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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The key message of this position paper is that the African narrative on migration and human
mobility is one of recognition for the contribution of African migrants to development at
destination and origin countries. This is in contrast to the prevailing notion that sees migration
primarily as a problem that needs to be controlled and managed. African migrants contribute
to destination countries, remittances are transferred home to support development, and the
incomes of labour migrants are a source of livelihood for their families. The paper positions
civil society members as grassroots actors with much practical experience and contributors to
policy discussions on migration governance. This is in line with the commitment enshrined in
the Joint Africa-EU Strategic Partnership and Action Plan adopted in Lisbon in 2007. The
strategy, which is often referred to as a “people-centred partnership”, urges Africa and the
European Union (EU) to pursue and implement policies and programmes that facilitate the
active participation of civil society in policy deliberations in the different areas of the
partnership. This is because civil society contributes valuable observations that can enrich
policy discussions from an angle not often presented. The position paper reviews and
evaluates the existing narratives in the field of migration and presents a nuanced assessment
informed by the context and the perspective from Africa, which is not sufficiently articulated,
clearly framed, and easily messaged in policy terms. The data in the position paper was
gathered from secondary sources, such as the migration database of the United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), the World Bank, and the United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC); interviews with several migration focal persons
of some African Union member states including Ghana, Nigeria and Zambia and officials at
the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), as well as many key African diasporas
within and beyond the continent. The paper has also benefited from research works and
publications by the authors.
The key thematic areas discussed in the context of African migration narratives include labour
migration, diaspora, and irregular migration:
In the history of Africa, migration has always been connected to work, livelihood strategy, and
poverty reduction. Africans view migration as critical to Africa’s development and, as such,
recognize migratory flows within Africa and beyond as equally important (Tonah & Setrana,
2017). The position of civil society on the narratives of African migration includes the opening
up of the continent for job creation and finding opportunities for the growing number of
unemployed youth. African migrants contribute to the socio-economic development of both
countries of origin and destination. For example, it is found that immigrants have positive net
impacts on the government fiscal balance in South Africa, Ghana, and Côte d'Ivoire (Adepoju,
Fumagali & Nyabola, 2020). In some cases, what immigrants contribute to the government
fiscal balance exceeds or is at par with the contributions made by native-born workers,
contrary to notions suggesting that immigrants are responsible for loss of employment and/or
loss of revenue for native-born workers (Ibid.).
The African narrative also defines diaspora as productive because it sees all Africans outside
the continent as having the potential to support Africa’s development. Thus, the diaspora’s
transnational skills, human resources, and financial transfer potentials are of crucial
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importance to African countries. For example, remittances from the diaspora often exceed the
official development assistance of many African countries. As a result, the African perspective
on diaspora is interested in engaging the African diaspora in all its structures and forms to
attract members to invest, transfer skills, and support the continent. The African migration
narrative on diaspora is concerned with building trust between public institutions and the
diaspora, maintaining reliable data on the diaspora, harmonizing diaspora engagement
policies across the continent, and making the continent attractive to younger, second- and
third-generation members of the African Diaspora. This makes diaspora engagement an
attractive policy tool for many African governments willing to cooperate and work with partners
outside the continent to realise these interests.
The introduction of visa regimes in the 1970s, specifically the requirement of a visa for
Western countries, resulted in many regular movements suddenly becoming irregular. For
instance, the migration route from North Africa to Europe, via the Mediterranean, for mostly
short-term work was largely regular until the visa requirements came into force (Fargues,
2017). Regularizing these movements through visa requirements meant any movement
without a visa constituted irregular migration. The introduction of visa requirements also had
consequences for many Africans, who, until the need for visas, could move freely on the
continent. Migration across the continent shows that although many Africans do not
necessarily view movements from one part of the continent to the other as irregular migration,
the introduction of sovereign states, governance structures, and management of inherited
colonial borders means Africa must admit to having irregular migration. However, even after
the introduction of these borders and visas on the continent, it is absurd, in the African context,
to consider some movements as irregular.
Given the narratives discussed, the following key observations urgently require policy and
research attention to decrease the negative narratives on African migration:
• The knowledge and awareness of African migration is low among researchers,
policymakers, and journalists, among others. These challenges are a result of the
inadequate knowledge on migration governance issues by African researchers,
journalists, civil society organizations and governments. While the media reportage is
mostly biased towards irregular migration to Europe, there are also only a handful of
academics studying and writing on African migration and its realities (Adepoju et al.
2020). Civil societies must be empowered, trained, and resourced to contribute to
advocacy and sensitizing the public to the positives of migration.
• There are a limited number of institutions and centres on the continent focusing on
migration narratives in Africa. The African Union (AU) Commission acknowledges
these challenges and, as part of its efforts to enhance migration governance, it
inaugurated the African Centre for the Study and Research on Migration (CARIM) in
Bamako, Mali, on 19 March 2021 (Directorate of Information and Communication, AU,
2021). In addition to CARIM, the AU hopes to have two more centres on the continent,
located in Rabat and Khartoum.
• Unfortunately, funding of major research projects on migration and policies is mostly
provided by Western donors, mainly from Europe. Most funded projects focus on
irregular migration, repatriation, and deportation, as these are the European Union’s
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key concerns 2 . There is the need for such projects to take stock of the linkages
between migration and development, for example, collecting data on immigrant
contributions to destination areas as well as diaspora contributions beyond financial
remittances. Civil societies should be given access to such data for public awareness
creation and other advocacy platforms.
Conceptually, the theories, concepts, and categorization of migration used by African
researchers, policymakers, and civil societies are Westernized. Western

conceptualization of migration has defined African migration as a problem,
causing people to leave their safe environment. This is a negative narrative.

INTRODUCTION3
This is a position paper by the Knowledge Platform (KP) for Migration Governance in Africa4
coordinated by the African Diaspora Policy Centre (ADPC). The platform is devoted to
strengthening the interface between research, policy, and practice in the area of migration
governance at continental, regional, national, and local levels. It operates as a forum through
which government policymakers, migration policy experts, and practitioners in Africa can learn
from each other and share good practices in the field (both policies and programmes) on a
regular basis in the form of a South-South exchange. The motto of the platform is: Organizing
a knowledge network for better migration governance in Africa. It contributes to the migration
and mobility dialogue from the perspective of Africa. Additionally, the platform is committed to
contributing to a better migration governance system that works for the benefit of all.
The position paper aims to contribute to the ongoing policy discussions of governing migration
and human mobility from the perspective of civil society. It provides a bottom-up point of view
and conveys a message to policymakers of the added value of civil society’s input into the
discussions on improving the migration governance system in Africa at different levels. The
position paper also narrates a perspective informed by a lived reality and a first-hand
observation of the social, environmental, political, and economic dynamics on the ground
impacting migration in all of its facets. To this end, the position paper articulates a less familiar
See the European Commission’s New Pact on Migration and Asylum
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/promoting-our-european-way-life/new-pactmigration-and-asylum_en
3 A narrative is “a way of presenting or understanding a situation or series of events that reflects and
promotes a particular point of view or set of values”. In the view of Hyvärinen (2006), narrative means
“something else” from another “something”. In social science, this “something else is a “powerful
metaphor for understanding life” (in Schiff, 2012, p 34). In his effort to simplify Hyvärinen’s (2006)
meaning of narrative, Schiff (2012) explained narrative as “a convenient placeholder, an empty vessel,
configured for the purposes of each user who can define the term in any way that he or she likes” (p.
34) In a similar understating of narrative, the African narrative expressed in this paper depicts how we,
the authors (African migration researchers), examine and explain the different nuances and meanings
attached to the concept of migration from the perspective of civil society organizations (CSOs). The
paper targets policymakers with the “something else” from an African understanding, telling(s), and
discussions on migration.
4 A project assisted by the German government via the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH. The content reflects the author’s views and the GIZ is not responsible
for any use that may be made of the information in this document.
2
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narrative about the discussion of the topic. This is because the analysis in the position paper
is closely informed by insider inquiry, local inspection, specific country experience, and a
deeper understanding of the complexity and challenges of the migration and mobility dynamics
on the continent, all of which receive little policy attention.
The position paper aims to amplify voices from civil society in the policy discussions in the
field taking place at different policy levels both within Africa and Europe, and between the two.
Actively involving civil society in the ongoing political dialogue and policy discussions
regarding migration and human mobility is crucial. It is in line with the commitment enshrined
in the Joint Africa-EU Strategic Partnership5 and Action Plan adopted in Lisbon in 2007. The
strategy, which is often referred to as a “people-centred partnership”, urged Africa and the
European Union (EU) to pursue and implement policies and programmes that facilitate the
active participation of civil society in policy deliberations in the different areas of the
partnership. This is because civil society contributes valuable observations that can enrich
policy discussions from an angle not often presented. This paper also serves as a background
document for a side event that ADPC will organize during the upcoming AU-EU Summit that
will be held in Brussels in February 2022. The key focus of the Summit is on the issue of
migration and mobility in the Africa-EU Partnership. This event is intended to increase the
profile, voices, and visibility of the network of African migration policy experts in Africa among
migration policy and development community circles both in Africa and in Europe.
Reflecting on “An African Narrative on Migration”, this paper reviews and evaluates the
existing narratives and gaps in the field of migration and presents a nuanced narrative
informed by the context and the perspective from Africa, which is not sufficiently articulated,
clearly framed, and easily messaged in policy terms. The data in the position paper was
gathered from secondary sources, such as the migration of the United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), the World Bank, and the United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime (UNODC); interviews with several migration focal persons of some African
Union member states including Ghana, Nigeria, and Zambia, and officials at the International
Organisation for Migration (IOM), as well as several key African diasporas within and beyond
the continent. The paper has also benefited from research works and publications by the
authors. The key message of the position paper is that the African narrative on migration and
human mobility is one of recognition for the contribution of African migrants to development at
destination and origin countries. This is in contrast to the prevailing notion that sees migration
primarily as a problem that needs to be controlled and managed.
The position paper is sectioned as follows: first, the position paper presents an overview of
the African migration narrative and takes stock of the African narrative on migration; the
second section identifies the major thematic areas forming the crux of the African migration
narrative and identifies the challenges leading to the misconception in contemporary African
migration narratives; and finally, the paper concludes with recommendations on “the Africa we
want” (by the AU Agenda 2063).
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1.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE AFRICAN MIGRATION NARRATIVE

Since 2015, after the so-called migration crises in Europe, narratives on migration have
changed significantly but have mostly been Westernized. While the notion of crises in the
inflow of migrants to Europe is highly debatable, the follow-up narrative needs
contextualization and counter-evidence. Indeed, the post-2015 narrative suggesting that
Africans are passive and non-responsive towards migration issues is invalid. Indeed, Africa
has on many occasions voiced its interests, sometimes directly and at other times indirectly –
but there has always been an African narrative. The African Union’s (AU) 2006 African
Common Position on Migration and Development was a prominent signalling of how Africa
understands and views migration. Africa’s narrative on migration predates the EU’s post-2015
externalization policies on migration, often seen as the turning point for Africa’s migration
governance.
Migration flows within and out of Africa exhibit an extensive pattern regulated by strategies to
cope with factors such as intra-regional inequalities, political insecurity, economic and
ecological problems, and restrictive migration policies. African international migration is made
up of both voluntary and forced cross border movements within the continent, as well as
regular and irregular migration to destinations outside the continent. Migration streams within
Africa are much larger than those out of Africa, and forced migration plays a significant role.
An African Narrative on Migration recognizes migration on the continent as an experience that
has stood the test of time. Since pre-colonial Africa, migration has never been a problem for
Africa; instead, it has always been a survival strategy. Despite the colonial influence on the
continent, migration has survived the post-independence era, making it impossible to delink
migration from the survival, history, and formation of African states and communities. Africa’s
history is incomplete without the migration experience of the people on the continent.
The African narrative on migration allowed free movement of persons and goods, although
the arbitrary institution of borders altered this feature. The African Union’s recognition of the
problems these borders have left on the continent has necessitated the Union to call for an
urgent borderless continent. The African Union Border Programme (AUBP) came to be –
uniting and integrating Africa through peaceful, open, and prosperous borders. Since African
countries gained independence, the borders drawn during the colonial era in rivalries between
European countries and their scramble for territories in Africa have been recurrent sources of
conflicts and disputes. Recognizing these challenges, the African Union and its members
decided to focus on how to remove barriers to build unity and solidarity among its member
states (Adepoju, Fumagali & Nyabola, 2020). Indeed, by transcending the borders as barriers
and promoting them as bridges linking one state to another, Africa can boost the ongoing
efforts to integrate the continent, strengthen its unity, and promote peace, security, and
stability, through the structural prevention of conflicts. For example, instead of securitizing
borders in the Sahel, which appears to respond primarily to European security imperatives,
the civil society narrative on African migration acknowledges the reality of thousands of years
of trading across the Sahara Desert (Ibid.).
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Migration within countries and across the continent has been the major movement from precolonial to post-independence. Migration within the countries and regions in the continent is
the most common, with volumes reaching as high as 80 per cent in post-independence
(UNDESA, 2020). Notwithstanding this figure, 94 per cent of Africans migrating beyond the
continent do so through regular means (IOM, 2020). On the other hand, not all Africans have
the desire to migrate. For instance, over half of adults in sub-Saharan Africa have no desire
to move to another country. Such immobility is not necessarily due to extreme poverty on the
continent. Instead, they prefer to live in their countries of origin for reasons such as family,
employment, access to privileges compared to elsewhere, and aspiration to support
development in the home country and community (Setrana, 2021).

Box 1: Summary: Migration trends in Africa
As of mid-2020, the total number of international migrants stood at 280.6 million, constituting 3.6
per cent of the total global population (UNDESA, 2020). The international migrant stock as a
percentage of the total population in Africa has been dwindling, reaching its peak at 2.5 per cent
in 1990. This decreased from 1.9 per cent in 2000 to 1.7 per cent in 2010. Since 2015, the
international migrant stock as a percentage of the total population in Africa has remained
constant. There is widespread evidence that most African migrants are not crossing oceans, but
rather there is a high level of land-border crossings within the region. Approximately 53 per cent
of the total share of African migrants reside within the region (UNDESA, 2021). A cursory look at
migration data depicts that four out of five international migrants residing in Eastern, Middle, and
Western Africa hail from the same African region. This unique trend of intra-regional migration
calls for unbiased academic research, policy responses, and measures that suit the regional
setting and reflect the needs of the African migrant and that, ultimately, promote the aspirations
of the
African
people. on
On migration
a positive note,
a greater degree
of mobility
the continent
is attributed
The
African
narrative
also acknowledges
the
need to on
protect
the increasing
mainly to
the high of
levels
of trade and
socio-economic
engagements
that have
existed
numbers
of migrants
all categories.
Theother
continent
hosts a quarter
of the worldwide
refugee
throughoutwhile
several
centuries.
population,
two-thirds
are from five countries out of the 54 on the continent (Adepoju,
Fumagali & Nyabola, 2020). Distribution of migrants on the continent

Source: compiled from UNDESA (2020)
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Unfortunately, the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR)6 considers the refugee movement as
an African problem that demands support from the so-called Global North Rich countries (see
Crawley and Setrana, 2021). Crawley and Setrana (2021) critique that the GCR treat refugees
as economic migrants and sometimes as troublemakers who need to be confined and
restricted within the walls of Africa; they are restricted from moving outside the continent to
seek protection (Ibid.), a departure from the civil society narrative on African migration.
From the civil society perspective, the African narrative on migration recognizes the significant
contribution of the African diaspora to the home country and the continent at large. African
diasporas are not seen as “cash cows”, but rather as a part of the development discourse on
the continent. This narrative supports the AU’s conceptualization of the African diaspora,
which consist of peoples of African origin living outside the continent, irrespective of their
citizenship and nationality, and who are willing to contribute to the development of the
continent and building of the African Union. Furthermore, the civil society narrative on African
migration acknowledges the important contribution of African immigrants in the host countries
(Quartey et al., 2020). African immigrants have created shops, restaurants, etc. They pay
taxes to the host country and contribute their skills and knowledge to development. Some of
these skilled migrants enjoyed the investment of African governments in their training (Ibid.).
Even the low skilled offer important services to the host country’s economy by doing periphery
jobs that pay less. An African migration narrative has also consistently acknowledged the
importance of female migration to the development of the continent. Women migrants support
the well-being of their families despite the challenges of crossing land and other borders to
take up domestic work (ILO, 2020).
African migration is beyond the unidirectional approach where people migrated and only
contacted home when they were ready to return (Cassirono, 2008). Civil societies proudly
argue that several African traditional proverbs, traditional songs, and oral traditions depict
migrants as persons who connect with home. Even when technology was not advanced, the
belief was that the African migrant was connecting through traditional songs and artefacts.
Africans travel with their cherished values. Hence, it is no surprise that people of African
descent still connect with Africa as home even after the abolition of the slave trade 213 years
ago. The arbitrary demarcation of borders failed to take away this fact of connecting with
ancestry and family on the other side of town or country. Even now, families in different
countries of the continent feel connected despite the restrictive borders. An example is the
case of Ghana, where a community divided by a border has one chief because the people
belong to the same historical roots. These traditional modes of connection also demonstrate
the rich methodological approaches for preserving information and history, which have been
lost to Western ideologies and research methodologies.
Existing narratives on African migration are shaped by several challenges, including the lack
of data, under-reporting, and negative external influences. Such challenges have led to a
misconception, misunderstanding, and misrepresentation of migration narrative issues on the
continent.
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2.

KEY THEMATIC AREAS ON AFRICAN NARRATIVE ON MIGRATION

This section focuses on labour migration, diaspora, and irregular migration as we discuss the
dominant African migration narratives from a civil society perspective.

2.1

LABOUR MIGRATION

In the history of Africa, migration has always been connected to work, livelihood strategy, and
poverty reduction. Africans view migration as critical to Africa’s development and, as such,
recognize migratory flows within Africa and beyond as equally important (Tonah & Setrana,
2017). The African continent has a youthful force who are sometimes compelled to migrate in
search of greener pasture due to high unemployment. About 75 per cent of Africa's population
is aged between 0-35 years, and over 200 million (almost 60 per cent) people on the continent
are under 25. It makes Africa the world’s youngest continent. Yet, 60 per cent of African youth
are unemployed (African Union Commission, 2018).
The position of civil societies on the narratives of African migration includes the opening up of
the continent for job creation and finding opportunities for the growing number of unemployed
youth. Lack of income-generating opportunities and prospects are critical drivers for
inter/extra-regional migration among young African women and men. Meanwhile, many
African countries suffer from labour shortages often filled by migrants who contribute to social
protection systems in both origin and destination countries (Van Panhuys et al., 2017). For
example, there is high demand for highly skilled labour in sectors like engineering, information
technology, education, finance, and management across Africa, which continues to drive
migration. The percentage of highly skilled positions occupied by migrants is high in countries
such as South Africa (25.2 per cent), Zimbabwe (16.1 per cent) and Ghana (9.4 per cent). Yet,
across the globe, Africa hosts only about 7.9 per cent of the total global migrant workforce.
Many of this workforce come from within the continent itself. For example, close to two million
migrant workers are in sub-Saharan Africa, constituting about 2.9 per cent of the workforce. A
little over one million (1.1 million) migrant workers are in Northern Africa, representing merely
1.6 per cent of its workforce (ILO, 2018a). This constitutes a small share of the migrant labour
force in Africa, suggesting that Africa has yet to tap fully into the continent’s available labour.
Women account for roughly 30 per cent of this migrant labour force on the continent,
suggesting that the work of many migrant women is not accounted for because they usually
work in domestic settings and/or are not economically valued.
As indicated earlier, African migrants contribute to the socio-economic development of both
countries of origin and destination. For example, it is found that African immigrants have
positive net impacts on the government fiscal balance in South Africa, Ghana, and Côte
d'Ivoire (Adepoju, Fumagali & Nyabola, 2020). In some cases, immigrants’ contribution to the
government fiscal balance exceeds or is at par with the contributions of native-born workers,
contrary to notions suggesting that immigrants are responsible for loss of employment and/or
loss of revenue for native-born workers (Ibid.). It is also found that even though migrant
workers are more likely to have wage employment than native-born workers, they still tend to
suffer from wage penalties and poor working conditions (OECD/ILO, 2018 cf. Adepoju,
Fumagali & Nyabola, 2020, p. 157), including harassment and attacks from nationals. In South
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Africa, the wage gap between migrant and South African workers in low- and semi-skilled
occupations is between 10 to 19 per cent (Ibid.). As a government official in Nigeria puts it:
When African migrants are in those countries [referring to western countries but mainly
Europe], they help them grow their economy by paying taxes, doing the jobs that their
nationals don't want to do, and investing in those economies. So, they contribute more
to the host country economically than even back home in Nigeria.
The quote above echoes the understanding of the contributions made by African migrants to
the economies of origin and destination countries. In fact, some skilled African migrants might
have enjoyed the investment of African governments in their training. Such costs associated
with these movements are usually ignored by host countries. For example, in the agricultural
sector, African governments have raised issues concerning the migration of young and
energetic persons, who are the stronghold of farm production.
Less skilled African migrants provide important services to host countries’ economies. For
instance, African migrants constitute a significant supply to the global demand for care workers
across the globe. In the Gulf Cooperation Council and Middle Eastern countries, the need for
domestic help has led to increased flows of women migrants, mainly from East and West
Africa (ILO, 2013), despite growing concerns over how these migrants are treated and the
poor conditions in which they work (Tonah & Setrana, 2017).
The position of civil society on the African narrative on labour migration seeks to strengthen
inter-regional integration and foster free movement, which also guarantees the free movement
of labour for decent work. CSOs wish to see labour migrants in destination countries treated
with respect and dignity and remunerated duly, as they contribute to developing these
destination countries. However, a number of factors currently serve as barriers to labour
migration on the continent. The unstructured, unfair, unsafe, unorganized, and irregular
migration challenges within these labour-induced migratory flows are major obstacles to
achieving the desired benefits from such flows (Senior official interview, Ghana, 2021). Given
that most Africans migrate within the continent, safe, orderly, and regular migration is vital for
the continent, just as it is for Africa’s external partners. For instance, several African countries,
including Ghana, Ethiopia, and Uganda, have established bilateral labour arrangements with
destination countries outside Africa in order to supply labour to such countries in better,
humane, and regulated flows.
Moreover, the Joint Labour Migration Programme (JLMP) depicts Africa’s response to labour
flows, on the one hand, as part of the solution to the labour and skill shortages in some sectors
and countries and, on the other hand, as a method to increase employment opportunities for
African youth. Therefore, the JLMP sees the effective and transparent operations of labour
migration stakeholders, improved policy and regulatory systems on labour migration, multistakeholder policy consultations and coordination on labour migration, and building capacity
on labour migration management at the continental and regional level as priorities. These
priorities clearly show that the immediate focus for governing labour migration is internal
(within the continent), rather than external (outside the continent). From Africa’s perspective,
facilitating the free movement of workers can advance regional integration and development
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(African Union, 2006). Providing the right opportunities and enhancing African youth’s capacity
to work within and beyond the continent are fundamental labour migration interests of African
governments. According to the JLMP, this can be done through, among other things, skill
portability and mutual recognition of qualifications (African Union Commission, 2018).
Presently, there are various methods for measuring and examining skills across the continent.
This fragmented skills certification and recognition has, to some extent, been inherited as part
of Africa’s colonial legacies and overcoming them is integral to the continental labour migration
management agenda.
Besides recognizing the dual role of migrants in developing host and home countries, the
African narrative on labour migration also describe as problematic the significant number of
highly skilled Africans who leave the continent annually (brain drain). The Migration Policy
Framework for Africa and Plan of Action (MPFA) estimates that about 70,000 skilled
professionals emigrate from Africa annually (AU, 2018: 39). It constitutes huge skilled labour
shortages and reversing and mitigating the adverse effects of this phenomenon on national
economies is of prime interest to African countries. Africa’s labour migration interests also
involve the easy transfer of pensions, investments, and other labour-related gains from
destination countries to origin countries. African governments are interested in seeing African
migrants able to conveniently access their labour benefits (pensions, social security, wages,
and other benefits) at destination countries from the continent. As a result of this narrative,
African migrants often lose out on pensions or face structural, legal, and regulatory challenges
accessing their due labour remunerations and social security benefits when they return to their
origin countries. These challenges mean that destination countries sometimes gain from these
migrants to the detriment of the origin country and the migrants themselves.
Overall, civil society’s narrative on labour migration prioritizes addressing unemployment and
skills gaps on the continent. National-, regional-, and continental-level labour migration
initiatives promote African workers’ safe, orderly, regulated, and humane movement on the
continent and beyond. Even so, Africa continues to lose its highly skilled labour force to
regions outside the continent. Thus, the fundamental interest of Africa in labour migration is
to mitigate brain drain through the provision of labour opportunities and policies to retain skilled
Africans on the continent.

2.2

DIASPORA

For Africans, the term diaspora is both ideological and productive. On the one hand, the
African narrative on diaspora is ideological as it recognizes all people who are outside the
continent but who are connected to the continent (see the AU definition of Diaspora). On the
other hand, the diaspora is productive as it invites all Africans to support the continent’s
development. This distinction is important for understanding the broader meaning of diaspora
for Africans.
Within the ideological perspective, the diaspora comprises people with ancestral, spiritual, and
physical connections to the continent. Diaspora, in the African narrative, is thus beyond what
non-continental policymakers imagine. One cannot relate to the African perspective and
narrative on migration, and specifically on diaspora, without first acknowledging the impact of
slavery and the colonization of Africans. Since the 1950s, the term “African Diaspora” was
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used in literature to broadly refer to all those global communities that descended from the
historical migrations of people from the African continent since the fifteenth century (Palmer,
1998; Shepperson, 1993). The four simultaneous slave trades, 7 which took place across
Africa between 1400 and 1900, and in particular the trans-Atlantic slave trade, resulted in the
largest emigration of Africans to other continents – Europe, North America, the Caribbean,
and South America. With such a historical background, a narrow definition of the African
diaspora emphasizes the roles of slavery, blackness, and colonialism in current narratives of
diaspora. It explains why the definition and meaning of diaspora are different from the
European understanding (Arhin-Sam, 2021). Moreover, it means the African diaspora extends
beyond postcolonial Africans who migrated beyond the continent. According to Arhin-Sam
(2021), this view of the African Diaspora is echoed in the political affinities of the pan-African
legacy. The African ideological narrative on diaspora is fundamentally about recognition, i.e.
to provide recognition and a sense of “home” to those who left the continent (Ibid.). Within this
understanding, Africa will always remain the ancestral and spiritual home that echoes strong
emotions for its diaspora.
Additionally, Africa’s narrative on diaspora is about productivity and action. It is about the
invitation to the diaspora to support development on the continent (Mangala, 2017). Here, the
definition of the African diaspora extends to all African migrants outside the continent. From
this perspective on diaspora, the African narrative on migration recognizes the African
diaspora as an important stakeholder in Africa’s development efforts. This recognition was
fundamental in the Joint Africa-EU Strategic Partnership and Action Plan in Lisbon in 2007.
The AU’s Agenda 2030 “recognises the positive contribution migrants make to inclusive
growth and sustainable development”. In 2005, the African Union declared the Africa diaspora
as the AU structure's Sixth Region, aiming to “invite and encourage the full participation of the
African Diaspora as an important part of our continent, in the building of the African Union”
(AU MPFA, 2018: 42).
In 2012, the first Global African Diaspora Summit, held in South Africa, adopted among others:
the production of a Skills Database of African Professionals in the Diaspora; the African
Diaspora Investment Fund; a programme on the Development Marketplace for the diaspora,
as a framework for facilitating innovation and entrepreneurship among African and Diaspora;
and the African Institute for Remittances (AU MPFA, 2018:42). The African interest in its
diaspora stems from the transnational skills and financial transfer potentials of the diaspora.
Over the years, the African diaspora is increasingly involved in the development of their home
countries. They have become successful in positioning themselves as critical actors in
development. The African diaspora contributes huge financial resources to the social welfare
and economic growth of their home countries. These financial resources in the form of
remittances often exceed the official development assistance (ODA) of these countries.
The flow of international remittances into developing countries has gained the attention of both
academics and experts in the policy space due to the undeniable benefits that accrue to
recipient economies, but also to host countries. Advocates of migration as a positive force for

7

Trans-Saharan slave trade, Red Sea slave trade, Indian Ocean slave trade, and trans-Atlantic slave trade.
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development postulate that remittance is a driver of household consumption, livelihood, and
alleviation of abject poverty in developing countries.
Figure 1: Remittance Share to GDP (%)
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In Africa, remittances contribute to the economic fortunes of most economies. This is evident
from the significant figures for remittances as a share of GDP that is registered in the regions
(see Figure 1) and most countries in Africa. For instance, in 2020, countries such as Cape
Verde, Comoros, Gambia, Lesotho, Liberia, Senegal, Somalia, South Sudan, and Togo
registered a remittance share to GDP of above 10 per cent. Despite these huge numbers, an
estimation of the percentage changes in remittance inflows between 2019-2020 reveals that
most nations experienced a net decrease in their share of remittance inflows (see Figure 2).

Source: World Bank (2020)
This outcome is not surprising because it was anticipated that the Covid-19-induced travel
restrictions coupled with regional and national lockdowns within the period under
consideration would have dire consequences for the economic engagements of migrant
workers. The general outlook on impact confirms a World Bank projection in this regard, thus
the Covid-19 pandemic translates into a general reduction in the flow of remittances to the
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region. It is worth noting that there are a few exceptions. For instance, evidence from Figure
8 further reveals that, despite the negative impact of Covid-19 on the global economy,
countries such as Ghana, Mozambique, Somalia, South Sudan, and Zimbabwe recorded a
net increase in the flow of remittances.
Since foreign direct investment (FDI) is considered a key driver of economic transformation, it
is also worth noting that, in recent times (World Bank 2020), the percentage share of
remittance inflows to GDP in the region has risen above the percentage share of FDIs to GDP
(see Figure 3).
Figure 3 Remittances and FDI Inflows
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Apart from FDIs, the share of remittances is higher than the funds obtained from Overseas
Development Assistance, thereby making remittance a key component of the foreign
exchange earnings of countries within the region. This trend makes it practically impossible to
engage in economic planning without taking into consideration the immense contribution of
the diaspora. Well-informed policies, initiatives, and programmes that acknowledge and
welcome the inputs of Africans abroad must be an integral part of the economic development
framework of countries. Moreover, the international call for data-driven decision-making also
necessitates the need to disaggregate national statistics so as to obtain an evidence-based
foundation from which to build workable future policies and interventions.
Besides the remittances, African governments rely on diaspora bonds to raise capital for
national development. According to Famoroti (2017), the personal connections of the diaspora
to their origin countries can make them more willing to invest in their government's debt, which,
in turn, makes debt-raising cheaper for governments. Famoroti also notes that the diaspora is
less likely to divest during times of economic uncertainty. Again, the diaspora is proven to
contribute to political changes on the continent, for example, in Ghana, where the diaspora
has been actively pushing for dual nationality (Bump, 2006), or they can also bring in social
remittances than can cause the spread of certain political, social, and cultural norms (Levitt,
1998).
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The African migration narrative on diaspora is about building trust between public institutions
and the diaspora, maintaining reliable data on the diaspora, harmonizing diaspora
engagement policies across the continent, and making the continent attractive to the younger,
second- and third-generation members of the African diaspora. The African perspective on
diaspora is one of engaging the African diaspora in all its structures and forms in order to
attract them to invest, transfer skills, and support the continent. This makes diaspora
engagement an attractive policy tool for many African governments willing to cooperate and
work with partners outside the continent to realize these interests.

2.3

IRREGULAR MIGRATION

Discourses of irregular migration in Africa often centre around movements from North Africa
to Europe, but the same narrative mostly ignores how Africa was divided by non-Africans,
specifically by the Europeans, the Ottoman Empire, and the United States, leading to artificial
borders that did not consider traditional African boundaries (see Okyerefo & Setrana 2018).
The imperialists’ decision to share Africa among themselves has arguably been at the core of
the continent’s many challenges, including irregular migration.
Apart from slavery and colonialism, the introduction of visa regimes in the 1970s, specifically
the requirement of a visa for Western countries, resulted in many regular movements suddenly
becoming irregular. For instance, the migration route from North Africa to Europe, via the
Mediterranean, for mostly short-term work was largely regular until visa requirements came
into force (Fargues, 2017). Regularizing these movements via visa requirements meant any
movement without a visa constituted irregular migration. The introduction of visa requirements
also had consequences for many Africans, who, until the arrival of visas, could move freely
on the continent.
On the one hand, the African narrative on migration recognizes that there are a number of
challenges to mobility on the continent in addition to how non-Africans see irregular migration.
After all, most of the Africans on the move are moving on the continent. Our analysis of
interviews with persons working on migration across the continent shows that, although many
Africans will not necessarily see movements from one part of the continent to the other as
irregular migration, the introduction of sovereign states, governance structures, and
management of the inherited colonial borders means Africa must admit to having irregular
migration. But even after the introduction of these borders and visas on the continent, it is still
absurd in the African context to consider some movements as irregular. For example, Melde
et al. (2014) explain this in relation to the Maasai, who can be considered international
migrants when they cross the border from Kenya to Uganda, where they speak the same
language and follow the same cultural and religious practices as their new neighbour (Adepoju,
Fumagali & Nyabola, 2020, p.34, citing Melde et al., 2014).
The narrative on irregular migration to Europe is often exaggerated and sensational, even
though available data shows migration from Africa to the EU between 2011 and 2017 was
mostly regular (Black & Highman, 2020). Indeed, findings from Mosler Vidal et al. (2019) show
that regular entries from African countries, especially from Northern and Western Africa,
outnumbered irregular entries by sea to Italy. Irregular migration on the continent is intra-
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regional and extra-regional. Intra-regional irregular migration takes place within the same
African region, while extra-regional irregular migration takes place across regions in Africa.
Unlike the irregular migration from North Africa to Southern Europe, which has dominated
irregular migration discourses and are inter-continental in nature, there are several routes in
Africa where irregular crossings are common. For example, at the border between the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Uganda, IOM recorded more than 200,000 irregular
border crossings in October 2019 alone. Of this number, 61 per cent was irregular entries to
Uganda, while the remaining 39 per cent was towards the DRC (IOM, 2019). Similarly, the
“southern route” from Eastern Africa to Southern Africa has been plied by many irregular
migrants, some of whom are labour migrants working in mines in Namibia, Tanzania, South
Africa, Zimbabwe, and Zambia (Long & Crisp, 2011; cf. Black & Highman, 2020). The other
significant irregular migrants who use these routes are asylum seekers from Eastern, Central,
and Southern Africa countries fleeing from conflicts in these regions. For instance, over 2,000
Ethiopian migrants were detained in Tanzania in 2018 alone, according to the Agence FrancePresse (2019) (Black & Highman, 2020).
Another major irregular migration route in Africa is the “eastern route”. For example, in October
2019, IOM recorded almost 30,000 migrants transiting irregularly across the Somalian border,
50 per cent of whom coming from Somalia, 44 per cent from Ethiopia, and five per cent from
Djibouti. Unlike the southern route, many migrants who use these routes irregularly do so for
economic reasons. In fact, the move to reopen the border between Ethiopia and Eritrea in
2018 partly addressed the huge irregular movements between the two countries (Ibid.).
Many of the irregular migrants from Africa to Europe come from West and North Africa. In
West Africa, the ECOWAS free movement protocol offers citizens in the region free movement
subject to regular documentation. Thus, the main irregular migration routes outside the West
Africa region are towards Europe (the sea route from Senegal to the Spanish Canary Islands)
and North Africa (the land route from the Niger) (MIDWA, 2015). In North Africa, Morocco and
Libya are the major destination and transit countries for irregular migrants from sub-Sahara
Africa, but also from other countries in North Africa. For example, in December 2019, IOM
recorded 65,4081 migrants in Libya, 65 per cent of whom came from sub-Sahara Africa, seven
per cent from the Middle East or Asia, and the remaining (almost 30 per cent) from other North
African countries (IOM, 2020). A major challenge with respect to irregular migration in Africa
and often reported by scholars is the lack of data (Black & Highman, 2020).

3. CONCLUSIONS
African migration is a combination of narratives with civil society having a positive perspective
with respect to migration in Africa. Migrants contribute to destination countries, remittances
are transferred home to support development, and the incomes of labour migrants are a
source of livelihood for their families. The key message of the position paper is that the African
narrative on migration and human mobility is about recognizing the contribution of African
migrants to development at destination and origin countries. This is in contrast to the prevailing
notion that sees migration primarily as a problem that needs to be controlled and managed.
The paper argues that the realities of African migration narratives are mostly positive
compared to the increasingly negative perceptions dominating the policy discourse and
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research. The paper positions civil society members as grassroots actors with considerable
practical experience and well-placed to contribute to policy discussions on migration
governance. The position paper has critically examined the existing narratives in the field of
migration as well as the nuanced narrative informed by the context and the perspective from
Africa, which is not sufficiently articulated, clearly framed, and easily messaged in policy terms.
The paper concludes that the positive narratives of African migration can be enhanced by
reducing the negative perceptions through effective migration management.
Based on the thematic areas, the position paper acknowledges that the African Union has
been making progressive efforts over the years through several frameworks, some of which
have been highlighted. For example, the AU has developed several frameworks for governing
mobility and ensuring that migration contributes to development on the continent. The AU
Migration Policy Framework and the Plan for Action (MPFA), which was developed in 2006,
and revised and implemented in 2018, provides guidelines for the formulation and
implementation of national migration policies on the continent (Revised AU MPFA, 2021).
Platforms such as the Migration Dialogue for West Africa (MIDWA), Migration Dialogue for
Southern Africa (MIDSA), and the Pan-African Forum for Migration (PAFOM) are avenues for
member states to deliberate more on the practicalities of the African migration. Despite these
improvements, misconceptions about the African narrative on migration remain. Given the
narratives discussed, the following key observations require urgent policy and research
attention in order to decrease the negative narratives on African migration:
The knowledge and awareness of African migration is low among researchers, policymakers,
and journalists among others. The MPFA’s evaluation among member states recognizes the
lack of awareness of migration issues as a major concern. Even in the few cases where
governments are aware of migration issues, the policies developed are usually skewed
towards border (in)security issues. It is no surprise that 90 per cent of member states have
border governance strategies/policies compared to the average of 46 per cent who have broad
migration policies (Evaluation of AU MPFA, 2018). These challenges are a result of the
inadequate knowledge on migration governance issues by African researchers, journalists,
civil society organizations, and governments. While the media reportage is mostly biased
towards irregular migration to Europe, there are only a handful of academics studying and
writing on African migration and its realities (Adepoju et al., 2020). Civil societies must be
empowered, trained, and resourced to contribute to advocacy and sensitizing the public to the
positives of migration.
In addition, there are a limited number of institutions and centres on the continent focusing on
migration narratives in Africa. To date, there are three established academic and research
centres in Africa researching and teaching migration on the continent, although there may be
other smaller units in other countries. These well-known migration centres or institutes are the
Centre for Migration Studies at the University of Ghana, the African Centre for Migration
Studies at the University of Witwatersrand in South Africa, and the Centre for Migration and
Refugee Studies at the American University in Cairo. The capacity of AU member states and
Regional Economic Communities (RECs) to manage migration on the continent represent a
significant concern (Revised AU MPFA, 2021).

18

Unfortunately, funding of major research projects on migration and policies is mostly provided
by Western donors, mainly from Europe. Such external donors influence migration research
and policies to satisfy their aims. Members of the African Union and development partners
should raise funds to conduct research focusing on the narratives highlighted in this paper.
There is a need for more African migration journals originating from the continent and made
accessible to all.
Conceptually, the theories of migration used by African researchers are Westernized. The
theories of modernization and dependency are the two dominant and extreme ideologies that
originally formed the basis for migration – the idea that migration either leads to development
or under-development. Both ideas fail to understand the complexities of migration in Africa.
From its historical roots, African migration governance is seen either as a central component
for transforming society or as a consequence of social transformation. Migration is an inherent
and integral component of social transformation and development processes (Adepoju,
Fumagali & Nyabola, 2020). Hence, migration is better understood from a social
transformation approach.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
Asylum seeker: An individual seeking international protection. In countries with individualized
procedures, an asylum seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been finally decided on
by the country in which he or she has submitted it. Not every asylum seeker will ultimately be
recognized as a refugee, but every recognized refugee is initially an asylum seeker.
Country of destination: The country that is a destination for migratory flows (regular or
irregular) or where the migrant resides.
Country of origin: The country that is a source of migratory flows (regular or irregular) or
where the migrant is coming from; also known as the sending country.
Country of transit: In the migration context, the country through which a person or a group
of persons pass on any journey to the country of destination or from the country of destination
to the country of origin or the country of habitual residence.
Diaspora: The African Diaspora consists of peoples of African origin living outside the
continent, irrespective of their citizenship and nationality, and who are willing to contribute to
the development of the continent and building of the African Union (AU, 2006). Migrants or
descendants of migrants whose identity and sense of belonging, either real or symbolic, have
been shaped by their migration experience and background. They maintain links with their
homelands, and to each other, based on a shared sense of history, identity, or mutual
experiences in the destination country.
Emigration: The act of departing or exiting from one country with a view to settling in another.
International human rights norms provide that all persons should be free to leave any country,
including their own, and that only in very limited circumstances may a state impose restrictions
on an individual’s right to leave its territory.
Immigration: A process by which non-nationals move to a country for the purpose of
settlement.
International migration: Movement of persons who leave their country of origin, or the
country of habitual residence, to establish themselves either permanently or temporarily in
another country. An international boundary or frontier is therefore crossed.
Irregular migration: Movement of persons that takes place outside the laws, regulations, or
international agreements governing the entry into or exit from the state of origin, transit, or
destination. Although a universally accepted definition of irregular migration does not exist,
the term is generally used to identify persons moving outside regular migration channels. The
fact that they migrate irregularly does not relieve states from the obligation to protect their
rights. Moreover, categories of migrants who may not have any other choice but to use
irregular migration channels can also include refugees, victims of trafficking, or
unaccompanied migrant children. The fact that they use irregular migration pathways does
not imply that states are not, in some circumstances, obliged to provide them with some forms
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of protection under international law, including access to international protection for asylum
seekers fleeing persecution, conflicts, or generalized violence.
Labour migration: Movement of persons from their home state to another state for the
purpose of employment. Labour migration is addressed by most states in their migration laws.
In addition, some states take an active role in regulating outward labour migration and seeking
opportunities for their nationals abroad.
Migration: The movement of a person or a group of persons, either across an international
border or within a state. It is a population movement, encompassing any kind of movement of
people, whatever its length, composition and causes; it includes migration of refugees,
displaced persons, economic migrants, and persons moving for other purposes, including
family reunification.
Migration management: A term used to encompass numerous governmental functions and
a national system of orderly and humane management for cross border migration, particularly
managing the entry and presence of foreigners within the borders of the state and protection
of refugees and others in need of protection.
Narrative: is “a way of presenting or understanding a situation or series of events that reflects
and promotes a particular point of view or set of values”. In the view of Hyvärinen (2006),
narrative means “something else” from another “something”. In social science, this “something
else is a “powerful metaphor for understanding life” (in Schiff, 2012, p. 34). In his effort to
simplify Hyvärinen’s (2006) definition of narrative, Schiff (2012) explained narrative as “a
convenient placeholder, an empty vessel, configured for the purposes of each user who can
define the term in any way that he or she likes” (p. 34) In a similar understating of narrative,
the African narrative expressed in this paper depicts how we, the authors (African migration
researchers), examine and explain the different nuances and meanings attached to the
concept of migration from the perspective of civil society organizations. The paper targets
policymakers with the “something else” from an African understanding, telling(s), and
discussions on migration.
Nationality: Legal bond between an individual and a state. The International Court of Justice
defined nationality in the Nottebohm case, 1955, as “[…] a legal bond having as its basis a
social fact of attachment, a genuine connection of existence, interests and sentiments,
together with the existence of reciprocal rights and duties […] the individual upon whom it is
conferred, either directly by law or as a result of the act of the authorities, is more closely
connected with the population of the State conferring the nationality than with any other State”.
According to Art. 1, Hague Convention on Certain Questions Relating to the Conflict of
Nationality Laws, 1930, “it is for each State to determine under its own laws who are its
nationals. This law shall be recognized by other States in so far as it is consistent with
international conventions, international custom, and the principles of law generally recognized
with regard to nationality”.
Protection: The concept of protection encompasses all activities aimed at ensuring full
respect for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter and the spirit of the relevant
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bodies of law, i.e. human rights law, international humanitarian law, and refugee law. Human
rights and humanitarian organizations must conduct these activities in an impartial manner
(not based on race, national, or ethnic origin, language or gender) (Inter-Agency Standing
Committee).
Refugee (recognized): A person, who “owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political
opinions, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country” (Convention relating to the Status of
Refugees, Art. 1A (2), 1951 as modified by the 1967 Protocol).
Regular migration: Migration that occurs in compliance with the laws of the country
of origin, transit, and destination.
Sending country: Refer to country of origin
Remittances: Monies earned or acquired by non-nationals that are transferred back to their
country of origin. There are also social remittances, which include a set of skills, ideas, and
practices acquired by the migrant that impact social development.
Residence permit: A document issued by the competent authorities of a state to a nonnational, confirming that he or she has the right to live in the state concerned during the period
of validity of the permit.
Receiving (or host) country: Usually, the country of destination of a migrant. In the case of
return or repatriation, also the country of origin or, in the context of resettlement, a country
that has agreed to receive a certain number of migrants, including refugees, on an annual
basis by presidential, ministerial, or parliamentary decision. In the context of diplomatic or
consular relations, the receiving country is the state that has consented to the establishment
of consular posts or diplomatic missions of another state on its territory.
Transnationalism: The process whereby people establish and maintain socio-cultural
connections across geopolitical borders.
Transit: A stopover of varying length, while travelling between two or more countries, either
incidental to continuous transportation, or for the purposes of changing planes, or joining an
ongoing flight, or another mode of transport.

Sources: IOM (2011) International Migration Law No. 25, Glossary on Migration, Geneva.
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