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Executive summary 

 

This position paper contributes to ongoing policy discussions about governing migration and 

human mobility from the perspective of civil society. It provides a bottom-up perspective and 

conveys a message to policymakers regarding the added value of civil society input into the 

conversation about improving the migration governance system in Africa at different levels. 

Moreover, the position paper articulates a less familiar narrative of this issue. It presents a 

point of view informed by a lived reality and first-hand observation of the social, 

environmental, political, and economic dynamics on the ground impacting migration in all  its 

multiple facets. The analysis in the position paper is closely informed by insider inquiry, local 

inspection, specific country experience, and deeper understanding of the complexity and 

challenges of the migration and mobility dynamics on the continent, which, to date, have 

received little policy attention.2 

The position paper aims to amplify civil society voices in the policy discussions in the field 

that are taking place at different policy levels both within Africa and between the continent 

and Europe. The active involvement of civil society in the ongoing political dialogue and 

policy discussions with regards to migration and human mobility is crucial. It is in line with 

the commitment enshrined in the Joint Africa-EU Strategic Partnership3 and Action Plan 

adopted in Lisbon in 2007. The strategy, which is often referred to as a “people-centred 

partnership”, urged Africa and the 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 brings diverse observations to the 

table that can enrich the policy discussion from an angle that is rarely presented.  

The position paper is one of the milestones established in the “Knowledge Platform (KP) for 

Migration Governance in Africa” project coordinated by the African Diaspora Policy Centre 

(ADPC).4 The KP is a forum that facilitates government policymakers, migration policy 

experts, and practitioners in Africa learning from each other and sharing good practices 

(both policies and programmes) in the field on a regular basis in the form of South-South 

exchange. It also fosters better migration governance system in Africa by capitalising on the 

knowledge of local experts directed towards this objective.  

This position paper provides an overview of the status of free movement within the context 

of Africa. The largely qualitative information in this paper was garnered from the collection 

and analysis of key materials, the study and review of existing documentation, and 

consultation with several experts through online meetings. The position paper argues that 

labour mobility is a cornerstone of economic growth and development in Africa. It is also a 

force for poverty reduction and, moreover, development in a wider sense. Furthermore, the 

productivity that results from labour migration contributes to increased economic growth, 

 
2 The content of the position paper reflects the author’s views and GIZ is not responsible for any use 
that made be made of the information in the document.  
3 For the full text of the Joint Africa-EU Strategic Partnership, see www.europafrica.org.  
4 The “Knowledge Platform (KP) facilitates a network of African migration policy experts operating in 
different countries and regions on the continent. It also promotes peer-to-peer learning among experts 
so that they can, for example, share advice, feedback, and thoughtful enquiries. Peer learning 
facilitates exchange of knowledge, experience, and practices as well as network building. The KP is 
dedicated to achieving a robust migration governance system in Africa that works to the benefit of all. 
 

http://www.europafrica.org/
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improved trade, a better business climate, as well as significant skills advancement across 

different countries in Africa. Nonetheless, many countries still lack a workable labour 

migration policy, much needed to boost economic growth, trade, and development. In a 

nutshell, developing a workable labour migration policy on the continent is a current 

imperative, and to this end, European Union (EU) support is essential. 

 

The position paper is intended as a background document for a side event that will be 

hosted by ADPC during the upcoming AU-EU Summit in Brussels in February 2022. The key 

focus of the Summit is the issue of migration and mobility in the context of the Africa-EU 

Partnership. The side event aims to increase the profile, voices, and visibility of the network 

of the African migration policy experts in Africa among migration policy and development 

community circles, both in Africa and in Europe.  
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1. The current state of the free movement of people on the 

continent 

Africa is a continent characterized by centuries of migration. The internal circulation of 

people, goods, and ideas on the continent has contributed to the development and evolution 

of Africa throughout its history. In recent times, this phenomenon has intensified due to 

demographic, socio-economic, and environmental factors. African migrants contribute to 

economic growth and development in the community of destination, transit, and origin 

through their labour, skills transfer, consumption, and investments. Their remittances also 

contribute enormously to food security, human capital, rural development, and overall Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) in their country of origin.5 

There is a widespread perception that African migration is largely to Europe and other 

continents, however, nearly 80 per cent of labour migration in Africa is intraregional and 

occurs within the boundaries of the continent. In 2017, sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) countries 

hosted approximately 11.9 million migrant workers, 8.3 million of whom were men and 3.6 

million were women. Other noteworthy destinations for African migrants included the 

conventional migration patterns to Europe and North America, as well as growing migration 

flows to the Middle East and the Gulf Cooperation Council countries.6   

COVID-19 disproportionately affects migrant workers. Precarious working conditions and 

overcrowded living and transport arrangements increase their vulnerability to contagion and 

loss of employment, threatening their health and livelihoods. Those working under informal 

arrangements, commonly in the agriculture sector, are largely excluded from accessing real-

time, reliable information, social protection, healthcare, and government response 

measures. Urban-to-rural return migration increased due to lockdowns and job losses in 

cities. This context poses challenges and opportunities in rural sectors, while many returning 

migrants face stigmatization as potential carriers of the virus.  

Despite COVID-19, remittance flows remained resilient in 2020, registering a smaller decline 

than previously projected. The flow of remittances into SSA declined by an estimated 12.5 

per cent in 2020 to $42 billion. The decline was almost entirely due to a 27.7 per cent 

decline in remittance flows to Nigeria, which accounts for over 40 per cent of money being 

sent to the region. Excluding Nigeria, remittance flows to sub-Saharan African increased by 

2.3 per cent.7 

2. Where are people going?  

The African countries with the largest numbers of outgoing international migrants tend to be 

in the north. South Africa remains the most significant destination country for incoming 

international migrants (International Organization for Migration, 2019). Figures show that 

more than half of all African nationals in OECD countries are from North Africa, while almost 

80 per cent of migrants from SSA remain within the continent, with very few crossing the 

 
5 (Food and Agriculture Ogranization, 2020)  
6 Ibid.  
7 (The World Bank, 2021) 
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Sahara Desert into North Africa (ILO, 2020a). In other words, migration in Northern Africa is 

markedly extra-continental compared to sub-Saharan trends. 

According to IOM, in 2019, Eastern Africa hosted the largest share of all international 

migrants residing in Africa (30 per cent), followed by Western Africa (28 per cent), Southern 

Africa (17 per cent), Middle Africa (14 per cent), and Northern Africa.8 Eastern Africa hosted 

the largest share of all international migrants residing in Africa (30%), followed by Western 

Africa (28 per cent), Southern Africa (17 per cent), Middle Africa (14 per cent), and Northern 

Africa (11 per cent).9 

The main routes for migration in Eastern and Southern Africa are: eastern routes to the Arab 

Peninsula and other countries in the Middle East; southern routes towards South Africa; and 

northern routes to North Africa, Europe, and North America. Routes in the Horn of Africa are 

also significant, with many people moving from or within the region. In West and Central 

Africa, the main routes link countries to the important transit hubs in Niger and Nigeria, while 

in North Africa, the Central and Western Mediterranean routes are the most active, linking 

the continent to Europe. Before 2011, Libya was a destination for labour migration, but in 

recent times the country has become a major smuggling hub to Europe, with previously 

active passageways from Somalia, Sudan, and Ethiopia towards Egypt and Israel becoming 

less viable. It is worth noting, though, that while the identification of routes and nationalities 

of people on the move in Africa and to other continents is possible, individual trajectories are 

difficult to predict. Similarly, motivations and intentions may change over time.  

Related to these routes, the 2018 UNCTAD report on migration identified fifteen key 

migration corridors on the continent.10 The top intra-African corridors in 2017 were: Burkina 

Faso-Côte d’Ivoire – with a circulation of 1.3 million people in that year, mainly linked to 

commercial agriculture and informal trade – and Côte d’Ivoire-Burkina Faso (0.5 million 

people); the South Sudan-Uganda corridor (0.9 million people) and the Sudan-South Sudan 

(0.5 million people) were characterized by conflict-related forced migration; and the 

Mozambique-South Africa corridor (0.7 million people) was linked to labour migration in the 

mining, farm, and domestic work sectors.  

Most of the migration corridors within and from Africa are “related to geographic proximity 

and historical ties, as well as displacement factors”.11 In 2019, the most important corridors 

leading away from the continent were those connecting Northern Africa to Europe, with the 

Algeria-France corridor accounting for approximately 1.6 million migrants, and routes from 

Morocco to Southern Europe surpassing 2.2 million. In addition, more than 2.3 million people 

seeking work migrated to the Gulf States.12  

However, more than half of the main corridors were within Africa, with the corridor from 

Burkina Faso to neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire being the largest overall. Migration from South 

Sudan to Uganda, Sudan, and Ethiopia, motivated by large-scale, conflict-related 

 
8 (International Organization for Migration, 2020)“ 
9 Ibid. 
10 (United Nations Conference on Trade and Developement, 2018) 
11 (Udelsman & Bjarnesen, 2020) 
12 Ibid. 
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displacement, also stands out among the intra-African routes along with the Mozambique-

South Africa corridor.13 

3. Who migrates?  

At the global level, migrants are predominantly male, aged between fifteen and 34, and 

come from households with relatively higher levels of education. The average share of 

women in international migration within the African continent was 47 per cent in 2019 and no 

significant changes in this proportion have been registered in recent years.14 While there has 

been a tendency towards an increased percentage of female migrants from 1960 to 2010, 

these regional differences persist, with the migration of women in West and North Africa 

being markedly lower than in Central and Southern Africa. In terms of education, studies 

point to low levels among intra-African migrants, except for some highly skilled migration 

towards South Africa (Lucas, 2015). Discussions around the problems of “brain drain”, “brain 

circulation”, and “brain waste” are central in the debates about migration not only out of 

Africa, but also within the continent. While South Africa attracts the highest numbers of 

skilled migrants, other countries on routes to other attractive international destinations also 

serve as a first step in the migration of highly skilled migrants. Brain drain from Africa to the 

OECD countries is “” (Ibid., p. 1503). These figures should, however, be measured against 

the long-term impacts of remittances and “brain circulation” (Patterson, 2007) on household 

income and educational levels. Education, often related to class and poverty levels, tends to 

be an important factor for decisions to migrate both for the poor and less-educated migrants 

seeking livelihoods, and for those with higher educational standards aspiring to career 

improvements. Africa remains one of the (demographically) youngest continents in the 

world, which continues to influence the likelihood of migration. In 2019, people aged 15-24 

made up 19.3 per cent of the population, while those aged 25-64 represented 36.7 per cent. 

Migrants’ average age is particularly low among inter-continental migrants in Africa, when 

compared with other continents.15 

4. Stock of international migrant workers 

International migrants in the labour force are commonly referred to as “migrant workers”. 

Their number nearly doubled over the ten years considered, increasing from 7.5 million in 

2008 to 14.4 million in 2017: an increase of 91.7 per cent. In any one year, less than half of 

the migrant workers were women: their average share was 41.6 per cent, with 3.1 million 

female migrant workers in 2008 (41.5 per cent of the total) and 6.1 million in 2017 (42.3 per 

cent). Male migrant workers accounted for an average of 58.1 per cent of the total migrant 

labour force over that period.16  

The number of young migrant workers (aged 15-35 years) in Africa increased from 2.8 

million in 2008 to 5.8 million in 2017. A rising trend can be observed for both sexes over the 

same period, though the number of young male migrant workers increased more quickly, 

with an average annual growth rate of 8.3 per cent, compared with 7.2 per cent for young 

 
13 Ibid.  
14 (International Organization for Migration, 2020) 
15 (Udelsman & Bjarnesen, 2020) 
16 (African Union, 2017) 
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female migrant workers. Young men accounted for more than half of the migrant youth 

labour force population in Africa in any given year.17 

5. Continental approach to promoting economic integration 

through open, unrestricted labour migration across countries 

in Africa 

The African Union, comprised of 55 Member States, has prioritized enhancing regional 

integration and development, and, in 2016, decided to move towards a “borderless” Africa 

with seamless intracontinental migration. The bloc created a single continental passport and 

gave it first to national leaders, with a plan to distribute it more widely and enable Africans to 

move around the continent without a visa. Two years later, the effort was codified in the AU 

Protocol on Free Movement of Persons.18 

This integration has been piecemeal, however, and has occurred mostly on a subregional 

level, with gradual steps to broader free movement. The continent’s self-imposed deadlines 

for rolling out the AU passport and creating free movement have passed, partly due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Travel barriers have been eliminated between countries and within 

certain subregions at a much faster rate than across the continent. Rather than a continent-

wide free movement zone akin to the Schengen area, which covers most countries of the 

European Union, on which the AU effort was modelled, Africa is more accurately described 

as a continent with multiple overlapping subregions that allow varying degrees of free 

movement.19 

As of 2020, Africans could engage in visa-free travel or obtain a visa on arrival in 54 per cent 

of their continental neighbours, a nine per cent increase since 2016. It is important to note 

that countries such as Ghana, Mauritius, Rwanda, and the Seychelles have all taken 

unilateral decisions to relax their visa restrictions for easy entry of Africans. By comparison, 

it has generally been easier for non-Africans, especially those from the Global North, to 

enter Africa.20  

On 1 January 2021, trading formally began in the African Continental Free Trade Area 

(AfCFTA). The AfCFTA aims to create a continental market for goods and services, with free 

movement of people and investments intended to deepen the economic integration of the 

African continent and promote development. African leaders and the African Union (AU) 

Commission have highlighted the urgent need to expedite the ratification process of the AU’s 

Continental Free Movement Protocol, convinced that the full potential of free movement of 

goods can only be achieved if there is free movement of people as well.21  

Easier movement of persons on the continent would make African labour markets more 

efficient, enabling companies to bridge skills gaps by recruiting from neighbouring countries, 

 
17 (Udelsman & Bjarnesen, 2020) 
18 (Okunade, 2021)  
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid.  
21 (Mayer & Bisong, 2021) 
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and enhanced conditions for mobility of workers has the potential to lower unemployment 

rates.22  

The Africa Visa Openness Report 2020 further notes that African “countries that relaxed visa 

regimes and adopted visa-free and visa-on-arrival policies have seen economic benefits in 

recent years, attracting growing numbers of business and leisure travellers”.23 

6. Subregional models for African free movement 
 

a) West Africa’s Protocol: Closest to full implementation 

The fifteen-member Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) adopted the 

ECOWAS Protocol on Free Movement of Persons, Goods, and Services in 1979, shortly 

after the bloc was established. The protocol’s formulation was premised on three key 

provisions of the treaty establishing ECOWAS and aimed to give citizens the right to enter, 

live, and establish economic activities in any Member State, i.e. offering the promise of free 

movement for all ECOWAS citizens within West Africa.24 The protocol called for 

implementing the rights to entry, residence, and establishing a business in three respective 

phases over a fifteen-year period. Implementation started in 1980 and visas and entry 

permits were abolished for all ECOWAS citizens within the region within five years. The 

second phase, on the right to residence, was delayed until 1986, once all Member States 

ratified the protocol. The third phase, on the right to establish a business, still awaits 

implementation. 

Full implementation has been impeded by a combination of political, economic, and 

nationalistic challenges, as well as the protocol’s weak legal framework. Furthermore, at 

different times, ECOWAS citizen migrants have been blamed for social ills in various 

neighbouring Member States, leading to their expulsion from, among others, Liberia in 1983, 

Nigeria in 1983 and 1985, Senegal in 1990, Benin in 1998, and Côte d’Ivoire in 1999.25 

b) Southern Africa’s work in progress 

In Southern Africa, the Southern African Development Community’s (SADC) Protocol on 

Facilitation of the Movement of Persons of 2005 seeks to progressively eliminate barriers to 

movement of persons, goods, capital, and services amongst its sixteen Member States. The 

protocol has been ratified by nine members; however, multiple SADC states have signed 

bilateral agreements for visa exemption on certain grounds. Consequently, most citizens can 

travel freely within the region, at least on paper and for a short period of time. As of 2018, 80 

per cent of SADC citizens can travel without a visa or obtain one on arrival for a stay of up to 

90 days in other SADC Member States.26 However, administrative processes are a problem 

 
22 Ibid. 
23 (African Development Bank, 2020) 
24 (Okunade, 2021) 
25 Ibid. 
26 (Southern African Development Community, n.d.). 
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for many, contributing to irregular migration from less-developed Member States into more 

developed ones such as Botswana, Eswatini (Swaziland), and South Africa.27 

There are various reasons for the failure to adopt a single regional migration management 

system. Firstly, SADC Member States tend to hold state-centric views that privilege territorial 

integrity over the economic benefits that could be gained from greater free movement, and 

generally perceive migrants as a threat to economic and national security. Politicians have 

tended to use populist rhetoric that blames migrants for socio-economic challenges, at times 

diverting attention from government failures, laxity, mismanagement, and corruption.28 

c) East Africa’s recent progress and split loyalties 

In November 2009, heads of state of the East African Community (EAC) signed a protocol to 

progressively establish a common market and the free movement of persons, which was 

ratified and came into full force in July 2010. Thus far, a bloc-wide East African passport and 

temporary passes, which can be used in lieu of a passport in some cases, have been 

introduced to facilitate movement between the community’s six Member States. Dedicated 

immigration lanes have also been provided for EAC citizens at regional airports. However, 

full implementation of this protocol has lagged due to some Member States’ split loyalties to 

the EAC and some of Africa’s seven other regional economic communities (RECs) to which 

they belong. For example, Tanzania also belongs to the SADC, and Rwanda and Burundi 

are also members of the Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS). 

Furthermore, apart from Rwanda, EAC Member States lack clearly defined national policies 

governing different forms of migration. This failing, which is like that seen in the SADC, 

indicates that the drafted protocol failed to fully consider the unique characteristics of 

Member States. In addition, the EAC secretariat lacks the human and financial resources to 

coordinate the protocol’s implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. 

Economic and political disparities among Member States have also affected implementation. 

Member States bristle at Kenya’s dominance in the community. According to scholars John 

Oucho and George Odipo (2017), the protocol’s major defects are twofold. First, given the 

state of insecurity that has influenced migration flows in the region, the protocol fails to 

consider the issues of refugees and asylum seekers. Second, ratifying the protocol was a 

case of “putting the cart before the horse”, since leaders did not consider public opinion. 

While polling suggests citizens generally support freer movement in the region, the top-down 

nature of the policy did not consider possible anxieties among migrant-receiving 

communities.29 

d) Initial efforts in North Africa 

The five members of the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), which aims to promote economic and 

political unity, have been working towards achieving free movement of persons, goods, and 

services. However, Tunisia is the only Member State that allows the free entry of other AMU 

 
27 Ibid. 
28 (Okunade, 2021) 
29 Ibid. 



 

10 

 

Member States’ citizens, and the African Development Bank rates the bloc’s policies 

regarding visa-free entry for all arrivals as being behind those of ECOWAS, EAC, and 

SADC.30   

7. Missed deadlines and lacklustre support for continental free 

movement 

Removing barriers to Africans’ movement across the borders of AU Member States would 

be a significant step to realizing the continental blueprint Agenda 2063 and is in line with 

both the 1981 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the 1991 Treaty 

Establishing the African Economic Community, a nascent regional trade bloc. In 2016, the 

African Union launched a unified African passport, which it said would be available across 

the continent by 2020. It also set a target of achieving intracontinental free trade by 2017 

and abolishing visas for Africans to move within the continent by 2018.  

The continent missed these deadlines and is particularly lagging on its promises of free 

movement. Thirty-two of the 55 AU Member States have signed the Protocol on Free 

Movement, although, as of November 2021, only four have ratified it (Madagascar, Niger, 

Rwanda, and São Tomé and Principe) – well short of the fifteen required for it to enter into 

force. This is a major impediment to progress. 

Meanwhile, Member States have invested more energy in trade-related matters. All AU 

members, except Eritrea, have signed the African Continental Free Trade Agreement 

(AfCFTA) to create a common market in Africa. As of November 2021, there are 54 

signatories, 30 of which have ratified and 28 have deposited their instruments of ratification31 

– well in excess of the 22 necessary for it to enter into force. After a short delay due to 

COVID-19, trading went into effect at the start of 2021. Eritrea has not signed due to 

tensions with Ethiopia.32 

What explains Member States’ comparatively reduced enthusiasm for the continental free 

movement protocol? First, as noted above, many African leaders subscribe to state-centric 

notions that privilege territorial sovereignty, which is reflected in how they perceive and 

approach migration issues.33 South Africa’s Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma was chair of the AU 

Commission when it embarked on its push for freedom of movement, yet, fifteen years later, 

neither her country, nor any other in the SADC region have ratified the free movement 

protocol, nor have they fully implemented their own subregional accord, although bilateral 

agreements have smoothed movement for most subregional citizens. The fact that 

implementation and enforcement of agreements and policies made at the continental level 

are left in the hands of individual states is a problem, since many leaders either cannot or do 

not marshal the political will to meet their obligations.34 

 
30 Ibid. 
31 (Ndlovu, 2020) 
32 (Jones, 2019) 
33 (Okunade, 2021) 
34 Ibid. 



 

11 

 

Second, the African Union lacks administrative, personnel, and, crucially, financial resources 

to promote the free movement protocol and its implementation with strategic partners such 

as the media, governments, the private sector, and civil society.35 It also relies heavily on the 

regional economic communities to promote and facilitate implementation of the protocol at 

the subregional levels. Yet, many of these RECs, which also lack needed resources, are still 

working to achieve their own promises on free movement, which, in some cases, are 

decades older. 

Clearly, then, the problem is not simply the African Union; RECs have demonstrated 

difficulty harmonizing Member States’ existing migration frameworks and achieving unified 

migration policies in a way that would pave the way for continent-wide free movement. Such 

challenges make it difficult for the African Union, as the umbrella body, to coordinate REC 

activities and implement its protocol. Additionally, the fact that many states owe allegiance to 

more than one REC means they may have conflicts of interest that prevent them from 

prioritizing one policy over another. Regional collaboration can also often be overtaken by 

more pressing demands, such as recovery from the economic devastation of the COVID-19 

pandemic or regional security threats.36 

Third, and perhaps an underlying reason for the challenges at national and subregional 

levels, many African states regard free movement as a potential security threat. Religious 

extremists, separatist groups, and other militants have committed acts of violence and 

destroyed public and private property across the continent, in many cases using porous 

borders to spread ideologies, arms, and fighters from one country to another. Examples 

include Boko Haram, which was born in Nigeria but later became a regional problem across 

the Lake Chad Basin, and al-Shabab, which grew from Somalia to become a security issue 

in East Africa and the Horn. The SADC region’s ineffectual response to the recent 

emergence of Ahlu Sunnah Wal Jammah (ASWJ) in Mozambique has given the extremist 

group the opportunity to network with other jihadist organizations and risk becoming a full-

fledged regional security problem. States commonly respond to these threats by closing 

themselves off from their neighbours, yet this strategy is often counterproductive. Due to the 

porosity of African borders, it is difficult for many states to singlehandedly police their 

perimeters effectively, hence the need for a coordinated regional effort.37 

A fourth major issue that may be hampering implementation is the willingness of citizens of 

Member States to welcome their fellow Africans. According to a 2016 Afrobarometer 

survey38, 56 per cent of Africans supported the notion that people should be able to freely 

cross borders to work and trade, but there was still significant scepticism, especially in North 

Africa. Support was strongest in West and East Africa, which are, notably, the places with 

the most advanced subregional free movement frameworks, with the largest public support 

in Burkina Faso, where 81 per cent of respondents supported the idea. In Egypt, meanwhile, 

just 31 per cent of respondents were in favour. The same was true for 76 per cent of 

Kenyans, 62 per cent of Nigerians, 49 per cent of South Africans, 46 per cent of Tanzanians, 

and 41 per cent of Algerians. These statistics reveal that Africans’ perceived benefits of 

regional integration vary in different subregions. It is thus not surprising that xenophobia has 

 
35 (Albert, 2019) 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 (Olapade, Selormey, & Gninafon, 2016) 
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reared its head in South Africa and in the Maghreb region, where scepticism of free 

movement is significant.39 Such issues merit careful consideration by proponents of free 

movement. 

Most recently, the spread of COVID-19 contributed to the protocol’s obstacles in 2020 and 

2021. In order to stem the outbreak, countries across the globe closed their borders and 

there is limited movement of people. It is difficult to predict what international movement will 

look like in the pandemic’s wake. At the same time, some countries have experienced cases 

of xenophobia in which migrants have been seen as carriers of the virus. The impact of the 

public health crisis has also been economic, and many states will likely focus on domestic 

economic recovery and stability rather than throwing their financial and political weight 

behind regional bodies to implement free movement.40 

8. Prospects for the AU open border system41 

AU initiatives to promote free movement, a unified AU passport, and a common African 

market are all geared towards achieving the dividends of an open border system, which 

proponents argue could benefit trade, host countries, migrants, and origin countries to which 

they send remittances and transfer skills. However, these initiatives have been hampered by 

the stalled approval and scattershot commitment to continental free movement. 

Instead of a borderless Africa, the continent seems to have an interlocking set of border 

restrictions that allow for free movement of some individuals between certain countries. The 

clearest case of this is the ECOWAS subregion, whose citizens can easily enter and reside 

in other Member States without a visa. In addition to these subregional agreements, 

individual countries have slowly liberalized their border requirements on their own; Benin, 

the Gambia, and the Seychelles are the continent’s most open countries and the only ones 

to allow visa-free access for all Africans. Countries including Kenya, Namibia, Rwanda, and 

Zimbabwe have shared experiences with each other on border management and 

immigration issues. Combined with the comparative wellspring of enthusiasm for the 

AfCFTA, these developments suggest that the trend towards frictionless, intracontinental 

integration continues, albeit slowly and not necessarily under the auspices of the AU 

protocol. 

Going forwards, the African Union and RECs will be critical in rallying continental support for 

the protocol on free movement. And free-movement proponents will have to persuade 

national leaders that their state-centric positions will only deprive them of the benefits they 

stand to gain from free movement. As the Afrobarometer42 survey shows, leaders must also 

take seriously public anxieties about free movement. Without the support of Member States 

and their populations, continental ambitions about freedom of movement are unlikely to be 

realized. 

 

 
39 Ibid.  
40 (Okunade, 2021). 
41 Ibid. 
42 (Olapade, Selormey, & Gninafon, 2016) 
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a) Conclusion 

It is high time that AU Member States put their differences aside to build a prosperous 

continent for their citizens. This is crucial at a time when Africa is preparing to undergo a 

massive population boom. Yet, many young Africans see no future at home and have 

undertaken perilous journeys to Europe in search of a better life.  

b) Recommendations 

African development will be enhanced by the free movement of people across national 

borders within the continent. It is widely accepted that such freedom facilitates employment, 

trade, tourism, technology transfer, and a host of factors associated with development.  

The African Union and African leaders have a pivotal role in coordinating synergy, 

cooperation, and harmonization of regional norms and standards. They should therefore 

further enable the phased implementation of free movement of persons by taking the 

following actions: 

- Promote the ratification of continental legal instrument to facilitate free movement of 

persons in Africa (i.e. the Protocol to Facilitate Free Movement of Persons (FMP) in 

Africa, Right of Residence and Establishment). 

- Establish Intra-Africa Talent Mobility Partnership Programmes to facilitate labour 

mobility and contribute to economic development. 

To implement the FMP Protocol and its roadmap, there should be an intensification of 

advocacy of the Protocol. It should be promoted through the private sector, the media, and 

civil society. 

Civil society should contribute to the efforts of African Union Member States to facilitate free 

movement of persons within Africa through enabling actions such as:  

a) Promote civic education, awareness, and information-sharing to debunk myths and 

concerns about free movement in Africa, including addressing xenophobia and 

crimes.  

b) Carry out research analysis and evidence-based advocacy on the benefits and 

challenges of free movement of persons in Africa.  

c) Partner with African Union Member States to promote regular labour migration within 

the framework of combating irregular migration, fostering social and economic 

development of countries of origin, transit and destination, as well as ensuring that 

integrity and rights of migrants are respected. 

The media should contribute to the efforts of African Union Member States to facilitate free 

movement of persons within Africa through enabling actions such as:  

a) Take on the critical role of raising awareness and sharing information about the 

development benefits of labour movements, among others.  

b) Adopt an approach that avoids unbalanced, misinformed, and biased coverage of 

migrant issues.  
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c) Involve migrant communities in debates, allowing them to share their experiences 

and knowledge, and help to build trust and relationships with them. 
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 Annex A  

NAMES, POSITION, LOCATION AND CONTACTS OF PERSONS INTERVIEWED FOR THE 

ADPC STUDY ON “LABOUR MIGRATION IN AFRICA” 

 

NO NAME POSITION LOCATION EMAIL CONTACT 

 

1 CELESTIN Frantz 

IOM CHIEF OF MISSION 

WEST AFRICA AND THE 

SAHEL 

ABUJA fcelestin@iom.int  

 

 

2 EUSTACE Imoyera James  

ASSISTANT GENERAL 

SECRETARY – NIGERIA 

LABOUR CONGRESS (NLC) 

ABUJA 
james2004@nlcng.org; 

james.james2004@gmail.com  

 

 

3 VONSCHULTHESS Laurence LABOUR MIGRATION 

OFFICER 
SWITZERLAND/DAKAR laurence.vonshulthess@eda.admin.ch  

 

 

4 BALLESTRAZ Emile MIGRATION OFFICER SWITZERLAND/DAKAR emile.ballesstraz@eda.admin.ch  

 

 

5 DANIEL Sam 
JLMP FOCAL PERSON -

ECOWAS 
ABUJA dsam@iom.int  

 

 

6 LOTTE Kejser IOM DAKAR kejserlotte@iom.int  

 

 

7 OYELOHUNNU Bimbo 

PROGRAMME OFFICER 

SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

ECOWAS 

ABUJA bimbooyelohunnu@gmail.com  

 

 

8 FARAH Mohamed 

FMM/ECOWAS/IOM/ILO/ 

ICMPD PROJECT -WEST 

AFRICA 

ABUJA fhmohamed@iom.int; mofarah@iom.int  

 

 

9 Dr ONAZI Sunday 

LABOUR MIGRATION FOCAL 

PERSON – MINISTRY OF 

LABOUR AND EMPLOYMENT  

ABUJA onaziebo@yahoo.com  
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