant entrepreneurship in South Africa. To access a 
loan facility from a financial institution in South Africa, one needs 
to have proper documentation, which some African migrants often 
do not have due to delays within the Department of Home Affairs 
(DHA). Notably, some African migrants have adequate documentation 
yet still face challenges. The financial institution requirements are 
worse for the informal sector because most of the informal traders’ 
businesses are not registered with the Company and Intellectual 
Property Commission. Since African migrants struggle for a long time 
to meet the financial institution prerequisites, they are often left in 
an indeterminate state, which stagnates their business and all their 
potential; therefore, they are unable to grow their businesses. 

A lack of credit history to assess financial risk is another challenge 
African migrant traders have in accessing financial assistance. Due 
to already mentioned discrimination and prerequisites, there is a 
general reluctance from formal financial institutions to grant credit 
to non-nationals. The traders often improvise by accessing finance 
from informal financial institutions. The term “informal financial 
institutions” refers to organisations which provide financial services 
not categorised under the formal financial sectors and not governed 
by formal financial regulations (Beeior, Ajegi & Tyoakosa, 2016). Since 
informal financial institutions are unregulated by law, they usually 
have undocumented rules. An example of an informal financial service 
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includes a money lender (Shuaib, 2018), sometimes referred to as a 
‘loan shark’. 

Informal financial institutions usually have very high-interest 
rates, much higher than the normal and law-regulated formal financial 
institutions such as banks (Shuaib, 2018). However, due to the inability 
to access bank loans, African migrant informal traders approach such 
money lenders for credit, which is very risky, and the high-interest 
rates imply that the traders cannot save money. Instead, they spend 
their profits repaying the money lenders. Additionally, due to the high-
interest rates from money lenders, and the daily operations of their 
trades, African migrants struggle with cash flow in their businesses. 
A negative cash flow may mean that the informal traders seek more 
loans to remain operational and possibly to pay already existing loans. 
If the situation does not change, it could mean no profits are made, 
and traders may find themselves too indebted. Finally, they may have 
to liquidate their businesses rather than accumulate more debt. Local 
entrepreneurs may have the option of borrowing money from friends 
and family. However, African migrants usually have tiny circles of 
friends who can lend them money.

Stock related challenges

For a business to survive and grow, it needs to have sufficient stock. 
Money is needed to buy enough stock, and the place it is kept must 
be conducive and safe enough to protect it from damage. Zogli, Dladla 
and Dlamini (2021) suggest that informal traders have the challenge 
of having insufficient stocks. The other challenge has damaged stock 
that cannot be sold, meaning it would operate at a loss. Working in the 
streets can be problematic as equipment such as fridges cannot be kept; 
therefore, selling such things as fresh produce can have challenges, 
especially if unsold. Furthermore, some African migrants sell supplies 
such as clothes which are often put on the floor (the streets) and often 
get dirty or damaged, which also decreases the chances of the items 
being sold. Conversely, customers willing to buy damaged or dirty 
items may ask for discounts, which minimises projected profits.

Lack of social benefits

Social benefits are transfers (usually made in cash) received by 
persons or families to enlighten the financial burden that may result 
from sickness, disability, or loss of employment. In South Africa, 
social benefits include old age pensions, child support grants, social 
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relief of distress, grants in aid, disability grant, and care dependency 
grants (South African Government, 2022). The grants are usually 
received by those not in a position to provide for themselves and not 
formally employed. Often local informal traders qualify and access 
different grants.

Although accessing social benefits may be challenging for 
South African local informal traders, it is worse for African migrant 
traders. By being nationals, local traders have better hope of accessing 
such benefits in the future. However, there is little hope for African 
migrant traders informally operating in South Africa because they 
are not protected by labour legislation. Even the recently released 
Draft National Labour Migration Policy in February 2022 (Nxesi, 2022) 
does not adequately address the informal trade sector for African 
migrants. African migrants trading in the informal sector lack access 
to protection such as maternity, insurance and disability benefits.

Furthermore, the lack of social benefits for African migrant traders 
is worse because the chances of them finding employment (which 
offers some benefits) in the future are less. Preference may be given 
to locals. Some African migrants may not have proper documentation 
due to having entered the country illegally and struggling to get it 
once they are inside. Additionally, some African migrants experience 
difficulties renewing their expired visas – the DHA process takes too 
long. Ultimately, without social benefits, poverty may never end.

Space and environmental challenges

Nkrumah-Abebrese and Schachtebeck (2017) indicate that informal 
traders lack basic infrastructure. To the extent that some of them do not 
have space to operate for the day and have to use whatever space they 
can find. The DDP (Matema, 2021) found that some African migrant 
traders must wake up very early to find space to operate for the day. 
Due to a lack of fixed spaces to operate, some traders move around. 
Therefore, on one day or different days, they sometimes operate in 
different parts of the town at different times (Skinner et al., 2018). 
The movement to different parts of the city may make the traders lose 
their regular clients or fail to gain regular clients since customers who 
may have bought from the traders may not know where to find them 
should they want to buy again.

Zogli, Dladla and Dlamini (2021) also indicate that basic access to 
water and sanitation is lacking in the streets, where informal traders 
are mainly based. Lacking such basics is detrimental to one’s health, 
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as hygiene is compromised. Gamieldien and Van Niekerk (2017) found 
that many informal traders were vulnerable to ill health due to their 
working conditions. Most traders operate in open areas without 
shelter. Therefore, they are often exposed to unpleasant weather 
conditions, either extreme heat, cold or rain. Such conditions expose 
them to illnesses and infections. The impact of being exposed to harsh 
environments is that they could often be sick and have to take time off 
their economic activities, which impacts profits and trade growth. If 
the traders continue to be sick, they may also be forced to discontinue 
their informal trade activities, which may mean that some of their 
employees also lose their income. Additionally, rainy weather may 
force informal traders may stop trading and lose money.

Entrepreneurial opportunities for migrants operating in South 
Africa’s informal trade

The complexity of informal activities in South Africa and the diversity of 
skills operating therein point to the large reservoir of entrepreneurship 
potential within this sector. Skinner et al. (2018) draw on the reports 
from Statistics South Africa (StatsSA, 2021) that showed that there 
were about 4.5 million people in informal employment. Of this total, 
400 thousand were formally employed but under precarity, 1.3 million 
were employed in domestic work and 2.8 million in informal trade. 
In addition, the above are rough estimations as there is a serious lack 
of data on migration stock. The picture illustrated by these statistics 
paints a grey picture of South Africa’s informal sector. Therefore, 
it is presupposed that the ‘grey’ nature of informal trade, devoid of 
social security, social welfare and limited government regulation, 
is simultaneously the source of many of the challenges migrant 
entrepreneurs face and the innovative economic opportunities that 
incentivise their continued stay in the country regardless of said 
challenges.

Contextualising the informal sector of migrant 
entrepreneurship

The sphere of informal trade in South Africa is hostile to migrant 
entrepreneurs reflecting the broader narrative that casts migrants in 
a negative light (Peberdy, 2016). Migrants in South Africa have been 
exposed to extreme hostilities (Kalitanyil & Visser, 2010), which in some 
unfortunate cases, have resulted in violence, vandalism and brutal 
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deaths (Moyo, 2021). Migrants bear the brunt of xenophobia, poor 
conditions for local integration, absent social protection mechanisms 
and constant harassment from locals, criminal entities and local law 
enforcement (Theodore, Pretorius, Blaauw & Schenck, 2018). 

Focusing on the operations of migrants at the coalface of informal 
trade and on those employed informally, migrant entrepreneurs enjoy 
very little access to government labour protection. They are exposed to 
substandard working conditions and experience extreme exploitation 
in the workplace (Nxesi, 2022). They earn low and insecure wages 
(Ferraro & Weideman, 2020) at the hands of industries willing to 
limit labour costs and maximise profits by violating immigration 
provisions (Theodore, Pretorius, Blaauw & Schenck, 2018). Despite 
the challenges mentioned above and hostilities, a few studies have 
noted that a significant number of migrants have been successful 
in employing themselves and even creating employment for local 
hosts. Additionally, they have been able to establish small to medium 
enterprises, as illustrated by their continued economic trade activities 
and operations in the informal sector (Rogerson, 1997; Kalitanyil 
& Visser, 2010; Tengeh, Ballard & Slabbert, 2011; Peberdy, 2016; 
Theodore, Pretorius, Blaauw & Schenck, 2018). 

According to Theodore, Pretorius, Blaauw and Schenck (2018), a 
possible explanation for this is the plethora of potential opportunities 
and financial earnings that informal trade presents regarding the 
absence of these opportunities in their countries of origin. We 
conceptualise the economic opportunities that the informal sector 
presents to migrant entrepreneurs and even locals in the dimension of 
alternative sources of employment for income generation. We present 
the following as the key entrepreneurial opportunities, broadly 
construed, available to migrants in South Africa’s informal trade.

Entrepreneurial opportunities for migrants 

Alternative source of employment

A key significance of the informal sector and the most important 
economic opportunity it presents is that it is a crucial alternative 
source of employment for migrant entrepreneurs with various skills 
constellations (Barrett, Jones & McEvoy, 2001; Ligthelm, 2004; 
Kalitanyil & Visser, 2010; Blaauw, 2017; Skinner et al., 2018). Various 
economic activities constitute the informal sector, from wholesale and 
retail in spaza shop traders, transport operated by taxi drivers, street 
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traders and hawkers, taverns, fast food outlets, construction workers, 
domestic workers, waster recyclers, hairdressers and bush mechanics, 
amongst many others (Rogan & Skinner, 2017; CDE, 2020).

Migrants are a source of critical skills in various economic 
sectors. Some migrants have various skills, education, and experience; 
however, they always face the challenge of securing employment 
due to their documentation status (Kalitanyil & Visser, 2010). Other 
migrants do not have the necessary education, critical skills and 
documentation but are considerably hands-on and a great source of 
general cheap labour. Because of this and their inability to integrate 
into South African society, they turn to the informal sector to sustain 
their livelihoods in the face of economic adversity (Barrett, Jones & 
McEvoy, 2001; Kalitanyil & Visser, 2010). 

Skills development and sharing 

Skills development and sharing between migrants and local hosts are 
key entrepreneurial opportunities in the informal sector. The barriers 
to entry in the niche areas of the informal sector are shallow, given the 
little to no government regulation mechanisms (Skinner et al., 2018); 
therefore, entry into this sector is open to both African migrants 
and local South African host entrepreneurs. Although at the national 
policy level, the driving argument is to have employed migrants 
share and transfer their skills to local hosts (Nxesi, 2022). This 
interaction is more complementary at the community level, where 
informal activities usually occur. African migrant entrepreneurs and 
local South African entrepreneurs have skills and ideas to offer one 
another, and no one group has more skills than the other. For instance, 
through cooperation between migrants and local hosts in economic 
activities like rotating credit schemes which are aimed at raising and 
consolidating financial capital, both parties can share ideas about 
business activities they are engaged in and source out specific skills 
they require in their business ventures, by extension, the development 
and sharing of entrepreneurial skills as well as those above. Informal 
trade activities have the potential to foster social cohesion.

Following the example of rotating credit, the constant exchange 
of money creates a sense of trust and confidence in one another, which 
are important aspects of cohesion in society. Other entrepreneurial 
activities like hairdressing and operating spaza shops, which allow for 
constant interaction, have a similar effect. 



198

Developmental migration

Access to economic activities in the formal sector

The formal and informal sector intersection is often overlooked in 
discussions detailing the niche economic opportunities presented by 
the informal sector. As established above, the informal sector is an 
essential alternative employment source with many entrepreneurship 
activities (Blaauw, 2017; Skinner et al., 2018). There is some level of 
complementary utility between the formal and informal sectors. 
The latter complements the former by broadening employment 
opportunities in the case of urban employment opportunity shortages. 
Research on informal pickers and formal recycling conducted by 
Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) in 2016 illustrated 
this complementary intersection (Godfrey, Strydom & Phukubye, 
2016). In 2014, an estimated R 309.2-R 748.8 million in municipal 
landfill airspace was saved by informal waste pickers diverting waste 
to formal recycling (Godfrey, Strydom and Phukubye, 2016). There 
are strong linkages between the formal and informal sectors (Rogan 
& Skinner, 2017): the informal sector activities offer access to the 
formal sector because of the complementary linkages between the two 
sectors. These linkages open possibilities for formalisation.

Financing models for entrepreneurial start-ups

A recurring challenge with small-scale enterprises operating in the 
informal sector has always been financial capital injection. Migrants 
are always at a disadvantage when trying to access capital, given 
their undocumented status and the fact that formalised institutions 
are not willing to provide migrants with credit (Tengeh, Ballard & 
Slabbert, 2011; Crush, Chikana & Skinner, 2015; Theodore, Pretorius, 
Blaauw & Schenck, 2018). Despite this challenge, the informal sector 
creates several opportunities for migrant entrepreneurship financing, 
namely, personal savings from informal work, the contributions of 
social networks and loans from informal financial arrangements 
(usually dependent on social networks). According to Rogerson (1997), 
migrants from the Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
region usually have little to no capital and the little capital they might 
have, was usually earned from the previous precarious jobs they might 
have had in the past. The latter finance their businesses and sometimes 
depend on social networks.

Research on social and migration networks in migration trends 
is somewhat laudable; after all, the presence of migration and social 
networks in destination countries is critical in ascertaining the ideal 
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migration destination (Kok, Gelderblom, Oucho & Van Zyl, 2006; 
Maharaj & Moodley, 2009; Lin, 2014). South Africa remains the 
desirable migration destination for migrants coming from the SADC 
region and the rest of the African continent (Crea, Loughry, O’Halloran 
& Flannery, 2017; Nkomo, 2019). However, these networks not only 
indicate the ideal migration destination but also facilitate smooth 
integration in the destination society. Most importantly, they provide 
the much-needed financial capital for entrepreneurial start-ups and 
introduce new migrants to informal loan or credit arrangements.

The politics of policing xenophobia

Migration is a crucial policy concern in South Africa and is heavily 
politicised. Although the South African informal sector presents key 
opportunities for migrant entrepreneurship, migrants always face the 
challenge of xenophobia. Migrants are often easy scapegoats for South 
Africa’s social ills and government failures in service provision as well 
high unemployment rate, and because of this, anti-migrant narratives 
have always influenced restrictive migration policies and drive 
xenophobia (Skinner et al., 2018). Factors such as poor service delivery 
and high levels of unemployment are some of the key factors fuelling 
xenophobia. Migrants have been accused of tax evasion, monopoly of 
markets in the informal sector, illegal trading and trading in expired 
goods to discourage competition and to dominate informal trade, 
crime and violence (Carciotto, 2020). Regardless, research has shown 
that sometimes political actors perpetuate the negative narrative of 
migrants and use it as a source of political currency to gain political 
support (Moyo, 2021). The mobilisation of communities based on 
portraying immigrants as the cause of high unemployment and social 
ills perpetuates xenophobia; therefore, there is a need for xenophobia 
to be policed. 

Policing migration as opposed to xenophobia

South Africa has made considerable efforts in policing migration and 
undocumented migrants, from tightening border controls (Klaaren 
& Ramji, 2001) to repatriating undocumented migrants with an 
emphasis on black African migrants. However, very little attention has 
been given to policing xenophobia. According to Peberdy (2017), South 
Africa shares a 220-kilometre border with Zimbabwe and Mozambique 
that is protected by a lethal electric fence. Border patrol was primarily 
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shifted from the soldiers to police in 2008, international airports were 
reduced from 36 to only 10, land border posts were reduced from 52 
to 19 from 1994 to 1997, and there are regular police operations to 
identify undocumented migrants. Furthermore, the current Draft 
National Labour Migration Policy (Nxesi, 2022) seeks to introduce quota 
systems and restrict the activities of migrants in certain sectors to 
limit the number of migrants employed in the country. 

While the above illustrates the regulation of migration and 
undocumented migrants, the policing of ‘xenophobia’ is often 
overlooked as an area of improving migration management and 
governance in South Africa. The spectrum of regulating xenophobia 
ought to begin with changing the anti-migrant narrative. Xenophobia 
occurs at various levels that permeate the totality of South Africa 
(Tella, 2016).1 That is, xenophobia occurs at the individual intra-level 
of negative attitudes and hateful sentiments. Xenophobia also occurs 
at the inter-level, where it manifests as acts of intolerance, inflicting 
material damage and bodily harm that unfortunately results in violent 
death. Xenophobia also occurs at the larger societal policy level, 
whereby it is sustained by the lack of acknowledgement of xenophobic 
activities, inaction as a response to past xenophobic occurrences and 
populist rhetoric of political actors. Exploring these challenges and 
opportunities holds prospects for illuminating the shifting orientation 
of migration governance and management in the country post-
apartheid on the one hand and the evolution of migration challenges 
on the other.

Conclusion 

The chapter explores the phenomenon of migrant entrepreneurship 
to illustrate the challenges and opportunities they face within South 
Africa’s informal trade and sketch the politics of xenophobia. This 
analysis of migrant entrepreneurship suggests that the informal sector 
presents challenges and opportunities for migrant entrepreneurs. 
The restrictive nature of national migration policy, coupled with the 
negative narrative of migrants and their undocumented status, makes 
it extremely challenging for migrants in general but more specifically, 
undocumented migrants, to find formal employment and, by 
extension, face economic adversity and loss of livelihoods.

1	 A fuller examination of the levels of analysis of xenophobia from the 
work of Tella (2016).
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However, the informal sector presents these migrants with an 
economic opportunity to engage in entrepreneurial activities and 
generate some income on the one hand. On the other, it offers migrants 
precarious informal employment. Although entrepreneurial activities 
are an alternative source of employment and income generation, South 
Africa’s informal sector is still hostile to migrant entrepreneurship as 
they face challenges such as discrimination, lack of access to financial 
capital, enjoying limited social protection and the constant threat of 
xenophobia which in some unfortunate cases results in the loss of life.

Despite the preceding, migrant entrepreneurship is on the rise 
and migrant entrepreneurs continue to operate in such an environment. 
This is because the informal sector creates strategic opportunities for 
migrant entrepreneurs. Since there is little to no government regulation 
in the informal sector, migrant entrepreneurs enjoy a relative level of 
protection from punitive and restrictive migration policies, providing 
them with reasonable stability to establish entrepreneurial activities. 
Coupling this strategic opportunity is the fact that the informal sector 
provides them with alternative sources of capital financing and credit 
injections to establish their small businesses. This analysis suggests 
that there are linkages between formal and informal sector activities. 
Most raw materials are sourced from informal economic activities 
and feed into formal institutions’ operations, as illustrated by the 
CSIR research on recycling (Godfrey, Strydom & Phukubye, 2016). 
The scope of these linkages is an area that requires further research 
and attention.

The one challenge that migrants, in general, face daily is 
xenophobia. As indicated above, the authors argue that while the 
South African government has made strides to police migration 
and undocumented migrants, very little attention has been paid to 
policing xenophobia. This is very much an area of research that needs 
further exploration. This research can shed light on the persistence of 
xenophobia in the country and help inform the development of migration 
policies that protect migrants from the constant threat of xenophobic 
violence. This chapter maintains that the ‘grey’ nature of informal 
trade, devoid of social security, social welfare and limited government 
regulation, is simultaneously the source of many challenges migrant 
entrepreneurs face and their innovative opportunities.
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Abstract

South Africa is a member of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), which allows migrations from other member 
countries to South Africa and vice versa. However, the inflow of migrants 
from this region appears to be more than the outflow to the region for 
South Africa as a country. The reasons for these migrants leaving other 
SADC countries include political conflict, environmental issues and 
economic challenges. The unpredictability of South Africa’s politics 
makes migration a political strategy used by the aspirants to solicit 
support and encourage conflicts among those termed “marginalised” 
within the society. South Africa’s privileged political class normally 
depicts migration as a political and economic issue to contend with, 
especially because migrant labour keeps on strengthening much of 
the country’s economy. The fact that migration is seen as politically 
disruptive but economically indispensable is part of the reason South 
Africa’s complicated approach to migration policy is not easy for 
migrants. Despite this difficulty, there are proper procedures to assist 
migrants in their movement into as well as within the country.

In this chapter, South Africa’s political and policy response 
to migrants from the SADC region is examined. This chapter adopts 
a systematic literature review of relevant academic literature on the 
political and policy response of South Africa to migrants from the 
SADC region. Section one examines the SADC region to establish the 
objectives of the study. In section two, the study looks into the issue 
of migrant smuggling. Section three focuses on the SADC migration 
protocol as well as the factors responsible for migration within the 
SADC region. While section four focuses on labour migration as well 
as South Africa’s political and policy response to migrants from the 
SADC region. The chapter concludes by suggesting recommendations 
towards better migration management in South Africa.
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Introduction

The SADC is an inter-governmental organisation that started as a 
Southern African Development Coordinating Conference (SADCC) 
in 1980 (Pauwelyn, 2004). It later, in 1992, became a development 
community dedicated to regional integration and poverty eradication 
in Southern Africa through economic development as well as 
guaranteeing peace and security (Schoeman, 2002). Its goal is to 
encourage sustainable and unbiased economic growth and socio-
economic development by means of capable, productive systems, 
profound collaboration and incorporation, good governance, and 
long-lasting peace and security among the member countries (Matlosa 
& Lotshwao, 2010).

The SADC vision is to establish a region with a high level of 
harmonisation and rationalisation, to facilitate the grouping of 
resources in order to realise collective self-sufficiency, which in turn 
improves the quality of life of the people in that region (Williams, 
2002). The vision of SADC is that of a united future within a regional 
community which guarantees economic well-being, enhancement of 
the quality of life, freedom, and social justice, as well as peace and safety 
for the people of the SADC region (Evans, 2010). The SADC mission 
statement encourages sustainable and equitable economic growth 
and socio-economic development through proficient, industrious 
systems, deeper cooperation and integration, good governance, and 
long-lasting peace and security (Farahane & Heshmati, 2020). This 
allows the region to become a competitive and efficient participant in 
international relations and the world economy (Cleary, 1999).

The SADC’s Common Agenda  summarises the institution’s 
main plans, course of action and strategic priorities, consequently 
aligned with the SADC institutional arrangement (Muntschick, 2018). 
The general aim of the SADC is to achieve regional integration and 
eliminate poverty in the Southern African region (Chingono & Nakana, 
2009). Member countries have to work collectively in harmony to 
realise these aspirations and achieve an efficient outcome on general 
challenges. Several legal and institutional mechanisms, such as the 
SADC Protocols, are set up to direct and regulate the job of the SADC 
with member countries in order to sustain their rapport. 

https://www.sadc.int/about-sadc/overview/sadc-common-agenda/
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A protocol is a lawfully binding document that commits member 
countries  to the objectives and precise action points mentioned. 
A protocol takes effect only when two-thirds of the member 
countries approve or endorse the contract (Salman, 2001). This gives 
official approval and makes the document formal. If any member 
country was not originally part of a protocol, there is an opportunity 
to subsequently assent to it. A protocol adjustment takes place by any 
member country, putting forward the adjustment to the executive 
secretary of the SADC for initial deliberation by the council. This is 
done when all member countries have been adequately informed. The 
adjustment to such a protocol can then be accepted by the majority 
of three-quarters of the member countries of SADC (Williams & Carr, 
2006). A stipulation for any disagreement resulting from the application 
or elucidation of a protocol is handled by referring complaints to the 
SADC Tribunal when they cannot be resolved harmoniously through 
normal diplomatic avenues.

Migrant smuggling

There are various motives responsible for the continuous movement 
of people in Southern Africa, just as in different regions worldwide. 
These motives include searching for employment, fleeing poverty, 
getting together with family, and escaping conflict, among others. 
Even though there are active migration policies in place, migrants 
are still confronted with challenges in accessing legitimate routes for 
migration. Most of the time, they depend on smugglers to arrive at their 
destination. This is referred to as migrant smuggling (Ferguson, 2013).

In collaboration, the SACS Secretariat and the United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), in collaboration, organised a 
regional meeting in May 2016 to discuss the problems created by 
migrant smuggling (Maher, 2019). It was noted that the smuggling 
of migrants has turned into a mega business capable of destabilising 
security at any level. SADC member countries agreed to employ an all-
inclusive move towards solving these problems by incorporating the 
justice response to the nationwide efforts for overseeing migration 
flow (Nshimbi & Moyo, 2016).

According to Oucho (2007), within the SADC, smuggling routes 
in the region are used for migrant smuggling, which seems to produce 
huge returns for the criminals involved. This is because when people 
become dependent on smugglers, they are easy targets for exploitation 
and abuse (Oucho, 2007). Migrants’ smuggling is a security challenge 



212

Developmental migration

in the SADC region as it weakens any country’s capability to protect 
countrywide boundaries and jeopardises the lives and safety of 
migrants. On the other hand, it creates massive proceeds for criminals, 
which automatically increases corruption and well-thought-out crime 
(Nakayama, 2018).

The SADC Secretariat has developed a regional sketch strategy 
to combat illegal migration, smuggling of migrants, and trafficking 
in persons, especially women and children (Vhumbunu, 2020). The 
SADC has also established an anti-corruption committee according 
to its protocol against corruption, aimed at reinforcing measures 
against suspected dishonest officials that work at borders. Despite 
regional collaboration initiatives, the number of criminal cases against 
smugglers is significantly lower than the crime committed. Therefore, 
there is a need for an explicit national legal framework and cross-
border collaboration to improve and facilitate an efficient criminal 
justice response (Mollema, 2013).

Joint patrol programs within the SADC region persistently 
struggle over border control initiatives. This is due to disjointed 
approaches, clumsy systems, a lack of collaboration, and each 
country’s supreme benefit, making it hard to synchronise policies and 
procedures (Minnaar, 2001). Although many SADC member countries 
have approved laws that criminalise migrant smuggling, enforcement 
is conspicuously lacking. A major outcome of the UNODC and SADC 
meeting was that weak laws against migrant smuggling in the majority 
of SADC countries make it uneasy to take legal action against criminals 
(Gallinetti, 2008). For instance, in 1997, the South African government 
established the national interdepartmental structure for migration 
control; however, its borders were still somewhat porous, partly due 
to contradictory regulations and a lack of inter-agency collaboration. 
This means more and more restrictive immigration administration 
at the national level, intermittent level, and impulsive policies at 
the border, which seem to promote smuggling services. Immigrants 
and refugees are still attracted to South Africa due to its comparative 
stability and economic strength. Although it was a major destination 
for labour migrants, especially those in the mining and agriculture 
sectors, more regional migrants seeking political and economic 
protection in the country have recently emerged (Collinson, Tollman, 
Kahn, Clark & Garenne, 2006). 

Migrants have little or no power over which routes they use 
to arrive at their destination. The smugglers usually select routes 
depending on their insight into safety, violence rates, and corruption 
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level to be confronted with, as well as flexibility and simplicity in 
reaching the next intermediate terminal point. Smugglers are quite 
easily adapted and flexible about their routes and techniques due 
to changes in certain protocols, such as changing border protocols. 
Migrants are usually only aware of the smugglers who transport them 
on the initial lap of their crossing (Schachter, 2009). 

These are quite different from the more ordered networks, which 
are characteristics of human trafficking. Usually, negotiators and 
smugglers organise the logistics, obtain guides, help bribe officials, 
and arrange “safe houses” in any location available. This means 
that border guards and police at checkpoints are regularly bribed to 
make the transit of unlawful migrants easy. Smugglers are similarly 
employed for the final lap of the trip into South Africa (Van Liempt, 
2011). Inadequate comprehensible information about South African 
immigration policy and border procedures and misinformation given 
out by smugglers has persuaded a lot of lawful migrants, especially 
asylum seekers, to pay for what they are entitled to, free of charge. 
With strengthened border controls and the planned actions to make 
it harder to apply for asylum, the expectation would be that more 
migrants will alternatively start paying smugglers to migrate to South 
Africa (Maher, 2019).

SADC migration protocol

Migration to and from countries in Southern Africa is primarily 
determined by the search for economic opportunities, political 
stability and environmental security (Pelser, 2003). A few countries are 
responsible for the economic prosperity of the region and its industrial 
developments. The mining sectors in South Africa, Botswana, and 
Zambia, and the oil wealth of Angola have constituted a source of 
attraction for skilled and unskilled labour migrants from within and 
outside the region. South Africa happens to be the most industrialised 
economy in that region and a predominantly eye-catching destination 
for people searching for education and improved prospects (Amos, 
2010).  Some countries in the region, such as Mozambique and 
Madagascar, are often confronted with natural hazards, which include 
cyclones and flooding. While other countries, such as Namibia and 
Zambia, are most affected by drought.

The SADC member countries have created, approved, and signed 
many protocols right from the start. So many of these protocols 
recognise the attraction of increased economic collaboration, 
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particularly for the improved mobility of capital and goods between 
member countries. In this regional economic growth and integration 
situation, regional movement across borders is an important matter; 
however, it cannot be effectively administered and controlled by the 
national laws of individual member countries. Consequently, countries 
in that region have to collaborate to build up suitable courses of action, 
laws, and methods to institute regional migration management 
(Nshimbi & Fioramonti, 2013).

According to Nita (2013), the Protocol on the free movement of 
persons in the SADC region suggested a gradual method for the ultimate 
free mobility of persons between SADC member countries, which 
includes the right to work or search for a job and to be resident in any 
of the member countries. However, there was a negative response 
to the protocol from some countries with the strongest economies, 
specifically South Africa, Namibia and Botswana. The draft protocol 
has since gone through many revisions, but member countries have 
found it quite challenging to agree on adopting an updated version 
called the Protocol on the facilitation of movement of persons and the most 
recent version, the Free movement of persons protocols. This leaves the 
free movement between member countries unsettled (Hirsch, 2021).

Migration, an international phenomenon, is essentially about 
skilled or unskilled individuals seeking opportunities. On another note, 
the accessibility of migrants as a source of inexpensive and vulnerable 
labour lessens the efforts to legalise the status of migrant workers as 
well as safeguard their human rights in South Africa and the world at 
large. Seeing that the SADC region is moving nearer to free trade, the 
matter of migration and, more generally, the free movement of people 
comes into the limelight (SP Kerr, W Kerr, Özden & Parsons, 2016). 
However, the free movement of people continues to be balanced against 
the political and economic benefits of individual member countries. 
Border migration, predominantly for job-related purposes and cross-
border trade within the SADC region, was rampant earlier than in the 
1990s. The SADC countries have been transporting migrants since 
the middle of the nineteenth century (Moyo, 2020). These migrants 
originally came separately; however, the mining industry saw this as 
unbeneficial and created a contract-labour system in cooperation with 
colonial governments (Mokofe, 2020). 

All SADC member countries have migration regulations and 
courses of action anchored on some essential principles. This includes 
the autonomy of the state, the integrity of national boundaries, and the 
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right to determine who may enter its national territory and to impose 
any conditions and obligations upon such persons (Oucho, 2007). Many 
administrations also have policies concerning emigration; however, 
migration laws and policies are primarily conservative and discourage 
people’s transport across borders. This puts immigration laws and 
policies at variance with the reality of cross-border migration, thereby 
supporting illegitimate migration (SP Kerr, W Kerr, Özden & Parsons, 
2016). In this case, it becomes harder to accomplish what migration 
laws and policies plan, which is the regulation and administration of 
cross-border migration to guarantee that it does not unreasonably 
disadvantage citizens, thereby having a negative effect on either the 
source or destination countries.

Labour migration

Labour migration is the movement of people from their resident 
country to a new country with the primary intention of employment 
(Crush & Williams, 2010). Many people work outside their country 
of origin. Despite the attempts made to guarantee the safety of the 
migrant workforce, many migrants go through several challenges, 
especially among more susceptible groups, like female household 
employees, entertainers, and subordinate skilled workers (Crush & 
Williams, 2010). The prospects for semi-skilled labour, which consists 
of sectors like construction, mining, and services, are key migration 
drivers all over the SADC region. South Africa attracts high-skilled 
labour in financial services, while commercial agriculture takes in the 
bulk of low-skilled migrant labour (Munakamwe, Jinnah & Hartman-
Pickerill, 2014). Structured and well-controlled labour migration 
has a vast prospect for all parties involved in countries of origin and 
destination. Although the establishment of employment in the resident 
country is an excellent decision, many countries perceive international 
labour migration as an essential component of national growth and 
job creation approach by exploiting global employment prospects that 
bring in foreign exchange. Labour migration can alleviate the strain 
of joblessness in countries of origin. It can also augment expansion by 
controlling payments, movement of expertise, and the establishment 
of commerce and trade associations. In countries of destination 
confronted with labour scarcities, organised and well-administered 
labour migration can reduce labour shortage, aid movement, and 
contribute to the human resources reserve. Similarly, well-prepared 
labour migration procedures, laws, and efficient approaches are 
necessary to care for migrant workers and maximise the profits of 
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labour migration for both the country of origin and destination and 
the migrants (Schachter, 2009). 

The International Organisation for Migration (IOM) works in 
partnership with countries of origin and destination to avoid uneven 
migration and labour exploitation (Munakamwe, Jinnah & Hartman-
Pickerill, 2014). IOM executes actions to notify migrants concerning 
their future living and operational surroundings preceding their 
departure, and help migrants build up language education lessons to 
aid integration in the office and community of residence. Furthermore, 
IOM notifies the migrant workforce of the hazards and realities 
related to labour migration and works to increase migrants’ access to 
information on immigration and labour laws through the institution 
of migrant resource hubs, information movements, and outreach 
activities in countries of origin and destination as well as direction 
and education for the migrant workforce and their family members 
(Hagen-Zanker, Mosler Vidal & Sturge, 2017).

Several manufacturing countries need a foreign workforce on a 
short-term and long-term basis since the home labour force cannot meet 
local demands to maintain competitiveness in the international market 
economy. Encouraging circular migration can counter the short-term 
necessities for labour while simultaneously taking full advantage of 
the expansion effect of migration in countries of origin. Progressively, 
more governments and private sector bodies have requested IOM’s 
assistance to establish fair employment methods guaranteeing that 
the migrant workforce is situated in a good working environment, 
especially in the structure of mutual arrangements. IOM’s precise 
focal point consists of the following: information broadcasting, record 
setup and registration of prospective migrant workforce harmonising 
expertise with demand, selection and orientation before departure, 
passage and support after arrival, corresponding orientation in the 
destination country, employment placement, return and integration 
into the country of origin (Makochekanwa & Maringwa, 2009).

South Africa’s political and policy response to SADC migrants 

South Africa has one of the highest figures of immigrants in Africa 
because of its middle-income status, steady democratic institutions, 
and relatively industrialised economy (Bhorat, Cassim & Hirsch, 
2014). Estimates suggest that the country is an abode of almost three 
million immigrants, just under 5% of the total populace of about 60 
million citizens (Chamunorwa & Mlambo, 2014). This figure seems to 
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be a miscalculation due to many illegal migrants, especially from SADC 
countries. Immigration seemed to have multiplied recently, mainly 
since the onset of democracy and the end of apartheid around the mid-
nineties. However, there was a defining moment in certain occurrences 
in the nineteenth century. These were the late-1860s detection of 
diamonds in Kimberley and the striking of gold in the Witwatersrand 
basin, discoveries that activated massive immigration into South 
Africa, especially in the city of Johannesburg (Davenport, 2009). 

In succeeding years, the growth of the mining economy produced 
a demand for labour that could not be met through local employment 
schemes and necessitated the country to draw a workforce outside 
its boundaries, especially from the SADC region. Consequently, 
the expansion of this mining sector produced a regional migration 
passageway between South Africa and the SADC member countries. 
The South African government instituted mutual agreements with 
contracted labour migration for the mines, agriculture, and other 
emerging sectors (Nshimbi & Fioramonti, 2014). In view of these, South 
Africa developed into a foremost migrant destination country within 
the SADC region. Accordingly, the development of the migrant labour 
structure in relation to South Africa’s gold and diamond mines is a vital 
perspective for comprehending the regional and circular migration 
models. There is a significant caution to these migrations, which has 
to do with the country’s history of apartheid. Although the most influx 
of migrants came from elsewhere around the world to work in mining 
and other areas, they did not have the right to permanent residence in 
the past. Access to permanent status in South Africa was the exclusive 
right of white immigrants, mostly from North America, Europe, 
and afterwards from recently autonomous African countries such as 
Mozambique and Zimbabwe (Klotz, 2012; Thompson, 2008). Black 
African immigrants were only allowed to remain on the condition that 
they offered their labour and retained their valid contracts. However, 
immediately after these contracts had been concluded, they were 
sent back to their home countries. This tradition of a dissimilar set of 
laws for diverse immigrants on account of their race was enshrined 
into legislation with the official establishment of apartheid in 1948 
and continued till the beginning of democracy in 1994. Prior to 1994, 
all Africans and black South Africans did not have the legal backing 
to completely belong to South Africa. Only white people had the right 
to South African citizenship. Black South Africans were downgraded 
to second-class citizens, administered independently by homeland 
governments. Native-born black South Africans were considered 
citizens of their homelands instead of the country of South Africa 
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and were expected to show passes to travel from their respective 
homelands to other parts of the country.

One of the last apartheid-era legislation was the Aliens Control 
Act of 1991 (Moyo, 2017). It conflicted with the recent democratic 
era, which emerged as apartheid ended. This legislation came with 
serious punishment for unlawful migration and for encouraging 
migrants whose arrival was unlawful; it conferred upon immigration 
establishments new authority to seek and take into custody anyone in 
breach of the laws (Moyo, 2017). The Aliens Control Act was in force for 
many years following the onset of democracy and was accountable for 
many detentions and repatriations per annum. Mutual labour delivery 
contracts with South Africa’s neighbouring countries were also in 
force. This structure created the “two gates” policy for immigration: 
one was an evidently defined temporary pathway that was very strict 
for black migrant workers. The second was a more tolerant pathway for 
white immigrants who sought to be permanent residents (Tshabalala, 
2017). The Aliens Control Act was substituted by the Immigration Act 
of 2002. This law upheld a stance of stopping irregular migration and 
was decisive in upholding skilled labour migration. Afterwards, it was 
revised in 2007 and 2011 to consider the transformed nature of the 
South African scenery; however, the law still contains components 
of the apartheid era’s focus on giving preferential access to certain 
categories of immigrants while excluding others (Moyo & Nshimbi, 
2020). Remarkably, the Immigration Act appears to disregard the 
majority of the low-skilled workers from other places in the SADC 
region with a slight opportunity to legally migrate to South Africa. 
This has produced an enormous nuisance of irregular migrants; some 
prospective economic migrants also have taken to the country’s 
asylum system as an avenue to be documented.

Recommendations

The discriminatory immigration policy should be done away with 
because a number of manufacturing countries need a foreign workforce 
on a short-term and long-term basis, and the home labour force 
cannot meet local demands. There should be proper and adequate 
procedures to assist migrants in their movement into as well as within 
South Africa to make it easier for migrants. In countries of destination 
confronted with labour scarcities, organised and well-administered 
labour migration can reduce labour shortage, aid movement, and 
contribute to the human resources reserve. 
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Conclusion

The Aliens Control Act was substituted with the Immigration Act 
of 2002 and revised in 2007 and 2011 to take into consideration 
the transformed nature of the South African scenery, but the law 
still contains components of the apartheid era’s focus on giving 
preferential access to certain categories of immigrants while 
excluding others (Moyo, 2017). The apartheid era can be described as a 
system of legislation that upheld segregationist policies against non-
white citizens of South Africa (Posel, 2020). Apartheid complicated 
international economic relations: international hostility endangered 
South Africa’s export markets and hindered South Africa’s ability to 
attract foreign capital and technology (Mangu, 2019). Migration was 
severely restricted during the apartheid era, and the Pass Laws required 
residential and work permits for black people to live in restricted 
areas (Posel, 2020). Migration is an international phenomenon and 
is essentially about skilled and unskilled individuals who are seeking 
enhanced opportunities; however, South African immigration laws 
and policies seem to be at variance with the reality of cross-border 
migration, thereby supporting illegitimate migration (SP Kerr, W 
Kerr, Özden & Parsons et al., 2016). As the SADC region is moving 
towards free trade, which is the movement of capital and goods freely, 
and eventually economic integration, the matter of migration and, 
more generally, the free movement of people is vital. All SADC member 
countries have migration regulations and courses of action anchored 
on some essential principles, such as the autonomy of the state, the 
integrity of national boundaries, and the right to determine who may 
enter its national territory and impose any conditions and obligations 
upon such persons.
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