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Executive summary  

The UNFPA’sa recent State of the World Population Report 2007 points to a global future 
with slums surrounding most major cities in the developing world. However, even 
with population rushing toward the metro sector, South Africa may have a chance to 
bring about a different outcome. National anti-poverty policy is already striving to 
place the urbanising poor into serviced housing before slums can lock down, and to 
bring the poor already living in slum conditions into a situation of decent shelter. This 
commitment to prevent and reverse the spread of shack settlements through housing 
and infrastructure delivery is the central thrust of current housing policy, and to a 
large extent a direct response to the perceived risks of migration and urbanisation. 
However, how these policies are implemented will have feedback effects on migration 
prospects, and a number of uncertainties remain in this regard. 

Overall, migration trends for South Africa and for the Southern African region are 
difficult to project, particularly because limited demographic data are available. Most 
population projections for South Africa forecast continuing growth in the metro cities 
into the indefinite future. For cross-border migration, statistics are too weak to allow 
projections to be made at all. Official statistics count only legal entries and crossings, 
and there is no reliable estimate of undocumented entries, which are believed to be 
large and rising rapidly. Although SADCb countries represent the largest share of 
cross-border migration into South Africa, it appears that the share of migration from 
further north may increase significantly in the next five to 15 years.  

High rates of migration inside South Africa and into South Africa drive rapid loss of 
social capital and social cohesion at household level, with families becoming smaller, 
communities becoming less coherent and less networked, youth breaking away to 
claim independent mobility, and women’s households often unable to migrate toward 
opportunities.  

Migration also has consequences at the level of cities and metro local government.  As 
the rural sector declines and sheds population into the urban zone, cities will struggle 
to maintain funding for business infrastructure versus spending on the needs of the 
arriving poor. Private sector job creation on the scale necessary is uncertain, and 
impossible to predict from what is known now. As a labour absorption counterweight 
to the developed urban economy, land reform has had no real impact so far and its 
future impact is questionable. 

The size of the urban population transfer, and whether it goes to the big cities or to 
smaller centres, will be a major issue. Spatial distribution of infrastructure delivery is 
likely to be key to where migration streams will direct population flow. Smaller urban 
centres have fewer resources than the big metros and run more risk of being seriously 
compromised by proportionately large population inflows.   

                                                      

a United Nations Population Fund (formerly the United Nations Fund for Population Activities). 
b Southern African Development Community 
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Skills delivery in South Africa – necessary to sustain economic expansion – will have 
limited short-term impact, raising the short-term need for skilled in-migrants from 
across the borders. The scale and permanence of the Africa inflow will be key 
questions – there may be a permanent transfer, one that lasts a few critical years, or 
inflows may remain for a generation and then return in large part to the source 
country as that economy expands.   

Government’s institutional capacity to manage large-scale population shifts is in 
question, and weakest at local government level. It is not clear that government will 
be able to exercise central policy control over infrastructure demands coming from 
impoverished districts with low economic potential but high need.   

Against this background, not enough is known about rural-to-urban migration and 
urbanisation drivers and their effects. Mechanisms for influencing and responding to 
population transfers that are available as policy levers are not well understood at 
present, nor is the influence on migration of infrastructure delivery as against 
economic growth and job creation. Little is known about migration of women and 
youth, both inside and outside South Africa, and not much is known about the 
probable effects of government’s upcoming drive to restructure national transport 
infrastructure ahead of the 2010 World Cup. Little can be forecast about the capacity 
of population flows from Africa outside South Africa to provide skills to the South 
African economy as the region’s economic engine. Underpinning all these factors, the 
effects of climate change on the space economy and on job creation are almost 
unknown at present.  
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1 Introduction 

The UNFPA’s recent State of the World Population Report 2007 points to a global future 
with slums surrounding most major cities in the developing world. However, even 
with population rushing toward the metro sector, South Africa may have a chance to 
bring about a different outcome.   

In this country, national anti-poverty policy is already striving to place the urbanising 
poor into serviced housing before slums can lock down, and to bring the poor already 
living in slum conditions into a situation of decent shelter (cf Hirsch, 2005). This 
commitment to prevent and reverse the spread of shack settlements through housing 
and infrastructure delivery is the central thrust of current housing policy (see Breaking 
New Ground, 2005) and South Africa has been prepared to spend heavily to obtain the 
planned results. Tackling the poverty and urban migration question head-on may put 
South Africa in front of the trend towards implosive urbanisation and consequent 
risks to cities and to the poor themselves. To a large extent, this form of anti-poverty 
policy is a direct response to the perceived risks of migration and urbanisation. 
However, how these policies are implemented will have feedback effects on migration 
prospects, and a number of uncertainties remain in this regard. 

Whether or not South Africa can succeed in its national project of preventing and 
reversing impoverishment amongst the in-migrating urban poor will depend heavily 
on the scale and rate of the population flow into the main cities. These factors in turn 
are likely to depend, to a degree not always recognised, on the future course of South 
African housing and infrastructure delivery in the non-metro urban areas, and also in 
the rural sector.   

The brief for this horizon scanning paper focusses on the following:  

 General demographic trends for South Africa and for the surrounding region; 

 Internal and cross-border migration; and  

 Future effects and their drivers. 

The paper first considers some existing migration projections before considering 
likely migration-driving factors in the medium term, government policy in relation to 
migration, the regional picture for the future and some policy implications. 
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2 Some alternate forecasts for migration in 
Southern Africa  

Overall, migration trends for South Africa and for the Southern African region are 
difficult to project, particularly in view of the limitations of the demographic data 
available. South Africa has not conducted a census since 2001 and as a result national 
demographic statistics are based on 2001 data and are relatively weak. However, the 
HIV and AIDS pandemic, together with the needs of national planning, have 
occasioned some intensive analytic and mathematical work on population forecasting 
(for instance, Dorrington, 2005; Haldenwang, 2001; Van Aardt, 2004 and others; see 
Kok et al., 2007 for a summary). Forecasts of migration levels (Kok et al, 2007 and 
IOMc, 2005) tend to be based, at least partly, on these various population projections 
made from existing data used in time series.     

Most population projections for South Africa forecast continuing growth in the metro 
cities into the indefinite future. However, studies for Johannesburg and Cape Town 
from the University of Cape Town have used more conservative growth parameters 
and assumed higher HIV and AIDS deaths to project population starting to fall in 
these cities by 2013 (Dorrington, 2005 and Tomlinson, 2006).   

For cross-border migration, statistics are too weak to allow projections to be made at 
all. Official statistics count only legal entries and crossings, and there is no reliable 
estimate of undocumented entries, which are believed to be very large and rising 
rapidly.   

To project future trends for cross-border movement involving South and Southern 
Africa, it is probably preferable to extrapolate first in relation to conditions in the 
source countries. Although the SADC countries still represent by far the largest share 
of cross-border migration into South Africa as of the mid-2000s, it appears that in the 
next five to 15 years the share of migration from further north may increase very 
significantly.   

Out-migration offers a different picture. The South African diaspora in the OECDd 
countries is large, but not dangerously so. From OECD immigration records, it 
appears to include about 400,000 people (OECD in Hugo, 2006), with an alarmingly 
strong representation in Europe from the health professions due to active recruiting.  
Significant numbers of South African professionals have also migrated to North 
America and to Australia (Hugo, 2006), while the South African poor appear to 
remain within South Africa’s borders. The future trend for South African overseas 
out-migration will depend on economic growth and labour absorption inside the 
region as well as on air travel costs.   

                                                      

c International Organisation for Migration 
d Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
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The trend for populations in much of Europe to fall below replacement level will over 
the next 15 years act to draw in in-migration from many developing countries, and is 
likely to encourage out-migration from South Africa. The next 30 years will probably 
see a significant number of South African and Southern African migrant populations 
in developed countries with sub-replacement population growth rates (Cross et al., 
2006).   

The strong urbanising trends in the developing world identified by the World 
Population Report (2007) may lead to a rapid, large expansion of Southern African 
cities, which may then be followed by a possible urban population collapse if 
environmental or economic factors severely affect the sustainability of future world 
super-cities (cf Cross, Omoluabi, Oucho & Kamunga, 2006). Whether this kind of 
expansion and contraction cycle takes place in the period up to 2030 will depend to a 
large extent on the scale of South African rural-to-urban migration and the scale of in-
migration from other African countries, along with the economy’s capacity to 
generate jobs and the capacity of government housing programmes to prevent or 
alleviate slum formation.   

However, on the basis of existing estimates and contrary to widespread belief in the 
region, South Africa does not now have a high urbanisation rate by international 
standards. Urbanisation rates for the nine biggest cities in the country align with most 
of the developed world, reflecting movement into the cities at under 2% per year for 
1996-2005, and falling. The overall national population growth rate is estimated at 
1.6% per year, and is also falling.   

It is now generally believed by population scientists that South Africa is passing very 
rapidly through its demographic transition, assuming the demographic profile of a 
developed country while still encompassing a very large poverty sector. With living 
standards rising and the urbanised percent of the entire population now past the 
halfway mark, population growth for the key population component – the majority 
black population – appears to be dropping much more rapidly than anticipated. These 
changes have been associated with a rapid fall in black household size, estimated by 
Statistics South Africa from Census data to be down to 3.1 persons at the time of the 
Ten Year Review process in 2003. ??? Population growth for the white and Indian 
population components is already believed to be below replacement rate 
(??Oosthuizen 2002?).  

At the same time, rural-to-urban migration rates are not the same across the country, 
and some hotspots remain very active. Migration into Johannesburg from all over the 
country has been estimated at 3% yearly (Oosthuizen and Peberdy, 2005?), while 
migration into Cape Town out of the Eastern and Northern Cape has also continued 
at a high rate (Bekker, et al. 2000???). There is some reason to believe that the biggest 
metro cities have become destinations of last resort for the national population of 
job-seekers as other major destinations have burned out (cf Cross, 2006).   
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3 Driving processes and their consequences  

The South African space economy is acutely unequal; it is also for the most part post-
agrarian and now moving into a post-industrial phase as well. Urban labour 
absorption is still the strongest in Africa, but it is now widely accepted that urban 
industrial employment is also on a declining path, and economic policy is searching 
for new options in the service and finance sectors. In the rural sector, agriculture faces 
globalisation and is declining relatively fast. Jobs in agriculture and in its upstream and 
downstream industries have dried up to a serious extent since the 1980s, making rural 
permanent employment difficult to find. Although research to date (Cross, Fraser and 
Kana, forthcoming) indicates that environmental degradation affecting family farming 
is now unimportant to migration, the future prospect of large-scale aridification can 
be expected to force the remaining population toward the cities. Large income 
differentials between source and destination areas, between the rural and urban 
sectors and across borders all drive urban migration. Set within Southern Africa and 
the wider continent, South Africa itself is the hub of the unequal space economy of 
the larger region.   

These income differentials combine with differential information access to produce a 
frequent pattern of stepwise migration where people may only arrive in the metro 
sector late in the sequence. As of 2001, South African migration flows were 
proportionally highest in respect of large towns, at 11% yearly, then relative to the 
metros at 8.5%, to secondary cities at 8% and into small towns at 6%. In absolute 
terms of numbers, flows to the metro cities dominated.   

However, overall migration levels for South Africa in respect of Census-counted 
moves across formal district boundaries have been fairly level since 1975, at about 
12% on a five-yearly interval. Kok and Van Zyl (2007) project future migration levels 
by 2019 as falling between 10% and 18%, with a stable 12% most likely. In KwaZulu-
Natal, survey results for lifetime migration indicated that more than half of the 
majority black population had moved away at least once from their communities of 
origin (Cross et al., 1996), and in the Western Cape the comparable figure was more 
than two-thirds (Cross et al., 1999).   

These high levels of mobility have been driven up by extreme levels of unemployment 
and job search, as well as by the severe civil violence of the 1980s and 1990s, and are 
giving rise to concern in government circles as migration erodes family network 
connections that underpin social capital (see the social report from the Presidency, A 
Nation in the Making, 2006). The medium-term prospect is for continuing social 
atomisation.   

In addition to shrinking households, some other new demographic trends appear 
closely related to migration as well as to social cohesion, and have the potential for 
large future effects. As households shrink in size, women living on social grants have 
become household heads and may be trapped in poverty alone with their children in 
shack areas, without access to family labour and too poor to migrate toward possible 
earning opportunities (Cross, 2005 and 2006). Another new demographic factor 
appears to be South African black youth migrating on their own, claiming an 
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unsanctioned period of independence between social adulthood and marriage, and 
sometimes rejecting family ties (cf Cross, 2005).   

4 Government policy responses and some 
further consequences  

Facing rural-to-urban migration that strains infrastructure delivery and is due to large 
spatial differentials in opportunity and income, the South African government is 
systematically attempting to change spatial inequality through directed investment 
(Mohamed, 2007). Still under development as policy, the new National Spatial 
Development Framework (2007) aims investment into areas with both need and 
potential – the high poverty areas with growth opportunities. However, it directs 
government spending in areas of low potential away from physical infrastructure and 
towards human capital. This policy strongly promotes urban migration in an effort to 
avoid installing unsustainable infrastructure that acts to hold population in areas 
without access to jobs.     

With roughly 4% of the population, the former homelands are the main demographic 
reservoir of poverty in South Africa. For some 20 to 30 years, population has been 
flooding out of the areas under Tribal Authority governance into areas with formal 
local government and infrastructure delivery (cf Cross & Harwin with Schwabe, 
Morris and Kekana, 2000). This flow has historically been the main source of rural-to-
urban migration in South Africa, with flows out of the commercial farming sector of 
secondary significance. Much of South African government anti-poverty spending is 
directed to restoring the apartheid housing and infrastructure deficit for this key 
population. A key component is planned spending on transport infrastructure for the 
poor, which responds directly to spatial marginalisation and affects job access and 
migration costs.   

Against this background, and in the light of Constitutional equality provisions, poor 
communities tend to see government infrastructure provision as an entitlement. Since 
2005, hundreds of individual community-level protests over slow or unsatisfactory 
service delivery have led to political tension in policy circles as government struggles 
to make good on perceived promises to the poor. As government attempts to control 
infrastructure spending in low-potential areas of the national space economy, it is 
likely that communities on the ground will use the political process to strongly resist 
the implementation of the NSDF, and probably will also increase protest action.   

Government is politically very vulnerable to such actions, and the long-term outcome 
is uncertain. The coming struggle between state and communities over locating 
infrastructure access will go far to determine migration trends in the next 10 to 15 
years.  

In addition, there are widespread fears in communities and in local government that 
cross-border migration is being drawn in towards South Africa’s expanding service 
infrastructure and social grants (cf Bekker et al., 2001??date). Foreigners seen as 
competing for services and housing are likely to become a major flashpoint in 
domestic politics in the next decade, with unpredictable migration consequences.  
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5 Outlook for the region?   

Framing these issues in Southern Africa, South Africa itself is currently the leading 
edge of social and demographic change for the continent. Already far advanced in 
South Africa, the decline of the old-style household farming economy under adverse 
global terms of trade is having effects throughout Africa in driving up levels of 
migration (cf Bryceson, 1994 and 2001).   

At the same time, Botswana and Namibia are urbanising rapidly as incomes rise and 
the mining and minerals economy develops. Self-help urban housing policies are 
described as relatively successful (CITE, Ted XX, 2006). Higher urbanisation also 
holds true for Mozambique in the aftermath of the civil war, which led to widespread 
collapse of the rural household farming economy, raising needs for urban 
infrastructure and services delivery (see SAMCPD, 2004). With high agricultural 
potential, Zambia is reported to be experiencing some spontaneous opportunity-
seeking population flow-back into the rural districts as commercial farm production 
rises and supply chain linkages are established.   

In contrast, Zimbabwe has undergone forced de-urbanisation amongst the lower and 
middle poor through government policies under Operation Murambatsvina’s shack-
clearance interventions, driving much of the informal population of the cities back 
into the countryside. While the other countries of the Southern Cone appear at 
present to be approaching stable growth paths, the future for Zimbabwe is more 
uncertain. Even assuming stable government and growth-directed policies, when the 
Zimbabwean economy will resume strong growth and internal job creation is unclear.  
At present, Zimbabwe’s economy is in collapse, and reports of one million to three 
million Zimbabweans now in South Africa look fairly plausible. Bracking and 
Sachikonye (2003) report that a very large share of Zimbabwean households are 
relying for economic support on one or more migrants working for the most part in 
South Africa, and Botswana commentators report increasing xenophobia in response 
to the rising inflow of Zimbabwean migrants (Gwebu, 2006; also see Cross and 
Omoluabi, 2006).   

SADC accounts for most South African cross-border migration, but sub-regional 
destinations in the north are being overwhelmed due to declining household farming 
livelihoods.    

South Africa is emerging as the main African destination for these overflows in the 
medium to long term. The future balance in South Africa of inflows from the 
Southern Cone as against long-distance flows from further north is uncertain. Rising 
cross-border migration offers needed skills to the South African economy, for which 
skills shortages are perhaps the key limiting factor, but is also starting to trigger 
conflict, with a violent backlash against non-South African traders becoming evident 
for the first time in 2006-07.   
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6 Some policy implications 

High rates of migration inside South Africa and into South Africa drive rapid loss of 
social capital and social cohesion at household level:   

 Families are becoming smaller; 

 Communities are becoming less coherent and less networked;  

 Youth are breaking away to claim independent mobility; and  

 Women’s households are often unable to migrate toward opportunities.  

Migration also has consequences at the level of cities and metro local government.  As 
the rural sector declines and sheds population into the urban zone, cities will struggle 
to maintain funding for business infrastructure versus spending on the needs of the 
arriving poor (City of Johannesburg, Joburg 2030).  Private sector job creation on the 
scale necessary is uncertain, and impossible to predict from what is known now. As a 
labour absorption counterweight to the developed urban economy, land reform has 
had no real impact so far and its future impact is questionable. 

The size of the urban population transfer, and whether it goes to the big cities or to 
smaller centres, will be a major issue. Spatial distribution of infrastructure delivery is 
likely to be key to where migration streams will direct population flow. Smaller urban 
centres have fewer resources than the big metros and run more risk of being seriously 
compromised by proportionately large population inflows.   

Skills delivery in South Africa – necessary in terms of government’s ASGISAe 
planning to sustain economic expansion – will have limited short-term impact, raising 
the short-term need for skilled in-migrants from across the borders. The scale and 
permanence of the Africa inflow will be key questions – there may be a permanent 
transfer, or one that lasts a few critical years, or inflows may remain for a generation 
and then return in large part to the source country as that economy expands.   

Government’s institutional capacity to manage large-scale population shifts is in 
question, and weakest at local government level. It is not clear that government will 
be able to exercise central policy control over infrastructure demands coming from 
impoverished districts with low economic potential but high need.   

Against this background, not enough is known about rural-to-urban migration and 
urbanisation drivers and their effects. Mechanisms for influencing and responding to 
population transfers that are available as policy levers are not well understood at 
present, nor is the influence on migration of infrastructure delivery – the centrepiece 
of South African anti-poverty strategy – as against economic growth and job creation. 
Little is known presently about migration of women and youth, both inside and 
outside South Africa, and not much is known about the probable effects of 

                                                      

e Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative – South Africa 
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government’s upcoming drive to restructure national transport infrastructure ahead of 
the 2010 World Cup. Little can be forecast about the capacity of population flows 
from Africa outside South Africa to provide skills to the South African economy as 
the region’s economic engine. Underpinning all these factors, the effects of climate 
change on the space economy and on job creation are almost unknown at present.  

  

 


	 Executive summary 
	1  Introduction
	2  Some alternate forecasts for migration in Southern Africa 
	3  Driving processes and their consequences 
	4 Government policy responses and some further consequences 
	5 Outlook for the region?  
	6  Some policy implications
	 

