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   “Migration, one of the most crucial issues of our time” 

    Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 

Former President of Liberia 

Meeting of the High-level Panel on Migration, 15 January 2018  

 

1. Context and background 

 

Africa’s future is youthful and mobile. In the decades ahead, millions of young people 

will seek economic opportunities to support themselves and their families. In the words of 

Dr. Akinwumi Adesina, President of the African Development Bank, at the 15 January 2018 

meeting of the High-level Panel on Migration: “The future of African youth does not lie in the 

heat of the Sahara Desert or in the depth of the Mediterranean Sea, but in the continent’s 

economic development and ability to create jobs”. One of most immediate ways to improve 

people’s lives is for them to move. Since 1990, the number of international migrants increased 

by 65 per cent (53 million) in the global North, and by 34 per cent (24 million) in the global 

South.1 Even if the percentage of Africans moving declines, as Africa’s population continues 

to grow, so too will the number of international migrants traversing its borders. 

 

As African States invest in creating jobs and opportunities for all citizens, there is a 

need to recognize that economic development is a spatially uneven process. Indeed, the most 

successful national and regional economies are spatially diversified, with activities and sectors 

concentrated in particular locales. Given the unequal distribution of natural and institutional 

resources across the continent, this means that some countries face few realistic prospects for 

developing the jobs needed to support their populations within a generation. Only through 

migration within and beyond the continent will these people have opportunities to support 

themselves and invest in their home countries and communities. Indeed, freedom of movement 

is a powerful means of unlocking the continent’s potential: a powerful tool to boost 

development in origin and destination countries.  

 

As Africa positions itself to face a youthful and highly mobile future, its policy 

responses need to be proactive, pro-poor and far more coherent. At present, the continent’s 

responses are driven by multiple, often contradictory, interests and impulses. Some people, 

including many members of the High-level Panel on Migration, embrace mobility and celebrate 

it as an avenue to continental integration, stability and prosperity. Such a position stems from 

a belief, informed by either faith or fact, that migration is good for trade, that it is a right or that 

the costs of restricting mobility far outweigh any possible benefits. Rather than promoting 

welfare or economic prosperity, they argue that heightening restrictions on those who move 

feeds criminal networks that undermine State performance and human security.  

 

The voices calling to ease mobility within the continent contrast with many countries’ 

moves to more tightly regulate their borders and encourage only legal migration through 

relatively narrow policy channels. Indeed, the language of ‘safe and orderly’ migration is often 

code for greater de facto restrictions on movement. The latter position is driven by a 

combination of domestic political sentiments and external interventions and investments. For 

                                                           
1 International Migration Report 2013, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations publication 

ST/ESA/SER.A/346, December 2013. 
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many in this group, migration is a problem that is to be solved, ideally by addressing the root 

causes of mobility or through controls on movement itself. Although the Global Compact for 

Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration and the Global Compact for Refugees helps to 

discursively standardize migration policy across the continent and globally, their language 

intentionally accommodates both of these positions. It reflects a lowest common denominator. 

At present, there are few accountability measures that would pressure States to facilitate 

mobility or protect migrant rights.1  

 

The High-level Panel on Migration remains resolute that by coordinating and 

incentivizing policymakers, migration can be central to the development of supply chains, 

industry, employment and the welfare of communities across the continent. Owing to its 

inherently translocal and transnational nature, doing so will demand approaches that span 

multiple domestic and international jurisdictions. It will also involve encouraging civil society 

to embrace mobility in ways that it has so far largely failed to do. To reach any positive position 

on African migration, African States, business and civil society actors need to create forums 

where they can caucus with each other and reach empirically informed and pragmatic policy 

recommendations and implementation plans. Ideally, these will result in a common African 

position that would reflect the interests of African citizens. As Africa moves forward, it must 

also find ways of projecting its voice beyond the continent, to influence global and other 

regional processes that will shape African development, security and mobility.  

 

Effective mobilization on migration issues will require a substantial reframing of 

human mobility across multiple registers. Without neglecting the millions internally and 

internationally displaced by war and persecution, there is need for renewed attention to more 

regular and predictable forms of movements. In many instances, these intersect. Yet at present, 

there is an underdeveloped and fragmented set of debates, policies and interventions around 

economic and labour migration in many parts of the continent and intercontinentally. Rather, 

migration continues to be represented within the policy space as either a humanitarian or a 

security crisis. Much of the recent attention on international migration has been driven in part 

by the one-sided media coverage that portrays Africans as desperately poor, driven only by 

their desire to illegally reach Europe.2 Such positions fundamentally misrepresent the 

continent.3 Most people who move do so legally and stay within Africa. The majority of those 

leaving the continent are in possession of valid travel documents. Compared to those moving 

within their countries of origin, those leaving - especially those leaving beyond the continent - 

tend to be those who are better off and with higher educational levels.4 Importantly, Africans 

are far less likely than Europeans to leave their countries in search of work or education.5 

 

Approaches to addressing migration for the good of African States and citizens are 

already underway by the African Union. These include, at a continental level, the Migration 

Policy Framework for Africa, the common African position on the Global Compact for Safe, 

Orderly and Regular Migration and the Joint Labour Migration Programme. There are multiple 

                                                           
1 See www.uneca.org/stories/global-compact-migration-will-require-partnership-and-accountability-says-africa-

group. 
2 Marie-Laurence Flahaux and Hein De Haas, “Africain migration : trends, patterns, drivers”. Comparative 

Migration Studies 4 Article number 1, pp. 1–25, 2016. 
3 Diego Acosta Arcarazo and Anja Wiesbrock “Global Migration Issues: Myths and Realities”, chapter in 

Global Migration: Old Assumptions, New Dynamics, Praeger, Santa Barbara; and Flahaux and De Haas (2016). 
4 Marie-Laurence Flahaux, “Demystifying African Migration: Trends, Destinations and Returns.” In Out of 

Africa: Why People Migrate, edited by Giovanni Carbone, pp. 31–50: LediPublishing. 
5 International Migration Report 2017, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations publication 

ST/ESA/SER.A/404, 2017. 

www.uneca.org/stories/global-compact-migration-will-require-partnership-and-accountability-says-africa-group
www.uneca.org/stories/global-compact-migration-will-require-partnership-and-accountability-says-africa-group
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subcontinental processes through the regional economic communities. These are perhaps most 

developed within the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), but 

significant progress is also evident within the Intergovernmental Authority on Development 

and the East African Community (EAC). The Southern African Development Community 

(SADC) has moved more slowly than other regions, but here too there are signs of bilateral and 

regional initiatives. Hampering regional mobility, North Africa’s Arab Maghreb Union 

remains relatively poorly developed amidst ongoing instability and tense international relations 

in the region (CARIM, 2009, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c and 2011). However, the recent return of 

Morocco to the African Union and its successful application to join ECOWAS may help to 

consolidate a unified African voice in a region with rapidly changing migration patterns in 

critical proximity to Europe. 

 

There are several initiatives that provide significant guidance on migration on the 

continent. These include the 1991 Treaty Establishing the African Economic Community and 

the 2018 Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, which are key 

elements in achieving regional integration and labour mobility in Africa. While it is impossible 

to include a full list of instruments on migration, the main ones include:  

 

 The Revised Migration Policy Framework for Africa and Plan of Action (2018-

2030) 

 The Protocol to the Treaty Establishing the African Economic Community 

Relating to Free Movement of Persons, Right of Residence and Right of 

Establishment 

 African Union-International Labour Organization (ILO)-International 

Organization for Migration (IOM)-ECA Joint Labour Migration Programme for 

Development and Integration  

 Common African position on the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 

Migration 

 The African Continental Free Trade Area 

 United Nations Global Plan of Action to Combat Trafficking in Persons 

 The Khartoum Process: European Union-Horn of Africa Migration Route 

Initiative  

 Iinternational dialogue platforms, such as African Union-European Union 

dialogue and African Union-Arab League cooperation 

 

The specific section on migration governance more directly addresses the consequences 

of these initiatives.  

 

2. High-level Panel on Migration  
 

Debates over human mobility and international migration occur in a noisy and a 

crowded field. Within these spaces, the voices of African citizens and civil society 

representatives have been largely absent or relatively sidelined, despite efforts from the African 
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Union, ECA and others. This is partially due to the elite inter-State basis of discussions 

surrounding the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration and the global 

compact on refugees. While both reflect the voices of States, there have been only limited 

consultations with civil society in many African countries and elsewhere in the world. At a 

global level, civil society debates over the language of the compacts have also often excluded 

the interests of African civil society organizations.6 While civil society and scholars may have 

had little influence in shaping African States’ positions, well-resourced international 

organizations have actively sought to shape African policy positions.  

 

In an era of rapid mobility, it is impossible to consider any development priority without 

considering its effects on – and how it is affected by – migration. There is now an urgent need 

to support member States’ efforts to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. This is most 

evident regarding target 10.7 of the Sustainable Development Goals, but targets 10.c on 

remittances and 16.9 on birth registration and the specific Goals on health, education, gender 

and work are also directly relevant. Recognizing this, ECA brought together a panel of eminent 

individuals from across the continent to develop a distinctly African perspective (see the 

annex). The present report reflects this narrative. It is informed by the continent’s demography, 

socioeconomics and political dynamics. Whereas much global debate about African migration 

focuses on those leaving the continent, the report pays primary attention to the far more 

important intra-African population flows.  

 

The report is forward-looking, offering concrete suggestions of what is currently 

available, including existing laws, regulations, policies and programmes related to African 

migration, with concrete recommendations of what should be done to implement progressive 

Africa-generated policies. It attempts to demystify stereotypes, but more importantly to focus 

on evidence of what already exists in practice, policy and programming.  

 

3. Data constraints and availability 
 

Collecting, collating, analysing and publicizing migration drivers, dynamics and effects 

are critical to improving African public policy responses to human mobility. Doing so demands 

sound data consistently collected across multiple spaces for many years. This is a difficult and 

expensive proposition hindered by both the availability of resources (financial and human) and 

the multiple jurisdictions necessarily involved in such an effort. Various countries and 

subnational entities collect and code data on mobility, urbanization, immigration and asylum 

in different ways, limiting their easy aggregation and analysis. In this environment, the absence 

of reliable data often becomes an excuse for inaction. It also opens space for policy 

interventions and public statements based more on intuition or political calculation than fact.  

 

It is unrealistic to expect that any single data set will provide all the information 

required to predict and explain movements and their effects. However, there is far more 

information already available than is typically used by African policymakers, advocates and 

academics. National census bureaux, international organizations, researchers and the United 

Nations often collect the kind of national and subnational data that would be required to answer 

key policy questions. However, these data are often inconsistent and underutilized owing to 

the absence of skills or an unwillingness to make data publicly accessible. There are reasons 

for protecting confidentiality (see more on ‘risks’ below), but researchers and organizations 

often retain exclusive access to data even when these reasons are not compelling. Often there 

                                                           
6 See, for example, the Model Mobility Convention (http://globalpolicy.columbia.edu/mobility-convention). 
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are simply not the resources available to maintain publicly accessible data sets. It is important 

to note, that even where data are readily available, politicians and policymakers may actively 

choose to overlook such data when they do not confirm to their policy priorities.7 If nothing 

else, improving African migration governance and policy responses depends not only on 

heightening data collection and analytical capacity, but also on incentivizing the use of data in 

decision-making.  

 

Developing innovative approaches using existing data can provide insights that would 

otherwise be overlooked.8 The charts included in the following sections draw migration figures 

from the United Nations Population Division, income per capita as reported in the Penn World 

Tables and other indicators from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators Database. 

The ability to do so not only depends on high quality data, but also on improved data collection. 

The viability of such approaches requires increased technical training and retention at 

independent research entities across the continent. It also means promoting greater 

transparency and accessibility to data. Enhanced efforts to collate data already collected by 

immigration agencies and ministries (health, education, trade, etc.) can provide insights into 

national and subnational dynamics at a level that can already improve policymaking. In seeking 

to aggregate such data at a continental level, there is a need to standardize core demographic 

indices and inferences.  

 

In seeking to improve migration data and analysis, there is a need to recognize that the 

most important migration data go beyond counting those who move. It remains critical to 

understand not only the numbers leaving or returning, but also their destinations and decision-

making processes. Beyond this, there is an acute need to develop the data and mechanisms that 

allow scholars to link mobility to a range of other social, economic and political indicators. 

These include effects on families, health, housing, markets, trade, poverty, security and 

institutional capacity. 

 

There are a number of initiatives currently under way to enhance the collection and 

collation of African migration data. These include strengthening or replicating ongoing 

exercises such as the Migrations between Africa and Europe Project.9 Through European Union 

funding, there are also millions of euros being dedicated to national State bodies to improve 

population registries and the collection of data on border crossing. Significant funding is also 

being dedicated to conducting smaller scale studies across the continent. Many civil society 

organizations that had focused on broader development issues are now being asked to redirect 

their energies to understanding and intervening in migration issues. With the support of the 

German Government an African Observatory for Migration and Development in West Africa 

will be established. Although its mandate is still being finalized, this Observatory is intended 

to collect information on migration across the continent. Within Europe, the Joint Research 

Centre in Ispra, Italy, has greatly expanded its demography, migration and governance 

programme in an effort to improve its understanding of migration dynamics in Africa and 

elsewhere.10  

                                                           
7 Loren B. Landau, Aurelia Segatti and Jean Pierre Misago, “Planning and participation in cities that move: 

Identifying obstacles to municipal mobility management”, 2013, Public Administration and Development 33(2), 

pp.113-124. 
8 See, for example, Carren Ginsburg and others, Southern African Journal of Demography, vol. 17 (1), June 

2016, pp. 133-198. 
9 See https://mafeproject.site.ined.fr/en/. 
10 See https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/about/jrc-site/ispra. 

https://mafeproject.site.ined.fr/en/
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/about/jrc-site/ispra
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While improved collection of African migration data is important, African States and 

citizens should be wary of externally driven initiatives that offer great promise to improve 

policymaking through the collection of migration statistics data alone. As noted earlier, data 

on migration, per se, are limited unless they can be linked to data on development, rights and 

security, and fed into planning processes. This will require considerable investment in data 

collection beyond migration. Second, migration is a complex phenomenon that is difficult to 

reduce to numbers. Without a comprehensive, qualitative understanding of its socioeconomic 

and political implications, the numbers offer little guidance. Third, externally funded bodies 

are primarily concerned with migration out of Africa and may have little interest in the more 

‘normal’ local movements to neighbouring countries or within countries. These are far more 

numerous and should be explored in greater depth. Similarly, an emphasis on migration 

corridors to Europe or the Middle East may distract scholars and policymakers from 

understanding the dynamics of intracontinental migration. Lastly, there are important concerns 

about the use and abuse of migration data.  

 

There are reasons that Europe is particularly concerned with collecting data on African 

migrants. Some of these reasons may be well meaning but enhanced data can also further 

empower their containment agenda. In an era in which European and albeit to a lesser extent 

African States aim at limiting movement, enhanced data collection can abet initiatives that 

work against most African residents. Given the highly politicized nature of migration 

governance, interventions officially led by African States, such as the new African 

Observatory for Migration and Development in Morocco, should be subject to similar scrutiny.  

 

4. Migration flows within and from Africa 
 

The following section summarizes original research into the key trends and drivers 

shaping contemporary migration across Africa. The emphasis here is on Africa, excluding 

North Africa, the origin and destination of most African migrants. Where possible, it 

complements this analysis with data from North Africa.11 By way of summary: 

 

 Between 2000 and 2017, the number of international migrants in Africa increased 

from approximately 15 million to 25 million. Over this same period, the 

percentage of all international migrants globally residing in Africa increased from 

9 per cent to 10 per cent.12 Owing to undercounting, the numbers may be 

considerably higher.  

 

 Viewed from a global perspective, Africans are among those least likely to move 

internationally (see table 1). Much of this can be explained by generalized poverty 

and poor transportation infrastructure that denies people the resources to move 

towards opportunities. Among the continent’s subregions, Africans who are not 

North Africans are even less likely to move. 

 

 Owing to the relatively small numbers of sub-Saharan African migrants, singular 

events such as genocide, war and climatic extremes, resulting in mass movement, 

can temporarily distort continental trends. 

                                                           
11 The data and analysis in this section rely on an unpublished report prepared in 2018 for the European 

Commission by Loren B. Landau, Caroline W. Kihato and Hanna Postel. 
12 Population Facts No. 2017/5, United Nations publication, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

Population Division, December 2017. 
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 Most African migration outside North Africa is within Africa. Among those 

crossing international borders, most stay within their regions, many in 

neighbouring countries. 

 

 As elsewhere in the world, economic and spatial inequality and demography are 

migration’s primary drivers. However, conflict and persecution 

disproportionately shape sub-Saharan African mobility. 

 

 Environmental events and broader patterns of change are likely to exacerbate 

existing conflicts and intensify patterns of mobility rather than mark a dramatic 

break. 

 

 Urbanization rates are not closely correlated with international migration within 

Africa, excluding North Africa, but appear to be positively correlated to extra-

continental movements. This may also be explained by the strong correlation 

between urbanization and wealth. 

 

 The growing number of people entering the labour force will greatly increase the 

number of migrants, even if the percentage of people moving remains constant. 

 

 Strong economic growth and wealth are not generally correlated with reduced 

international migration. Only at levels of employment and income unlikely to be 

achieved in the near future will Africa’s population become more sedentary.  

 

Table 1  

Emigrants as a percentage of the population, world regions, 2017 
 

Region Emigrant 

stock 

(millions) 

Population 

(millions) 

Emigrants/population 

Africa 36.3 1256.3 2.9 per cent 

Asia 105.7 4504.4 2.3 per cent 

Europe 61.2 742.1 8.2 per cent 

Latin America and the 

Caribbean 

37.7 645.6 5.8 per cent 

North America 4.4 361.2 1.1 per cent 

World 257.7 7550.3 3.4 per cent 

Source: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 2017. 

 

 According to the United Nations, there were almost 258 million international 

migrants worldwide in 2017. Africa hosts 24.7 million of these, about 10 per cent 

of global stock (see tables 2 and 3). Between 2010 and 2017, the continent 

experienced a 5.3 per cent annual growth rate in international migrant stocks – 

more the double the world average and the largest increase among regions of the 

world.13 Some of this is due to ongoing conflicts, particularly in Somalia, South 

Sudan and elsewhere. Much is due to a generally increasing population. However, 

                                                           
13 International Migration Report 2017, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations 

publication ST/ESA/SER.A/404, 2017. 
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the share of international migrants in Africa as a percentage of the overall 

population actually declined between 1990 and 2017.14  
 
Table 2  

Migration within Africa, excluding North Africa, 2017 
 

Origin, 2017 

estimates 

Destination (percentage) 

  Eastern 

Africa 

Central 

Africa 

Southern Africa West Africa 

Eastern Africa 82.0 15.1 60.0 0.1 

Central Africa 17.0 66.4 8.3 2.6 

Southern Africa 1.0 1.9 29.7 0.0 

West Africa 0.2 16.6 2.1 97.3 

Source: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 2017. 

 

In line with global trends, most mobility in Africa occurs within the region. The only 

exception is in North Africa whose movements, for historical reasons, are oriented 

towards Europe and the Middle East (see table 3 and figure 1).  

 

Table 3  

Number and annual rate of change of international migrant stock by development 

group, income level and region, 1990-2017 
 

 International migrant stock 

(millions) 

Average annual change in 

migrant stock (per cent) 

1990 2000 2010 201

7 

1990

-

2000 

2000

-

2010 

2010

-

2017 

2000

-

2017 

World 152.2 172.6 2220.

0 

257.

7 

1.2 2.4 2.3 2.4 

Developed region 82.4 103.4 130.7 146.

0 

2.3 2.3 1.6 2.0 

Developing regions 70.2 69.2 89.3 111.

7 

-0.1 2.6 3.2 2.8 

High-income countries 75.2 100.4 141.8 164.

8 

2.9 3.5 2.2 2.9 

Middle-income 

countries 

68.5 64.0 70.2 81.4 -0.7 0.9 2.1 1.4 

Low-income countries 8.5 7.7 7.5 10.9 -1.0 -0.2 5.3 2.0 

Africa 15.7 14.8 17.0 24.7 -0.6 1.4 5.3 3.0 

Asia 48.1 49.2 65.9 79.6 0.2 2.9 2.7 2.8 

                                                           
14 Ibid. 
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Latin American 

countries 

7.2 6.6 8.2 9.5 -0.9 2.3 2.0 2.2 

North American 

countries 

27.6 40.4 51.0 57.7 3.8 2.3 1.8 2.1 

Oceania 4.7 5.4 7.1 8.4 1.2 2.8 2.4 2.7 

Reproduced from International Migration Report 2017, Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, United Nations publication. 

 

Figure 1  

Geographical distribution of African emigrants, per cent of 2017 population 
 

 
Source: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 2017. 

 

Intense intraregional mobility is partly a factor of proximity – international migration 

tends to occur between geographically proximate countries. The figures also show that regions 

with free movement and residency protocols tend to have more intense circulation of people 

within them. This partially explains why North Africa has so little movement within the region 

while EAC and ECOWAS experience the most intense levels of interregional mobility. North, 

Central and Southern Africa, which have no signed agreements on free movement protocols, 

tend to have comparatively lower levels of mobility than EAC and ECOWAS (refer to the 

following section for a discussion of regional and continental governance frameworks). 

 

While intraregional movements dominate migration patterns, fewer leave their regions. 

Contemporary patterns of migration show that interregional migration patterns are far less 

important than intra-regional population movements (see figure 2). Where interregional 

movements occur, it is typically between adjacent regions, rather than disparate regions. For 

example, Central Africa represents the second largest source of migration for East Africa, 

whereas there is remarkably little mobility between Southern and West Africa which are on 

opposite ends of the continent. Again, these patterns confirm the gravitational model 

hypothesis that geographic distance plays a significant role in shaping migration patterns. 
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Source: African Development Bank, Africa Visa Openness Report, 2016. 

5. African migration to Europe 
 

While a majority of Africans from outside of North Africa still move within the 

continent, it is important to note that a greater number are leaving than in years past. Over past 

decades, the percentage of Africans reaching land outside the continent has risen but the 

number of African emigrants as a share of (a fast-expanding) population is essentially stable.15 

Regional analysis reveals which regions are likely to be source countries for intra- and extra-

continental migration. Overall, North Africans are far more likely to emigrate outside of the 

continent, but the rate is decreasing. At its peak in 1980, a North African was six times more 

likely to migrate outside the continent than an African from elsewhere on the continent. The 

nature of mobility in, through and out of North Africa has also changed since the 1990s. Once 

predominantly an emigration area, it is now increasingly also a host and transit area as the 

fortification of European borders increases. Presently there is little difference in the propensity 

for people in East, West and Central Africa to move outside the continent. The exception is 

South Africa, which saw an acceleration in extra-continental movements linked to political 

unrest in the 1980s and uncertainty during the transition to democracy in the 1990s (see figures 

2 and 3).  

 

As noted, most extra-continental emigration occurs in North Africa, as it has for 

decades. Yet since 1960, the rate of emigrants leaving the continent from countries like Angola, 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria, Somalia, South Africa and the Sudan has intensified. Movements 

from Angola, Somalia and the Sudan are attributable to war and civil unrest within these 

countries. As a former settler colony, South Africa has historical links with Europe. Its high 

level of economic development and the country’s transition from apartheid to democracy can 

explain the high rates of extra-continental emigration. Indeed, large-scale movements continue 

to be seen among highly unequal countries.  

                                                           
15 Giovanni Carbone, “Out of Africa: Why People Migrate”: LediPublishing, 2017. 

Figure 2  

Free movement by region 
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As figure 3 indicates, African migrants to Europe are disproportionally from ECOWAS 

member States in West Africa. As a proportion of total migrants to the European Union, East 

Africa is almost negligible. Although figure 3 suggests that West Africans are increasingly 

prone to move, figure 4 cautions against regional generalizations. Rather, increases in migrants 

from most regions generally track with population growth. As populations increase, so too do 

the numbers of people leaving their countries of birth within a given region. As home to a 

significant and highly fertile proportion of Africa’s population, West Africa is likely to 

continue producing large numbers of regional and extraregional migrants.  
 

Figure 3  

Regional origin of African migrants in the European Union from outside of North 

Africa (total) 
 

 
Source: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 2017. 
 

Figure 4  

Regional origin of African migrants in the European Union from outside of North 

Africa (per capita) 
 

 
Source: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 2015. 
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It is worth noting that African migrants have not spatially distributed themselves 

equally across Europe: many move to areas where family members or other migrant 

communities are already established. This pattern is likely to continue, although there is a slow 

diversification of destinations across the continent. Specific settlements and destinations are 

determined, as elsewhere, by a mix of regulatory frameworks, historical patterns, access to 

social services and support, and economic opportunities.  
 

6. Primary mobility drivers for Africans outside of North Africa 
 

Migration is a complex phenomenon and individual choices are structured as much by 

perceptions as material realities. Aside from people fleeing for survival because of war, 

violence or natural disasters, it is difficult to identify single factors driving individuals to 

migrate. People’s mobility is often entangled in complex socioeconomic, political, personal 

and communal decisions, which altogether determine why, where and how people move.  

 

Although disentangling motivations for migration at a micro level can be challenging, 

given the diversity of circumstances and individual motivations, at a meso and macro level it 

is important to distinguish between events that trigger migration and the underlying factors 

providing the conditions for migration. This section analyses the drivers of African migration 

at two different levels. The primary drivers of migration reflect the underlying factors that 

create the conditions for long-term sustained migration. These are deep-rooted structural 

factors that are unlikely to change within the next one to two generations and have strong causal 

links to persistent mobility patterns. Two variables are identified in this category – Africa’s 

demographic dynamics and its economic growth patterns.  

 

Secondary migration factors include events or structures that have marginal impacts on 

migratory movements and impacts. These may buttress or partially counteract deep-rooted 

underlying patterns, especially when viewed at the micro level, but are unlikely to disrupt 

overall trends. These include factors related to governance and underdevelopment, such as 

poverty, inequality, unemployment, natural disasters, economic and political instability. These 

drivers are difficult to separate or weight in order of importance and often fail to explain 

specific instances of mobility that are shaped by far more contingent factors. Moreover, 

secondary drivers such as conflict can become enduring drivers of sustained migration flows. 

Unlike general fertility and mortality patterns which can take generations to change, secondary 

factors can conceivably shift faster and within a generation. Disaggregating migration drivers 

in this way provides a useful analytical frame for understanding African migration and an 

opportunity for thinking critically about effective policy interventions.  

 

Africa’s demographic trends 

 

High fertility is perhaps the most important factor shaping Africa’s population 

dynamics, including migration. A recent study by Hanson and McIntosh compares population 

projections in 2050 across global regions. They find that between 2010 and 2050, declining 

fertility rates in the Americas, Europe and East Asia and stable rates in the Middle East and 

Africa will result in substantial differences in population growth between these regions.16 If 

current rates continue (see figure 5 and table 4 below), the population of Africa outside of 

North Africa, which is now about 40 per cent larger than Europe, will be six times greater than 

                                                           
16 Gordon Hanson and Craig McIntosh, “Is the Mediterranean the New Rio Grande? US and EU immigration 

pressures in the long run.” Journal of Economic Perspectives, vol. 30, No.4, 2016, pp. 1-25. 
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Europe’s population by 2100.17 Although growth rates may slow in some of the continent’s 

more industrialized or wealthier regions, particularly in Southern Africa, most countries are 

unlikely to undergo a demographic transition in the next generation. Improved education for 

women is invaluable and potentially empowering, but empirical analyses suggest that it has 

limited effects on reducing fertility in Africa.18 Coupled with regional income disparities, these 

population pressures are likely to intensify intra- and interregional migration.  
 

Figure 5  

United Nations population forecast in billions by world regions, 2015-2100 
 

 
Source: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 2017. 

 

 
Source: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 2015. 

                                                           
17 Branko Milanovic, “Five reasons why migration into Europe is a problem with no solution,” Social Europe, 

24 June 2015. 
18 Michel Garenne, “Education and Fertility in Sub-Saharan Africa: A Longitudinal Perspective,” DHS 

Analytical Studies No. 33, December 2012. Washington: United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID). 
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Table 4  

Regional population change (projected), 2015-2100 
 

Region 2015 

Population 

2100 

Population 

Population 

change (absolute) 

Percentage 

change 

Africa 1,186,178,282 4,386,591,069 +3,200,412,787 +270 

Asia 4,393,296,014 4,888,652,982 +495,356,968 +11 

Northern 

America 

357,838,036 500,143,198 +142,305,162 +40 

Latin America 634,386,567 721,128,695 +86,837,620 +14 

Oceania 39,331,130 71,128,695 +31,797,565 +81 

Europe 738,442,070 645,577,351 -92,864,719 -13 

Source: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 2015. 
 

Even if Africa’s fertility rates drop, the total population will continue to grow rapidly 

in absolute terms because of Africa’s youthful age structure.  

 

Overall wealth 
 

 With contemporary 

policy discussions, prevailing 

explanations for high-levels of 

African migration typically 

focus on Africa’s prevailing 

poverty. Strategies designed to 

slow migration subsequently 

focus on improving 

generalized prosperity and employment. However, such strategies run counter to the evidence 

which generally indicates that the wealthier Africans become (measured in figures 6 and 7 

below as gross domestic product per capita), the more likely they are to emigrate. This does 

not speak about individual or family wealth, but only average wealth at the country level.  

  

Africa’s share of global population, which is projected 

to grow from roughly 17 per cent in 2017 to around 26 

per cent in 2050, could reach 40 per cent by 2100… In 

all plausible scenarios of future trends, Africa will play 

a central role in shaping the size and distribution of the 

world’s population over the decades to come  
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Figure 6  

Emigrant stocks of Africans outside of North Africa expressed in terms of gross 

domestic product – purchasing power parity – (globally and in the European Union) 

  

Source: Analysis of data from the Department of Economic and Social Affairs by Hannah 

Postel. 

 

The picture is somewhat less clear when it comes to movements within the continent, 

but in both emigration within Africa, excluding North Africa, and emigration towards the 

European Union it appears that overall migration, along with gross domestic product, have 

increased. In many ways this counters the classic development ‘hump’ hypothesis which 

indicates that people move regularly to a certain point and then populations stabilize. This may 

be due to levels of poverty, the nature of economic development or other undetermined factors. 

While the figures above reflect historical migrations and not current flows, they nonetheless 

suggest that in terms of containing migration, strategies aimed at creating wealth within Africa 

may be counterproductive or take decades to see substantive results.  

  

Emigrant stocks of Africans, excluding North 

Africa, expressed in terms of gross domestic 

product (global) 

Emigrant stocks of Africans, excluding 

North Africa, expressed in terms of gross 

domestic product (European Union) 

GDP/capita (2005 purchasing power parity US$), log scale GDP/capita (2005 purchasing power parity US$), log scale 
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Figure 7  

Intra-African migrant stocks expressed in terms of gross domestic product (excluding 

island States) 
 

Employment  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Analysis of data from the Department of Economic and Social Affairs by Hannah 

Postel. 

 

The quest for work remains one of the perennial motivations for movement. Historically 

the migration of young men has been a leading driver of movement. As women increasingly 

enter the workforce, they have significantly added to global migration stocks. Across Africa, 

outside of North Africa, the relationship between youth employment and migration is 

ambiguous (see figure 9). In most instances, there is a predictable decline in emigration as 

countries move towards full employment. However, this applies to only a select few countries 

and is unachievable for most. Rather, initially a sharp increase in emigration is seen as youth 

employment increases. This is particularly the case with migration towards the European 

Union, where countries have only seen declines in emigration over approximately 70 per cent 

employment before emigration declines (see figure 8 below).  

 

 

  

 

Intra-African emigrant stocks, excluding North Africa, 

expressed in terms of gross domestic product 
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Figure 8  

Global African migrant stocks expressed in terms of youth employment (globally and in 

the European Union) 
 

 
 

 

 

  
Source: Analysis of data from the Department of Economic and Social Affairs by Hannah 

Postel. 
 

Figure 9  

Intra-African migrant stocks expressed in terms of gross domestic product (excluding 

island States) 
 

 There is, off course, the theoretical 

possibility of achieving the kind of growth 

needed to absorb large numbers of would be 

African migrants. However, given current 

economic conditions and projections (see 

figure 10 and table 5), this would require a 

continental economic about-face for which 

there is almost no precedent. The closest the 

world has seen was due to the Marshall Plan 

following the Second World War or in 

countries like Rwanda following the genocide. 

However, these were targeted, immensely 

expensive and contingent on favourable 

political and economic conditions that are 

unlikely to be replicated with respect to Africa. 

Instead, widespread economic investments in 

Africa will likely continue to favour extractive 

industries under terms of trade that produce greater indebtedness and higher levels of 

inequality. Whereas the Marshall Plan involved investments that stayed within the country, 

current proposals involve initiatives that would return loans (albeit at concessionary rates) to 

Source: Analysis of data from the Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs by Hannah Postel. 

Emigrant stocks of Africans, excluding North Africa, 

expressed in terms of youth employment (global) 

Emigrant stocks of Africans, excluding North 

Africa, expressed in terms of youth employment 

(European Union) 
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the lenders. There are also likely to be high levels of private investment from non-African 

corporations looking to extract profits from the continent.19  
 

Figure 10  

Real gross domestic product growth by region, 1996-2019 
 

 
Source: Reproduced from World Economic Situation and Prospects: January 2018 Briefing, 

No. 110. 
 

Table 5  

Labour market outlook for Africa (percentages), 2000-2016 
 

 2000-

2007 

2008-

2014 

2014 

(estimated) 

2015 

(projected) 

2106 

(projected) 

Employment growth 3.0 2.8 2.9 2.9 2.9 

Labour force participation 

rate 

68.8 69.4 69.6 69.7 69.7 

Unemployment rate 9.9 9.4 9.2 9.2 9.2 

Labour productivity 

growth 

2.7 0.9 4.0 1.2 2.3 

Global labour productivity 

growth 

2.6 1.9 1.8 2.5 2.7 

Source: ILO 2015. 

 

Urbanization  

 

Within the public policy debates around African mobility, there is considerable concern 

that migration-driven urbanization is connected to ongoing mobility and out-migration. While 

it is difficult to determine the increases in urbanization due to migration (most is due to 

redistricting and natural increase), there appears to be a limited correlation between levels of 

urbanization and international emigration. As figure 11 below indicates, urbanization and 

                                                           
19 See www.dw.com/en/germanys-new-africa-policy-yet-to-be-implemented/a-44097150. As the details of the 

‘Marshall Plan’ are yet to be made public, the commentary included here is based on background discussions 

with officials with the European Union’s Development Agency and the European Commission. 

file://///Addfilep1/ps/Proofreading/English/IN/www.dw.com/en/germanys-new-africa-policy-yet-to-be-implemented/a-44097150
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emigration tend to co-vary to a point at which large-scale emigration largely drops off. This 

holds for movements within Africa, outside of North Africa and, particularly, towards the 

European Union.  

 

Figure 11  

Intra-African migrant stocks, excluding 

North Africa, expressed in terms 

urbanization 

Emigrant stocks of Africans, excluding 

North Africa, expressed in terms of 

urbanization (European Union) 

 
 

  

Source: Analysis of data from the Department of Economic and Social Affairs by Hannah 

Postel. 

 

7. Economic effects of migration 

 

The economic effects of migration are observable over multiple temporal and 

geographic scales. Moreover, the effects must be assessed through varied metrics that consider 

material and non-material effects along with institutional, security and political consequences. 

Most work on African migration explores the consequences for sending communities and 

assesses the relationship between migration and poverty reduction, brain drain, health and 

family structure. Research beyond the continent, and within it in a few isolated cases, typically 

focuses on ‘host’ or indigenous communities. Such analyses regularly consider wages and 

employment opportunities along with implications for industry and trade. Here too, there are 

reasons to consider questions of institutional performance, service delivery, security, health 

and education. More recently, analysts have drawn attention to the economic implications for 

transit routes: towns, pathways, border zones and other sites through which migrants pass, 

including where they trade, where they are potential delayed or detained, and where they equip 

themselves for the onward or return journey.  

  

North Africa European Union 
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Given the diversity of movements, locations, environments and measures, it is 

impossible to state that migration is economically beneficial to anyone or any place. 

Nevertheless, a number of generalizations are worth noting here: 

 

 The economic consequences of migration for sending and receiving communities 

is underdetermined. Maximizing the economic benefits of migration depends on 

a multi-sited, multilevel and multisectoral response. The increased global 

involvement of municipal authorities in addressing migration stems from the 

recognition that while migration is a global phenomenon, its effects are often 

shaped (and felt) locally. To be effective, local authorities should have the 

information required for planning and the resources necessary to address the 

immediate costs of additional residents. They must also work with national and 

regional authorities to promote the continuation of care and concordance in 

education systems. Cooperation with the private sector is also critical to ensure 

that migrant communities have access to employment, that working conditions 

are fair and that employing migrants does not unduly disadvantage local 

communities.  

 

 People decide to migrate because they believe it will be beneficial to themselves 

or their families. At times these decisions lead to long-term exploitation, family 

tensions and few economic or social benefits. In this way, migration is similar to 

other investment decisions individuals and families make. While accurate an 

unbiased information may help improve decision-making, restrictions on 

mobility are effectively a restriction on individual or collective choice. Unless 

there are compelling and empirically informed reasons to restrict such choices, 

on the whole, promoting freedom of movement is likely to have more positive 

than negative benefits.  

 

 Restricting the movements of people is often intended to protect host countries’ 

economic and physical security. However, evidence from across the United 

States, Europe and Africa suggest that such restrictions generally have negative 

economic consequences. Not only do they fragment labour markets and limit 

people’s ability to maximize returns on their skills and education, they also have 

enormous direct costs to the taxpayers financing such measures. Beyond these 

immediate costs, they typically generate significant underground and informal 

economies. While these may be beneficial to migrants and others, they also risk 

fostering dangerous criminality and human rights abuses. The highly publicized 

migrant ‘slave markets’ in Libya are perhaps the most acute example of such 

consequences. It also needs to be emphasized that restrictions on mobility tend to 

redirect and diversify, rather than significantly reduce mobility altogether.20 

 

 The work of the Joint Labour Migration Programme spearheaded by the African Union 

Commission in partnership with ILO, ECA and IOM is an important initiative in promoting 

the movement of people within the continent and their integration into labour markets. This 

complements World Bank and other action to improve the economic consequences of 

migration by lowering the costs of sending and receiving remittances. Other ILO initiatives 

seeking to ensure that migrants have access to social protection in both sending and receiving 

                                                           
20 Céline Bauloz, “The EU Migration Partnership Framework: an external solution to the crisis?”. See 

http://eumigrationlawblog.eu/the-eu-migration-partnership-framework-an-external-solution-to-the-crisis/. 

http://eumigrationlawblog.eu/the-eu-migration-partnership-framework-an-external-solution-to-the-crisis/
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countries are important because they help to define migration as a primary development issue. 

However, their effectiveness has yet been seen. To be fully effective, any such initiative must 

address migrants and host communities as economic, social and political beings. Programmes 

that address migrants primarily as workers or remitters tend to overlook the social and political 

tensions and transformations that stem from migration. Only once there is strong social and 

political support at the national and local levels will such programmes realize their full 

potential. This also applies to agreements reached at a regional level. For example, a number 

of ECOWAS member States still impose restrictions on their domestic labour markets, despite 

the full right to establishment and residence for all ECOWAS citizens agreed upon in the 

treaties and free movement protocols of that regional economic community.21  

 

Given the financial and political power differentials of the actors involved in 

collaborative initiatives like the Joint Labour Migration Programme, it is also important to bear 

in mind how different actors might be able to shape programmes or emphasize specific 

programme components over other elements. 

 

8. African migration governance 
 

Although demographic and economic factors are most likely to shape African migration 

in the years ahead, governance frameworks remain an important variable. A full account of 

immigration and migration governance requires a holistic analysis of the legal, socioeconomic 

and institutional variables that affect mobility, in addition to the bilateral and multilateral 

frameworks that govern people’s movements and States’ obligations. As these are beyond the 

scope of this report, the following paragraphs point to four key factors that impact migration 

governance on the continent. 

 

First: there is no continent-wide agreement on how to address migration in Africa 

 

The formal governance of mobility within Africa is the product of a dynamic set of 

intersecting and overlapping initiatives and frameworks. Each of the continent’s regional 

economic communities has its own initiatives, sandwiched between domestic policies towards 

displaced persons and migrant labour.22 At the continental level, the African Union campaigns 

to promote safe and free movement across its member States. Thus, one of the challenges facing 

a coherent migration governance framework across the continent is the competing and at times 

contradictory interests at the national, regional and African Union levels. 

 

As currently conceived, African Union policies set the normative terms for the free 

movement of persons within Africa and the basic protection of migrants when outside their 

respective countries of nationality. Chapter VI, article 43 of the 1991 Treaty Establishing the 

African Economic Community urged member States to “achieve progressively the free 

movement of persons, and to ensure the enjoyment of the right of residence and the right of 

establishment by their nationals within the Community”. Further, the Protocol Relating to the 

Free Movement of Persons, Right of Residence and Right of Establishment offers weak 

guidance on State compliance, nonetheless, it presents a flexible migration framework that 

could potentially be moulded to diverse socioeconomic and political landscapes. However, as 

                                                           
21 ECOWAS Annual Report 2016; and An Assessment of Progress Towards Regional Integration in The 

Economic Community of West African States Since Its Inception, ECA Subregional Office for West Africa and 

ECOWAS. 
22 E. Tendayi Achiume and Loren B. Landau, “The African Union migration and regional integration 

framework,” Policy and Practice Brief No. 36, November 2015. 
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it now stands, the regional economic communities and States are far more important than the 

African Union in shaping migration policies and practices. These are supported by a number 

of regional and national initiatives intended to facilitate movement. They also run counter to 

policies across many countries that seek to place stricter controls on international and even 

internal movements, as well as the interventions of external actors undermining regional 

initiatives in indirect yet critical ways.  

 

Second: regional economic communities are more influential than the African Union in 

governing African mobility, but remain subservient to national interests  

 

While the African Union has long offered overt policy proposals for governing 

migration, these have been far less effective than the regional economic communities in 

shaping mobility on the continent. However, even at this level, progress on free movement has 

been uneven. Some regional economic communities like EAC and ECOWAS have made the 

most progress in developing mechanisms that facilitate the movement of people with relative 

ease within the subregions. In late 2017, six francophone States within the Central African 

Economic and Monetary Community (Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Equatorial 

Guinea, Gabon and the Republic of Congo) ratified an agreement to allow visa-free 

movements.23 Within Africa, outside of North Africa, SADC is perhaps the least advanced in 

developing a coherent subregional migration framework. South Africa has pushed for bilateral 

rather than multilateral agreements, with relatively wealthy Botswana and Namibia also 

resisting free movement within the region. North Africa, fragmented by successive political 

upheavals and the long standing hostility between Algeria and Morocco, has also tended to 

forge bilateral agreements with Europe and States across the Middle East.  

 

At the domestic level, many African countries have adopted relatively open policies 

towards refugees and displaced persons, but have not made migration policy or free movement 

a priority. A recent study undertaken by the African Development Bank shows that barriers to 

movement between regional economic blocks remain high. Africans need visas to travel to 55 

per cent of other African countries – in fact North Americans have easier access to many 

countries on the continent than Africans (African Development Bank, 2016). When comparing 

visa requirements between regions, Central and North Africa are the most closed regions, while 

East and West Africa have the most open interregional visa regimes. In recent years, 

particularly since 2015, many African States have been reasserting sovereignty through more 

restrictive immigration regimes (see below.) With foreign aid dedicated to strengthening border 

mechanisms and limiting movement, such patterns are likely to outpace efforts to facilitate 

subregional movement. 

 

Third: European interests are encouraging migration management policies in Africa in ways 

that could weaken migrant rights, development and democratic institutions  

 

With support from the European Union, many African countries, particularly those 

north of the Equator, have begun developing more comprehensive, often security-oriented 

migration policies. Since 2015, the continent has witnessed a flurry of activity in migration 

policy-making through efforts funded by the European Union and implemented by IOM and 

the International Centre for Migration Policy Development.24 Such policies vary, but involve 

                                                           
23 Moki Edwin Kindzeka, “Central Africa Regional Bloc Creates Six-country Visa-Free Zone”. VOA News, 2 

November 2017. 
24 The International Centre for Migration Policy Development implements migration management support in 

Africa through a European Union funded facility known as MIEUX (MIgration EUeXpertise). 
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bilateral agreements to provide technical assistance, development aid and arms to limit 

irregular migration25 secure borders, register and monitor populations, and implement 

‘development at home’ strategies intended to limit the need for movement.26  

 

While European Union bilateral agreements employ a language of cooperation and win-

win outcomes for both continents, they aim to curtail Africans’ movements to Europe.27 They 

do this in a number of ways. On the one hand, the bilateral agreements between African 

countries and the European Union weaken the African Union’s plans to promote easier and 

safer movement within the continent. This strategy may have some impact on the numbers 

heading to Europe, but risks creating negative externalities within the continent. Critically, 

even projects specifically promoting free movement, such as the Support Free Movement of 

Persons and Migration in West Africa project or other ‘cross-border’ initiatives28 often have 

significant containment components.  

 

On the other hand, bilateral European Union agreements come with development aid 

and arms packages that could undermine democratic institutions and human rights. While aid 

conditionality is not new, human rights organizations have raised concerns that providing aid 

and arms to authoritarian regimes will heighten insecurity and instability on the continent. This 

might ironically lead to greater pressure for people to move.29  

 

In addition, migration and border control policies do not guarantee effective 

implementation. Evidenced by often drawn out negotiations, backtracking and resistance to 

entering into an agreement in the first place, migration agreements between the European 

Union and Africa often fail to integrate African concerns in language of equal partners with 

‘common interests’. The European Union has admitted that progress remains unsatisfactory on 

returns technically agreed upon as part of migration-related partnerships with African 

countries.30  

 

Empirical evidence across Africa also consistently points to the disjuncture between the 

law and its implementation. In border areas, restrictions on movement serve only as an 

opportunity for corruption and rent seeking, which undermines the efficacy of migration 

policies and creates opportunities for trafficking and smuggling networks.  

 

Fourth: despite their profile and global attention, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 

Regular Migration and the global compact on refugees are unlikely to mark a significant 

departure in the formal governance of African mobility  

                                                           
25 Earl Conteh-Morgan, “The danger of supplementing aid to Africa with weapons,’ IPI Global Observatory, 15 

August 2017; and Andrea Shalal, “Merkel urges greater security role in Africa development policy,’ Reuters, 12 

June 2017. 
26 Loren B. Landau, “A chronotope of containment development: Europe’s migrant crisis and Africa’s 

reterritorialization”, 10 August 2018: Antipode. 
27 See, for example, the European Union agreement with the Niger: 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/renforcement-de-la-gestion-et-de-la-gouvernance-des-migrations-et-le-retour-

durable-au-niger_en. 
28 Such as the Mopti-Ouahigouya area between Mali and Burkina Faso. See www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/eu-

migration-policy-and-regional-integration-africa-new-challenge-european-policy. 
29 Loren B. Landau and Caroline Kihato, “Securitising Africa’s borders is bad for migrants, democracy and 

development”, The New Humanitarian, 5 July 2017. 
30 Flavia Bernardini, “Senegal: bastion of democracy, migration priority for the EU.” European Parliament, 

Directorate-General for External Policies, Policy Department, pp. 12-13. For more on the specifics of the 

agreements, see https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32002F0946. 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/renforcement-de-la-gestion-et-de-la-gouvernance-des-migrations-et-le-retour-durable-au-niger_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/renforcement-de-la-gestion-et-de-la-gouvernance-des-migrations-et-le-retour-durable-au-niger_en
file://///Addfilep1/ps/Proofreading/English/IN/www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/eu-migration-policy-and-regional-integration-africa-new-challenge-european-policy
file://///Addfilep1/ps/Proofreading/English/IN/www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/eu-migration-policy-and-regional-integration-africa-new-challenge-european-policy
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32002F0946
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As noted earlier in this report, there has been limited involvement of African States and 

civil society in the drafting of these documents. Compared to the overt aid conditionalities 

placed by donor States – particularly those belonging to the European Union – the provisions 

of both compacts will have only indirect influence on Africa’s policy frameworks. 

Furthermore, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration is not binding and 

cannot mandate States to comply. Following the withdrawal of the United States from that 

instrument, and disagreements between Latin American countries, the European Union and 

Australia on its guiding principles, it is unlikely to shift the dynamics of migration governance 

in Africa.  

 

9. Policies and Programmes to Promoting Safe, Productive and Regular 

Migration within Africa  
 

Migration policies are diverse and varied, operating from the continental to the 

neighbourhood level. The national and regional initiatives underway to promote (or in some 

cases prevent) the easy movement of people across African borders include the Protocol to the 

Treaty Establishing the African Economic Community Relating to Free Movement of Persons, 

Right of Residence and Right of Establishment; the ECOWAS Protocol relating to Free 

Movement of Persons, Residence and Establishment; the Common Market for Eastern and 

Southern Africa (COMESA) Protocol on the Free Movement of Persons, Labour, Services, 

Right of Establishment and Residence; and the SADC Protocol on the Facilitation of 

Movement of Persons. It is also important to recognize that African States are parties to target 

16.9 of the Sustainable Development Goals, which provides for the issuance of legal identity 

for all, including birth registration. 

 

If there is one central finding from this review, it is that there is no one migration story 

across the regions. Those concerned with promoting the rights of Africans to move in search 

of profit or protection must pay careful attention to the locations involved. Moreover, policies 

aimed at promoting one form of movement (by investors or the highly skilled and educated, 

for example), are often countered by efforts to limit the movements of others (for example, 

those seeking asylum, manual work or to start an informal business). There are few policies 

anywhere governing the transit countries through which people seek routes to major 

destinations within or beyond the continent. In almost all instances, the lack of capacity and 

will to promote free movement and migrant protection severely undermines the rights and 

welfare of those who move. The lack of coherence across countries and regions means there is 

a need to pay more attention to the role of local authorities in promoting or threating the rights 

and welfare of international migrants.  

 

In looking toward the implementation of these initiatives, it is important to note the 

almost total absence of groups expressly or even implicitly advocating for the rights of migrants 

across the continent. While there are bodies concerned with the rights of those people forcibly 

displaced, particularly in East Africa where displacement is more acute, few are pushing for 

pro-migrant policy reform. In some instances, particularly in Southern Africa, generally pro-

poor groups are often anti-migrant or reluctant to consider migrants as members of their 

constituencies. Even those speaking on behalf of liberalized trade regimes such as members of 

the business sector are interested only in the regularization of highly skilled migration. While 

there are benefits of removing obstacles for those employed in formal, professional business, 

opening borders for the ‘elite’ is often accompanied by closures for the rest. This is no mistake 

as many businesses within and beyond the continent continue to benefit from the production 

of an exploitable, undocumented migrant workforce. 
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There is also a limited interest or ability on behalf of States and social movements to 

advocate for their own citizens living elsewhere (International Centre for Migration Policy 

Development and IOM, 2015). In Southern Africa, South Africa remains the primary 

destination country yet it has resisted neighbouring countries’ efforts, particularly those of 

Zimbabwe, Mozambique and Lesotho, to further migrant protections and those countries are 

too weak to force South Africa’s hand. Social movements in those neighbouring countries and 

their Governments remain too feeble to undertake effective cross-border advocacy. Within East 

Africa, Kenya remains a key destination country, but its neighbours such as Somalia, South 

Sudan and the Sudan, are either too fragmented. The one exception is the Kenyan business 

community, which has strongly pressed for rights for its members who move elsewhere.  

 

In the current populist climate, achieving free movement throughout the region – as 

proposed by the African Union and a range of other initiatives – will demand a significant 

political realignment. Even as actors continue to build the administrative framework to further 

a free movement agenda, other better-resourced initiatives are seeking more carefully regulated 

and curtailed movements. Where West Africa is a success story for the continent when it comes 

to the ease of mobility, it is, for that very reason, also one of Europe’s biggest areas of 

concern:31 a ‘hot zone’ of irregular migration towards a Europe that has long diminished its 

support for regional integration in Africa both in rhetoric and funding.32 Although the effects 

are only beginning to be understood, it is already clear that securitization measures have 

resulted in rising xenophobia, the destruction of livelihoods dependent on migration industry, 

the disruption of circular and seasonal migration patterns, and, crucially, the criminalization of 

all migrants, since every journey northwards (or even just in proximity to the North) is now 

treated with suspicion. 

 

This demands that advocates diversify their strategies and enter carefully into 

collaborative initiatives, even where these ostensibly work ‘for’ migrants and mobility rather 

than against them. There also needs to be more awareness of how certain concepts and 

narratives are employed when migration is discussed, since to some people even neutral 

sounding terms like “safe and orderly migration” or “migration management” can mean free 

movement for all, whereas to other people they mean restricted, professional mobility and 

containment. While continuing to push for unrestricted movement, advocates must also look 

for ancillary and complementary targets. This calls for a need to play to incentives and politics 

at multiple scales simultaneously. It also means building solidarity with local interests whose 

fear of competition and insecurity may be partially driving migrant exclusion.  

 

10. Key messages and recommendations 
 

The High-level Panel on Migration recognizes that because migration and the migration 

policy environments are dynamic, there can be no single resolution or ‘solution’ to African 

migration. Rather, debates over international migration should continue at multiple levels. 

Because the drivers and consequences of human mobility intersect with fundamental issues of 

                                                           
31 Jonas Bergmann, Julian Lehmann, Thomas Munsch, and William Powell, “Protection Fallout: How 

Increasing Capacity for Border Management Affects Migrants’ Vulnerabilities in Niger and Mali”. Global 

Public Policy Institute, 28 November 2017; Elise Cuny “The EU’s New Migration Partnership with Mali: 

Shifting towards a Risky Security- Migration-Development Nexus.” European Union Diplomacy Paper 01/ 

2018: College of Europe. 
32 Elizabeth Collett and Aliyyah Ahad “EU Migration Partnerships: A Work in Progress”. December 2017, 

Brussels: Migration Policy Institute Europe; and “Mixed Migration in West Africa Data: Routes and 

Vulnerabilities of People on the Move”, 31 August 2017, Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat. 
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identity, economics, politics and security, mobility is an emotive issue and policy decisions 

will always be shaped by various, often, competing values.  

 

The High-level Panel recognizes that migration will not solve Africa’s economic, 

political or social problems, but efforts to contain migration are likely to exacerbate rather than 

eliminate these challenges. Moreover, because economic development is inherently spatially 

uneven, well-managed migration can promote access to opportunities for people without 

sacrificing the well-being of those in transit and receiving communities.  

 

The High-level Panel will continue to work to normalize movements across the 

continent. While the consequences of migration are not always positive at an aggregate level, 

people chose to move in the hope of improving their lives or the lives of those close to them. 

Wherever possible, African Governments and governance architecture should work from the 

principle that movement by people is fundamental to their freedoms. These rights and freedoms 

should be central to efforts to promote safe and orderly migration within, across and outside 

the continent. Given the continent’s current fragmentation and financial dependencies,33 

strengthening Africa’s collective voice on migration issues while not losing sight of each 

country’s diverse interests is not an easy task. However, doing so will be a critical step towards 

more ownership of the narrative of the African migration story.34  

 

The Panel’s key recommendations are listed below. 

 

 Evidence shows that intracontinental migration is the predominant type of 

African migration. However, movement within the continent is restrictive, as 

evidence shows that Africans need visas to travel to 55 per cent of other African 

countries while North Americans do not need a visa in 20 per cent of African 

countries and can obtain visas upon arrival in 35 per cent of African countries 

(African Development Bank, 2016). In this respect, the High-level Panel on 

Migration will advocate for the signing and ratification of the Protocol to the 

Treaty Establishing the African Economic Community Relating to Free 

Movement of Persons, Right of Residence and Right of Establishment, a 

framework aimed at fulfilling the fundamentals of pan-Africanism to have a 

borderless Africa which allows the free movement of persons within the 

continent.  

 

 By its definition, migration is a process that has impacts at multiple scales. Across 

Africa, cities and local authorities are often the bodies first responsible for 

responding to migration. However, the Global Compact for Safe, Regular and 

Orderly Migration, regional migration governance regimes and continental 

efforts provide few provisions for supporting local authorities. The High-level 

Panel supports global calls to provide budgetary and technical support to local 

authorities in addressing migration. This includes the creation of platforms for 

municipal authorities to build capacity and principles for responding to African 

migrants as rights-holders.  

 

                                                           
33 Anna Knoll, “African Union migration governance: non-aligned views on migration governance in Africa”. 

European Centre for Development Policy Management, Political Economy Dynamics of Regional Organizations 

(PEDRO) Background Paper, March 2017. 
34 For more on the “African migration story” see https://www.uneca.org/stories/global-compact-consultative-

meeting-agrees-africa-needs-drive-and-own-migration-narrative. 

https://www.uneca.org/stories/global-compact-consultative-meeting-agrees-africa-needs-drive-and-own-migration-narrative
https://www.uneca.org/stories/global-compact-consultative-meeting-agrees-africa-needs-drive-and-own-migration-narrative
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 Migration governance takes on multiple forms and is shaped by agreements that 

both directly and indirectly incorporate questions of human mobility. To ensure 

that principles of free or facilitated movement are normalized, the High-level 

Panel advocates incorporating migration provisions into regional and continental 

frameworks. These include not only the Revised Migration Policy Framework for 

Africa and Plan of Action (2018-2027), but also initiatives promoting trade and 

investment, human trafficking, education and health.  

 

 Given that migration is an emotive issue that has often triggered strongly negative 

responses from politicians and African citizens, there is a need to develop policy 

spaces where the technical aspects of migration can be openly debated on the 

basis of empirical analysis. To that end, the High-level Panel will support ECA 

and African Union efforts to create technical commissions that will allow for the 

collection and collation of data on migration. These technical bodies will identify 

the consequences of migration and policy responses to it. 

 

 There remain significant paucities of migration data, including data on the drivers 

and consequences of migration and migration policy. The High-level Panel 

supports the creation of a continental, joint research centre on migration data. This 

centre should collaborate with national data agencies to improve dynamic 

demographic collection to enable regional, national and local authorities to better 

plan for human mobility. Underlying this should be a continental effort to 

standardize migration terms and data collection mechanisms to allow for planning 

at multiple scales. Data collection should be transparent and ethical in its 

methods, which includes publishing the sources of data and methods of collection.  

 

 Because the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration and the 

global compact on refugees provide few accountability mechanisms, the High-

level Panel supports the African Peer Review Mechanism’s efforts to ensure that 

African countries’ responses to migration respect the pan-African principles and 

human rights legislation. In supporting this initiative, African bodies must 

actively solicit the input of non-government observers. To facilitate popular 

engagement, the High-level Panel calls for the publication of bilateral and 

multilateral agreements between African and non-African countries addressing 

questions of migration management and voluntary return.  
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High-level Panel on International Migration 
 

 

 

  

No Invited Person  Title  Country/ 

Organization  

1. H.E. Ellen Sirleaf- 

Johnson 

Former President Liberia  

2. H.E. Joseph Muscat Prime Minister Malta 

3. Dr. Abdalla Hamdok  Former Deputy Executive 

Secretary, ECA  

Ethiopia 

4. Amb. Laura Thompson Deputy Director, IOM Switzerland 

5. Ms. Aminata Toure Former Prime Minister Senegal  

6. H.E. Knut Vollebæk Former Foreign Minister Norway 

7. Ms. Almaz Negash Founder, Africa Diaspora 

Network  

 USA 

8. H.E. Ahmed D. Hussen Minister of Immigration, 

Refugees and Citizenship 

Canada 

9. 

 

Mr. Samir Abi Head of West African 

Observatory on Migrations  

Togo 

10. H.E. Amira Elfadil Commissioner for Social Affairs, 

AUC 

Ethiopia 

11. Dr. Danisa Baloyi President of the Black Business 

Council 

South Africa 

12. Mr. Aigboje Aig-Imoukhude President Coronation Capital 

Investments Ltd 

Nigeria 

13. Dr. Akinwumi Adesina President African Development 

Bank 

Côte d’Ivoire 

14. Dr. Vera Songwe ES/ ECA Ethiopia 

15. Ms. Cynthia Samuel-

Olonjuwon 

ILO Côte d’Ivoire 
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