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05.11.03 Africa – land of migrations 
 

(MFI) Refugees, displaced persons, voluntary migrants – Africa is, and has 
always been, an area of intense population movements. In this context, a key 
question now arising is how to reverse the brain drain from the continent to meet the 
needs of its development. 

 
 
Africa’s history is marked by repeated population movements. The bantu people, for instance, 

gradually moved from their original region, south-western Nigeria, to east Africa and then southern 
Africa, over a period stretching from around 3000 B.C. to the 10th century. In another context, the 
slave trade conducted first by the Arabs, then by the Europeans (between the 17th and the 19th 
centuries), sharply changed the continent’s human geography, partially depopulating some areas. An 
estimated 28 million people are believed to have been moved out of Africa through this trafficking in 
human beings. 

During the colonial period large numbers of people were encouraged or forced to displace 
themselves inside the continent in order to controbute to the exploitation of certain regions. As an 
example, large numbers of migrant workers from Burkina Faso (known then as Upper Volta) and 
Mali were moved to Côte d’Ivoire to work in cocoa and coffee plantations established by French 
settlers. 

This trend continued after the former colonies won their independence. The immigrant 
population of Côte d’Ivoire thus rose from nearly 1.5  million in 1975 to 4 million in 1995, In South 
Africa, the growth of the mining industry attracted large numbers of migrant workers from 
neighbouring countries from the early 1970s; an average of 308,000 were recruited annually. After 
the end of apartheid, their numbers rose substantially. Ghana and Nigeria were also favourite 
destinations for migrant labour in the 1960s and 1970s, while Gabon, on the strength of its oil 
ressources, counted over 100,000 migrants in the early 1990s. 

However, later, the authorities of some immigration countries were faced with a downturn in 
their economies, and, using the immigrants as scapegoats, began expelling them on a massive scale, 
notably those without valid residence permits. Ghana thus in 1969 expelled 200,000 in a matter of 
months. And in 1983, crisis-stricken Nigeria expelled nearly 2 million in two weeks. Gabon, on the 
other hand, in 1995 introduced legislation requiring foreigners to pay a residence tax; half the 
immigrant population could not afford to pay and was expelled. At the end of the 1990s, when, 
according to official figures, immigrants accounted for 26 percent of its population, Côte d’Ivoire in 
turn adopted measures restricting the rights of foreigners and providing for the expulsion of those 
without valid residence permits. Since then, the question of people of foreign origin has been a 
recurrent political issue and was among the factors that triggered the current civil conflict in 2002. 

 
Conflicts and "displaced persons" 
 
Conflict situations in the continent – both internal and involving two or more states – are clearly 

also among the causes of very significant population movements. As of early 2004, international 
organisations recorded 4.2  million refugees in the continent and about 12.5  million internally 
displaced persons – people who were refugees inside their own countries. In West Africa, the 1967 
Biafra civil war forced 2 million people from their homes. The war in Liberia in 1989 sent 2.4  million 
people on the roads. In the Horn of Africa and East Africa, wars and internal conflicts have triggered 
considerable population shifts over several decades. Sudan in 1994 recorded over 700,000 refugees 
from the conflicts in the Horn of Africa. Further south, Tanzania in the same year provided a safe-
haven for nearly 900,000 people who had fled the conflicts in Burundi and Rwanda. And in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), official estimates put the number of people displaced by the 
civil war since 1997 at 3.4 million. 
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The African continent is also a major source of migratory flows to other parts of the world. The 
Geneva-based International Organisation for Migrations (IOM) says that in the decades between 
1970 and 2000, Africa produced, next to Asia, the biggest numbers of international migrants from the 
developing world. In 1970, African migrants accounted for 12 percent, or 9.9 million, of the world 
total. In 2000, the percentage was down to 9 percent, but the number had risen to 16.3 million. There 
are at present 3 million African migrants in Europe, including 2 million from the Maghreb and one 
million from Sub-Saharan Africa. 

The migrants are usually induced to leave their home countries by adverse economic, social or 
political conditions. The majority are youths and women, mostly unskilled. They sometimes belong 
to networks, such as that of the Senegalese traders belonging to the Mourides Muslim fraternity. But 
the expatriate community also includes large numbers of African professionals – computer 
specialists, teachers, researchers, engineers and medical doctors. Up to 80 percent of the highly 
skilled workers of some of the smaller countries, such as Mauritius, go abroad to make a living. A 
report released by UNESCO in 2004 thus indicates that roughly one-third of Africa-born science 
workers are pursuing a career in the developed countries, mainly in Europe, the United States, 
Canada or Australia. The 2001 report on human development compiled by the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP) notably indicated that over 21,000 Nigerian medical doctors were practising in 
the United States. According to some estimates, there are at present more African professionals 
working in the United States than in Africa itself. 

This brain drain and loss of knowhow clearly hampers the continent’s development and is seen 
as constituting a vicious circle, although some of the expatriates also invest in their home countries. 
According to UNESCO estimates, Africa may be facing annual losses of at least $1.2 billion for the 
60,000 African science workers who emigrated to the United States between 1985 and 1990. 
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Reversing the brain drain 
 
(MFI) A total of 20,000 professionals or students are leaving Africa annually. In France, 63 percent 

of the foreign science students are Africans. In order to stem the African brain drain, the French 
government has been working on two levels for the past several years. On the one hand, the authorities 
are seeking to act on the conditions underlying this exodus, so that the students will not feel obliged to 
stay abroad. France thus contributes to the consolidation of African national university systems, by 
helping to equip research laboratories, by helping African researchers’ integration into the international 
scientific community through the establishment of systems facilitating the communication of their work, 
by setting up networks of French and African research establishments, and by contributing to the 
establishment of advanced hospital structures in the continent (given the fact that the health sector is 
especially affected by the emigration of African medical staff).  

France is also considering a number of measures to facilitate the permanent or temporary return to 
their home countries of expatriates who wish to work there. Measures envisioned include the creation of 
"double teaching positions" (one in France and the other in their countries of origin) for teachers, the 
development of a mechanism to offset the wage differentials, and the mobilisation of African scientific 
workers for development projects in their countries of origin.  
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