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Abstract 

Migration from non-SADe countri es to South Africa has become the new trend of 

population movement in Southem AfTica. This research was conducted with Ethiopian 

immigrants in Durban in an attempt to shed some insights into this new nexus. The 

aim of the study was to understand the experiences of Ethiopian immigrants before, 

during and after their migration. In-depth interviews were conducted with 15 

Eth iopian immigrants in South Africa. The decision to migrate was mainly motivated 

by economic reasons. There were many con tributing fac tors in making the decision to 

migrate . These included soc ial networks, cost of travel, accessibi lity and ava ilabili ty 

of opportunities in SOllth Africa. Ethiopian immigrants have used different travel 

routes and entry points to enter SOllth Africa, both legally and illegally. They selected 

Durban as their destination city because of the availability of economic opportuni ties 

and the relatively less bureaucracy in government offices compared to other ci ties . 

Various IiteratllTcs sugges1 1hat immigrants in SOLlth Africa and other parts of the 

world share the experiences of Eth iopian immigrants in SOllth Africa in many ways. 

The findings of this research suggest that most Ethiopian immigrants in South Africa 

are involved in the infonnal economic secto r. The target of their economic acti vities is 

mainly South AfTicans in the townships and Ethiopian immigran ts themselves. This 

research al so found that Ethiopian immigrant s have not integrated with the local 

community. The study fm1her explains some of the challenges Ethiopian immigrants 

face during their travel and stay in South Afri ca. Most of the Ethiopian immigrants 

stated that they do not intend to stay in South A frica fo r long. Most of them plan to go 

to economically more affluent countries like the United States of America. 
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1.1. Background Statement 

Chapter One 

lntroduction 

Human migration is a process that has been gOlOg on throughout the hi story of 

mankind. It may involve a person moving "to a country other than that of his or her 

usual residence ... 50 that the country of destination effectively becomes his or her new 

country of usual residence (UN, 1998b: 18). Migration does not happen spon taneously. 

People often make informed decisions about why they should leave a place and 

migrate to other areas, how it should be carried out and the whereabouts of their 

destination. Migration profoundly impacts the demographic composition of both areas 

of o rigin and desti natio n. It affects the cultural and economic contex t of a community 

and the ratio o f people to resources sha red (Ibid). 

In rhe contemporary world, globalization and the introduction of much easier 

communication routes have given migration a new d imension. People are now mov ing 

to farther di stances more frequently and in large numbers. Currently abou t 150 million 

people live abroad and are joined by another two million immigrants every yea r (ILO, 

IOM, O HCHR , 200 I). As international migration inc reases, so does ethnic and soc ial 

di versity of societi es. Th is brings forth a new challenge of integrating with new 

people, different cultures, religions and languages. However, the response of the host 

communi ty in accommodating immigrants varies from country to country (Jbid). 

Internat ional migrants are flocking to vanous destinations in search of better 

economic opportuni ties, a more peacefu l and po litically stable env ironment and 

versatile culhl ral setting (De Blij, 1993). Some are Forced to run away because of war 

and natural catastrophes, others are dissatisfied with their economic standings and 

lack of opportunities in thei r count'fies . And ma ny more want to stay in an 

environment that can accommodate thei r views, be it political or social (Ibid). With 

these aspirations and other personal considerations in mind, migrants select a 

destination among possible destinations that best sui ts thei r interest. 
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Before the actual onset of migration, however, there are "in tervening obstacles" that a 

potential migrant takes into consideration (Lee, 1966 in Weeks, 1999:239). Some of 

these are distance, affordabi li ty, ab ility to pass through intermediary territories, 

phys ica l well -being and others. The odds of some of these obstacles deterring the 

migrants from reaching their destination are not predictable. 

On the other end , host countries have their own priorities concerning the improvement 

of the local community's economic and social welfare. The lack of resou rces, the 

introduction of a new culture, the increase in soc ial evils (such as crime) and the 

increase in health risks often threaten the host community. As a resu lt, migrants are 

usually welcomed by cold and hostile and sometimes even violent situations (Masuku, 

2006; SAM P, 1999). The increas ing trend of "irregular and unauthorized" 

internationa l migrat ion has paved the way for the abuse and exploitation of migrants 

(ILO, IOM, OHCHR, 200]: I). Migrants in all parts of the world experience simi lar 

problems most often based on fear, particularly fea r o f economic competition, and 

fear of an increase in crime and loss of identity (Wimmer, 1997). 

International migration in sub-Saharan Africa is often overlooked because of the close 

cultural ties of "homogenous people on opposite sides of national borders" (Adepoju, 

2006a:26). Migration of individuals from the rural areas of a country to urban centers 

of a neighboring country is sometimes considered as just an expanded version of 

internal migration. Faced with increasing poverty, people are abandoning their rural 

farmla nds and migrating to alternative urban destinations . However, the ex isting high 

unemployment in the urban areas limi ts the opportunities of the migrants. In some 

countries, migrants from the rura l areas are replacing the urban dwellers who have 

imm igrated to more economically affluent countries. This trend is evidenced in some 

western and northern African countries ([bid). 

In southern Africa, international migration has two mam features. Previously, 

migration was mainly undertaken by unskilled laborers searching for job opportunities 

in the mining industry. Zambia, Zimbabwe and SOll th Africa were the major 

dest ination countries (Oucho, 2006). Since the end of apartheid, the trend of migration 

has changed and is skewed towards commercial migration. Many migrants from 
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within Southern Africa travel to South Africa and engage In the infonnal sector 

economic activities (Adepoju, 2006a). Recently, the areas of origin of migrants 

coming to South Africa have extended to countries outside the southern Africa region. 

The number of immigrants fTom west, central and eastern Africa has shown a steady 

increase (McDonald et al. , 1999). 

1.2. Statement of the Problem 

Post-apartheid South Africa has experienced an increase in the size of its cross border 

migrant population from other African countries (McDonald et al., 1999). The 

migration pattern has added a new component in recen t years by attracting immigrants 

from non-SADC countries. Recent studies, considering the more diverse origins of 

immigrants, estimate that the number of immigrants in South Africa ranges from 

500,000 to one million. However, different studies have come up with highly varied 

figures that go as high as four million (Tbid). In addition, different sources and 

officials have portrayed immigrants to the larger public as being too many and 

"enemies who are undemlining and exploiting the local opportunities" and resources 

(Maharaj et al. , 1997 in Maharaj et al. , 2000: 159). As a result , the hosti li ty is pushed 

f'l.1I1her and immigrants, in general, experience harsh responses (Palma!)" 2003 ; 

McDonald et al., 1999; Mattes et al. , 1999; Raijman et al. , 2003). 

As Berg (2003) stated, inequality in South Africa was and still is highly prevalent. The 

value expectations and capabilities of South Africans in the lower income section are 

not always fulfilled. This has led to "subjective fee lings of discontent" on the part of 

South Africans. As a result, unfu lfilled expectations sometimes lead to nationals 

taking out their frustration and bitterness on fore igners (Shindondola, 2003: 19). 

Resea rch suggests that Ethiopian immigrants come to South Africa in search of better 

economic opportunities (Gem a, 2001). Most of them are self-employed in infonnal 

economic activities. This is because of two main reasons. Firstly, most of them lack 

educat ional qualification which leaves them no choice but to engage in sectors that do 

not require skill s. Secondly, the educated immigrants do not have access to 

employment opportunities in their areas of expertise (lbid). Host communities with 
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low income perceive the arrival of fo reigners engaging in similar economic activities 

as a threat to the scarce resources in the country (Sh indondola, 2003). 

Given the above situations, therefore, this study was undertaken to explore the social 

and economic experiences of Ethiopian immigrants in Durban metropolitan area. The 

research tried to understand the migration history of Ethiopian immigrants, their travel 

routes, modes of entry and senlement in Durban. The interaction of Ethiopian 

immigrants with the local community and various government authorities is also 

explored. 

1.3. Rationale of the Study 

There is a marked regiona l difference in the level of migration into South Africa. With 

the creation of a progressive consti tution and the introduction of more advanced 

communication means and the resulting increase in networking among migrants and 

their fam ilies and friends back home, the flow of migrants from 11011-SADC countri es 

IS JI1creasmg and it will be a major concern of the 21 s t century (McDonald et aI., 

1999). 

Accordingly, the immigration of Ethiopians into South Africa is a relatively recent 

phenomenon and there is no adequate research done to assess and measure the 

experiences of Ethiopian migrants in South Africa. Some media reports and personal 

observation of the researcher indicate that Ethiopian immigrants are facing varioll s 

challenges in South Africa. According to a report by Sunday Tribune (2006, Sept. 24), 

the number of Ethiopians is increasing in Durban around Albert Park and Point Road 

and vio lent attacks on Ethiopians have been reported. Another report by the weekly 

Ethiopian newspaper, Addis Tribune, reaffimls the statement by Sunday Times. The 

Addis Tribune (200 I, March 30) stated that the number of Ethiopians migrating to 

South Africa has inc reased and they have become targets of crime and robbery. In 

addition, reports on Lindela, a deportation center in Soulh Africa, indicated that there 

is high level of maltreatment of immigrants (SAM P, 2001). Such reports ca ll for a 

need for furthe r research on the experiences of immigrant communities in South 

Africa. 
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In addition, as the researcher is from Eth iopia, conducting the research on immigrants 

from similar place of origin helped to get the necessary information. As indicated by 

Gema (200 I), conducting a research on Ethiopian immigrants is a challenging 

undertaking because they feel insecure because of their status. Consequently, they are 

usually reluctant to provide information regarding their stay in a particular country. 

They are afraid that they might be counter attacked by the community and authorities 

for what they say (Ibid). 

Therefore, a deeper look into the expenences of immigrants from non-SADC 

countries, especially of Ethiopian immigrants, was imperative to understand and 

explain the current migration trends. 

1.4. Objectives of the Study 

Migration into South Africa has extended its areas of origin to non-SA DC countries 

like Ethiopia. Thus, analysis of its dynamics and a deeper understanding of the 

experiences of Ethiopian immigrants is import'ant. In light of this, the research had set 

the following objectives: 

• To understand the factors influencing the immigration of Ethiopians to South 

Africa 

• To explore the explore the experiences of Ethiopian immigrants during their 

stay in South Africa 

• To examine the social and econom ic benefits and challenges of Ethiopian 

immigrants 

1.5. Limita tions of the Study 

The research would have been more comprehensive and representative of the 

immigrant population from non-SA DC countries if it were conducted in a larger scale 

including immigrants from OIher countries. It also does not incorporate the views of 

South Africans. It is undertaken in a relati vely small scale within a small boundary. 

This makes it difficult to generalize the findings of the research to the whole 

immigrant population from non-SADC countries found in South Africa. This is 

attributed to financial constraints and shortage of time. Finally, the fact that the 
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researcher is from Ethiopia may leave some room for bias. However, the above 

mentioned limi tations, by no means inva lidate its findings. 

1.6. Theoretical Approaches of Migration 

Various theoreti cal approaches have been developed 111 an attempt to explain 

migration. Of the three population processes, namely, fertility, mortality and 

migration, the last one is the most difficult to conceptual ize and measure. This is 

because it includes "a physical and social transaction, not just an unequi vocal 

biological event" (Zelinsky, 1971 in Kebede, 1991 :9). Thus, there is no complete and 

coherent theory of migration to date. Taking note of the above stated limitations, this 

section will explore the different approaches that have been put forward to explain 

migration. 

The fi rst approach is the push-pull theory developed by E.s. Lee in 1966 (Gema, 

200 I). This theory takes into account the socio-economic imbalances in the area of 

ori gin and destination. It states that migrat ion flows towards areas that are believed to 

be more attractive and des irable for either economic or non-economic reasons through 

the interplay of push factors at the places o f origin and pull factors at the places of 

destination (Lee, 1966 in Kebede, 1998). According to Lee (1966) there are four 

major factors that influence people to migrate. These are factors associated with the 

area of origin, factors assoc iated with the area of destination, intervening obstacles 

and personal factors. 

Push factors are di srupti ve conditions that fo rce an individual to make the dec ision to 

leave an area in sea rch of a better place. These factors include unemployment, 

conn ict, politica l instab ili ty, drought, famine, social inequality, lack of economic 

opportuni ty, increase in population and others. The pull factors, on the other hand, are 

factors that stand out as potential so lutions for the push factors. Job opportunities, 

higher standard of li ving and political and social freedom are some of the pull factors. 

Intervening opportunities also innuence the paltem and stream of migration (Berhane, 

2000). 

The second approach is the economic theory of migration developed by Michael 

Todaro in 1976 (Kebede, 1998). The economic theory of migration sees migration as 
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an important resource distribution of labor. According to Todaro, the decision to 

migrate is based primarily on private rational economic calculations by the ind ividual 

migrant. This is done after weighing the gain and loss at both places of origin and 

destination. But this theory treats only one component as the cause of migration and 

thus lack completeness. Other factors indicated in the push~pull theory, such as social, 

political and psychological factors, are overlooked (Ibid). 

A similar but more comprehensive approach to migration IS that of the human 

investment theory of migration. It explains the decision to migrate as an investment 

decision involving an individual's expected costs and retums over time. This theory, 

unl ike the economic theory, considers psychological costs, such as leaving famil iar 

su rroundings and adapting to a new environment, and social compositions. However, 

some components of the human investmen t theory (such as the psychological costs) 

are difficult to measure and thus it is less practical and empirical tests have been 

limited to income differentials (Kebede, 1998). 

The migration systems theory by Castles and Miller views migration as a function of 

macro and micro structu res (Gema, 200 I). Interstate relationships, pol itics and 

economic conditions in the world market a re some of the macro stTuctu res. On the 

other hand, individual social networks, practices and bel iefs of the migrants are the 

micro structures that detemline migration. According to Castles and Miller, family 

and communi ty networks play a paramount role in facilitating the smooth transition of 

the migrant. Such networks help to settle quickly by assisting the migrant to get 

accommodation and work. In addition, they provide social and psychological support 

(Gema, 2001). 

1.7. Theoretical FI'amework of the Research 

There are d iffe rent hypotheses that are put forward In an attempt to define the 

relationship of immigrants and the host community. The first hypothesis re lates to 

scapegoats (I-Iarri s, 2002). With the dismantling of apartheid, there was an increase in 

expectations fo r immediate changes. However, such immediate responses cou ld not be 

realized and frustration followed. People, in general, resorted to keep ing their 

frustTation to themselves and suffered the consequences such as commiuing suicide or 
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vent it out on others. According to Tshetercke in Harris (2002), in the second instance 

"people often create a frustration-scapegoat", i.e., they design outlets for their 

frustration in the system. And the targets are usually foreigners because they are 

perceived as threats to their economic and soc ial welfare. 

The second onc is isolation hypothesis. Immigration of black Africans to South Africa 

was not a common practice. lnstead, immigration of the white population was 

encouraged to counter balance the "dwindling proportion of South Africa's population 

that is White" (Anderson, 2006:99). Thus, foreigners especially those from non­

SA De countries, represent the 'unknown' for Soueh Africans. With the opening of 

South Africa's borders to the international community, however, foreigners have 

started to come into the country and contacts with the unknown were started. So the 

basic assumption of this hypothesis is that discrimination is there because of the 

"foreignness of foreigners" (Harris, 2002:5). In addition to the isolation from the 

international community, internal divisions among South Africans because of color, 

race and ethnicity plays a paramount role . 

The socio-economic theory assumes that imm igrants attempt to integrate with the host 

community both socially and economica lly. They initially make the decision to 

migrate after calculating the benefits at the area of destination. To this end, 

immigrants make some adjustments in their li festyle to fit in with the host countTY. 

They attempt to reestablish themselves occupationally. learn the cult'ure and language 

and take part in the soc ial events. On the other end, the reception and social support of 

the host community plays an important role in the process (Gema, 2001). The social 

support includes emotional assistance and instrumental aid , provision of services and 

infonnation. It takes into account the situation in which the immigrants and the host 

community live in hamlOny sharing the same social and economic resources with no 

significant con flict (Ibid). 

Social support and integration, however, are detennined by the level of the host 

community's perception of the immigrants as a threat. The power theory states that 

people "demonstrate halred and resentment when faced with a threat" (Wimmer, 1997 

in Raijman et al. , 2003 :381). Thus the presumed benefits and achievements of 
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immigrants at the destination area wi ll be challenged. The threat basically emanates 

from insecu rity. Even though there is no actual competition in the job market, increase 

in unemployment or drop in wages, the mere perception of immigrants being around 

means more competition over scarce resources, fewer jobs, lower wages, a ri se in 

crimes, competition for housing and social services. The competi tion model contends 

that individuals identify themselves with a particular group and there will be a 

struggle between groups fo r power, resources and benefits. (Bobo and Hutchings, 

1996 in Raijman et aI. , 2003). 

This research draws on above mentioned theories . Based on these theoretical 

approaches, this research investigated to what extent Ethiopians are attempting to 

integrate with the South African community or remaining as a separate community. 

The study also examines whether the Ethiopian immigrants perceive South Africans 

as allowing them to become an integral part of the society by engaging in social and 

economic relationships with them. 

1.8. Organization of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is di vided into five chapters. The first chapter starts by introducing 

the topic under research. Then it describes the cun·ent trend of migration from non­

SADC countries and explains the need to undertake this research. Finally, it looks at 

the theoretical framework that is used to guide the research. The second chapter 

reviews the literature on migration. It reads up on the experiences of migrants globa lly 

and in South Africa, in particular. Chapter three presents the methodology employed 

in this research. It describes the study area, the research methods and the sampling 

technique. It also covers the interview process and the challenges in the field work. 

The fourth chapter examines the findings of the in-depth interviews. It looks at the 

profile of migrants, factors that influenced their decision to migrate, their travel routes 

and modes of entry into South Africa, the economic life of Ethiopian immigrants. The 

final chapter discusses the results and summarizes the whole dissertation and puts 

forth possible recommendations. 
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Chapter Two 

Review of Related Literature 

2.1. Introduction 

In this chapter a comprehensive review of literature related to the topic under research 

is covered. The chapter starts by exploring the findings of studies on the causes of 

migration and the experiences of immigrant's in different corners of the world. The 

focus shifts to South AfTica and various issues concerning immigrants are covered 

including the size of the immigrant population, the involvement of immigrants in the 

economic sector, the social challenges immigrants face in SOllth Africa and the 

contribution of the media and different government officials to the perception about 

immigrants in the country. 

2.2. Causes of Migration 

Various causes impel people to take a risk and leave their fami liar homeland fo r an 

uncel1ain new destination. Migration can be voluntary or compelled and the decision 

to migrate is a function of internal as well as ex.ternal factors (Adepoju, 2006b). 

Internally individuals may face economic, soc ial or political pressures that are beyond 

their control. Attractive factors from the ex.ternal world might also cause migration 

(Amisi and Ballard, 2004 in Amisi, 2005). 

Although, there are various causes for migration , the quest for better economic 

opportun ities is the overriding factor (Adepoju, 1998 in Adepoju, 2006b:37). This was 

observed even during pre-colonial Africa where individuals ' movements were geared 

towards better hunting grounds, new pasture land and better fanning plots (Gugler, 

1969 in Birhane, 1999). Migration in the modern times is described by movement to 

larger cities and more developed countries in search of better employment and 

business opportunities (Banton, 1996 in Birhane, 1999). A contributing factor for the 

potential migrants to make a decision to migrate is the comparative benefits they gain 

from the destination areas. This is deternlined by an individual 's 'awareness space'. 

Awareness space is "a function of previous migration experience, education, 

occupational specia lization and exposure to ' outside sources of information" (Shaw, 

1974:169). 
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The political situation and conflic ts in the country of origin are other causes for 

migration. Political upheavals, insecurity and confli cts among different ethnic, racial 

or political groups can trigger migration (De Blij , 1993). In 1980, more than 125,000 

Cubans on the "Mariel Boat Lift" and hundreds Oflhousands of Vietnamese fled their 

countries to escape from the communist dictatorships. Similarly, abollt 50,000 Asians 

were expelled from Uganda during the Idi Amin's regime (Ibid). 

Cultural disparity is the third factor that can push people out of their communities . 

Major political and social shocks targeted towards particular cultures and groups 

might force the movement to other more tolerant destinations (De Blij , 1993). In many 

rural sett ings of Africa, people migrated to urban areas because they could not fit into 

the conservati ve cultural practices. One the other hand, following the partitioning of 

the British India in a majority Hindu India and a majority Muslim Pakistan, many 

Muslim Indians crossed borders to live in Islamic states (Obrai et aI., 1989). 

In addition to the above mentioned causes, many others might result in migration. 

Amled con flicts, natural catastrophes and drought and starvation are some. However, 

it is difficult to conclusively define a person as a migrant because of the intrica te 

nature of migration (Adepoju , 2006b). 

2.3. Experiences of Immigrants : G lobal Perspective 

In recent years, the unevenness of development has led to the movement of people 

away from their homeland (ILO, IOM, OHCHR, 2001). From the time migrants leave 

their country of origin they experience various receptions at different destination 

points. Migrants receive subtle and at times overtly hostile responses from host 

communities. Nevertheless, in some instances, migrants have enjoyed fair treatment 

(Owen, 2006). In this section, the experiences of different immigrants at variolls 

destinations are discussed. 

Accord ing to an opinion poll, a survey conducted on member states of the European 

Union, a third of the respondents openly "described themselves as being 'quite racist' 

or 'very racist'" (European Commiss ion, 1997: I). Belgium leads the pack with 55 

percent of its respondents sta t'ing that they are very racist or ' quite racist '. The French 
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are the second racist nation with 48 percent of the respondents identifying themselves 

as being racist fo llowed by 42 percent of the Austrian respondents. 

"Those who declared they had racist feeli ngs presented common 

characteristics: many were d issatisfied with their life circumstances 

and feared losing thei r jobs; they fe lt insecure about the future ("the 

situation wi ll get worse") ; and/or had experienced a deterioration of 

their personal situation" (European Commission, 1997:3). 

In Genn any, in the 1990s, foreigners became the scapegoats for the fl se \11 

unemployment , the decline in the economy and all soc ial evils (for example, the 

increase in crime and dmg use). The number of immigrants was exaggerated in the 

media and by individuals. The figures from the Gennan government indicate that the 

frustration and violence against fo reigners was aiamlingly high (The Human Rights 

Watch, 1995). 

Another study conducted on Gernlans ' accu lturation attitudes and perceived threat 

toward Itali an and Polish immigrants SUPPOl1S the rep0l1s of Human Rights Watch. 

Only about 39 percent of the respondents were reported to be willing to accept and 

live in hannony with Polish immigrants and about 48 percent with Italian immigrants 

(Pointkowski et aI., 2002). Both groups of immigrants were perceived as threats, the 

Polish being more threatening and less contributing to the economy compared to 

Italians. However, the tolerance towards Poles and Italians was found to be much 

better when compared to the Turks. This is because the first group had a more or less 

similar culture and same religion, i.e. , Christianity, which was the main unifying 

factor whereas the culture of the Turks was rather new and they had a different 

religious affiliation, i.e. , Islam (Ib id). 

In support of the above mentioned studies, various inc idents are recorded in Gernlany. 

The majority of the incidents happened in the eastern parts of the country and among 

the young population. 1..11 one incident extremists fi rebombed an area where asylum 

seekers were res idi ng in the town of Rostock (Shi ndondola, 2003). 
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Studies showed that North Africans are the most unwelcome people in Spain followed 

by the gypsies (Shindondola, 2003). Derogatory terms li ke ' moro' fo r Moroccans and 

' morenito ' for black immigrants are lI sed to refer to immigrants. Si mi lar cases like the 

ones in Germany were witnessed in Spain too. Homes of about 30 gypsy famil ies were 

burnt down and residents were forced to flee to another town (Ford, 1992 in 

Shindondola, 2003). Similar attacks are often carried out against different immigrant 

groups, the most frequently targeted of which are the Magherbi people and black 

Africans. The locals blamed immigrants fo r the increase in drug trafficking and crime 

(!bid). 

Some studies suggest that Sweden, the country known for being the home of the 

Nobel Prize, is now becoming a hostile destination. Muslims are the most 

discriminated population in Sweden. About 70 percent of Muslims reported 

xenophobia and discri mination and 40 percent witnessed verbal abuse directed at 

Musl ims in particular (The Local, 2005). Discrimination against Muslims IS 

increasing dramatically as the number of Muslim immigrants in the country is also 

increasing. Current ly, 87 percent of the population is Lutheran whereas followers of 

other religions, including Islam, comprise only 13 percent (CIA, 2007). 

According to a Swedish govemment report to the United Nations, from 2002-2005, 

the highest number of immigrants entering the country are Iraqis (Swedish 

government, 2006). In a small town in Southern Spain, an ' invandra', a tenn used to 

denote a fore igner, was beaten by neo-Nazist skin head youth and left to die in a park. 

But the individuals who committed the crime were ordered to attend a rehabilitation 

center for two years with a possibili ty of remission upon good behavior (El Diairo, 

2006). 

2.4. Positive Experiences and Contribution of Immigrants 

Studies also suggest that the treatment of immigrants is not always negative. A study 

conducted on the attitude of Norwegians on immigrants and immigration showed that 

nationals are developing a more positive attitude towards immigrants. 
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"Two thirds of the Norwegian population has contact with 

immigrants, and those who do are more immigrant friendly than 

others. Few people have negative experiences from having contact 

with immigrants" (Statistics Norway. 2003:1 ). 

An overwhelming 83 percent of the respondents in the study feel that "all immigrants 

in Norway should have the same opportunities to have ajob as orwegians" and more 

than two thirds agree that immigrants contribute positively to the economy of Norway. 

The study found that women and the you nger age group have more positive attitudes 

towards immigrants compared to males and the older age group population (lbid). 

Simi larly, the attitude o f Canadians towards immigrants is reported to be positive 

(Owen, 2006). The you nger population in Canada has a more positive attitude towards 

immigrants than the older age groups. Even though there are some concerns on issues 

of racism and discrimination, with the support of good policies the immigrant 

population is being assisted to better their economic and soc ial well-being (lbid). 

In many instances, immigrants contTibute positively towards the social and economic 

life of the local community (Simon, 1995; Statistics Norway, 2003). In Europe, a 

study found that immigrants actually complement locals during the peak seasons of 

the market and serve as substitutes during recession (Narayanan et al., 2005). In the 

United States, studies have shown that immigTants contribute heavily to the economy 

(S imon, 1995). A poll conducted on economists suggested that 81 percent of the 

economists believed that immigration contri butes "very favorab1y" to the economy. 

The arrival of more immigrants from the Third World and Latin America does not 

have a negative influence on the well-being of the black population in the lower rank. 

However, the attitudes of the native population towards immigrants were negative. 

Studies conducted from the 1930s to 1990s show that Americans are opposed to 

immigration and immigrants (Ibid). 

In Malaysia, a study conducted on labor and the construction sector suggests that there 

is a large amount of immigrant labor involved in the sector. In addition, these 

immigrants are not taking away jobs from the locals. The locals abandoned the 

construction works and fled to more prosperous East Asian economies. In add ition, 
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others were not willing to work in harsh working conditions and earn Jr 

immigrants complemented the locals who stayed behind and 

construction sector. The immigrants usually engaged in those jobs that <0. 

the locals (Narayanan et aI., 2005). 

2.5. The South African Perspective 

Post.apartheid South Africa has witnessed an increase in the influx of migrants from 

different parts of the world, espec ially from other parts of Africa (Landau, 2005). 

Following an increase of immigrants, opposition to immigration and negative 

sentiments towards immigrants has become commonplace among South Africans. 

This sentiment goes across the board from ordinary citizens to high.ranking political 

figures (Tbid). The media has also contributed to a larger extent by report'ing 

misleading and inaccurate infonnation to the public. However, studies show that 

immigrants are positively contributing to South African economy (Rogerson, 1997). 

Immigrants in South Africa are involved in various economic activities but most of 

them are engaged in small businesses (Adepoju, 2006a). 

2.5.1. Size of the Immigrant Population in Soutb Africa 

There is no data indicating the exact number of immigrants residing in South Africa 

(Crush and Williams, 2005). This is attribu ted to the continuous flow of 

undocumented immigrants into the country and the lack of a reliable methodology to 

verify the numbers (McDonald et al. , \999). EIToneous estimates are made by 

different sources on the number of immibrrants living in South Africa. The Human 

Science Research Council (HSRC) conducted a study in the 1990s and came up with 

figures reach ing up to 8-10 mill ion. This study was officially wi thdrawn by HSRC in 

2UUl alter realizing that is was faulty (Ibid). 

Later a census was conducted by the same body. HSRC, which indicated that the 

number of non-South Africans is a little over one mill ion (Crush and Williams, 2005). 

This means the immigrant populat ion in South Africa constitutes about 2.2 percent of 

the total population (Landau, 2005). On the other hand, Statistics South AfTica 

estimated the number to be aboll t 500,000 (McDonald et al. , 1999). On the contrary, 
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however, some police estimates suggest that the figure is 12 million, making one in 

every four residents an immigrant (McDonald et al. , 1999). In some cities like 

Toronto in Canada the foreign population reaches up to 40 percent. Similarly, in some 

parts of Tanzania one in every four person is a foreigner (Landau, 2005). 

Another surpn smg view IS about the number of immigrants from non-SA DC 

countries. It is evident that there is increase in the number of immigrants from non­

SA DC countries in recent years (Adepoju, 2006b). It fo llowed the improved inter­

regional trade and poli tical relationships coupled with a more progressive constitution 

and the introduction of the Bill of Rights (SAM P, 200 I). However, the popular notion 

is much more exaggerated than the fact. It is believed that immigrants from other 

impoverished African countries have taken South Africa by stonn. A census 

conducted by HSRC in 2001 found that only four percent of the total number of 

immigrants in South AfTica was bom outside non-SADC countries (Crush and 

Wi lliams, 2005). 

2.5.2. Immigrants in the Economic Sector 

"Southern Africa is the epicenter of labor migration in sllb-Saharan Africa, whether 

viewed from historical perspective or in contemporary tenlls" (Oucho, 2006:67). In 

the past, migration to work in the mine fie lds of Zambia and South Africa was 

common. Migration of unskilled labor into South Africa is st ill a predominant feature 

of migration in the region. The immigrants are coming predominantly from the 

"traditional supply areas", i.e., SADC countries. However, the number of immigrants 

from outside the southern region is increasing (Rogerson, 1997). 

A pattem observed among illlmigrants in South A frio;;a is that most of them are 

involved in micro-economic activities such as petty trading, flea markets and street 

vend ing (Adepoj u, 2006a). This means they are working in areas where resources are 

scarce and there is higher rate of underemployment and unemployment (Raijman et 

ai., 2003). Ln addition, the host communi ty does not have adequate access to soc ial 

services like health care and education. The cumulative effect of all the above will 

fo rce the host communi ty to defend the introduction of another resident in the area 
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(Shindondola, 2003). In support of the findings of the study by Shindondola (2003), a 

number of incidents have been recorded. In 2002, four people were kill ed in the Joe 

Slovo settlement in the Western Cape as a result of a clash between Angolan refugees 

and South Africans (CTRC, 2002 in Palmary, 2003). The cause of the conflict was 

stated as refugees taking up "jobs and women" of the loca ls. A similar conflict was 

started around Du noon in the Westem Cape and 70 Angolans had to flee. In P0i1 

Elizabeth riots broke out in 2001 and Somalis were attacked and their shops and 

mosques were looted (KeJlet, 2002 in Shindondola, 2003). Another respondent for a 

study conducted by the Mail and Guardian reported that South A fri cans are out on the 

streets looking for jobs but could not find one because "companies have given the jobs 

to fo reigners" (Danso et aI., 2000). 

However, in contrast of the above mentioned views, research states that migrants in 

South Africa create jobs and start their own businesses (Danso et aI. , 2000). A snldy 

showed that businesses nm by immigrants from SADC countries created jobs for an 

average of 2.65 persons and businesses from non-SADC countries created jobs for 

about four people per enterprise (Rogerson, 1997). " In the long-tenn, given the 

continu ing prosperity and growth of these enterprises, an ever-increas ing proportion 

of South African workers wi ll be absorbed into these small businesses" (Rogerson, 

1997:3). 

In addition to creating job opportunities, immigrants set up their own business 

(Palmary, 2002). A case in point would be the Nigerian market in Cape Town. There 

are about 27 traders working in that market. TIle fo reigners struggled so much and 

survived the pressure to establ ish a good market but they are facing a fierce challenge 

because the loca ls want to take over the area. This is because of the successful 

businesses foreigners have established and the belief that income generating 

opportunities for South African are lesser because fo re igners have come to share 

resou rces and compete for jobs (Jbid). A refugee streel vendor reflects hi s concern 

saying " If you put RI 000 and go 10 the streets and sit there and the next day someone 

comes and calls you <makwerekwere' ... and they may come take your stuff and kill 

you" (Palmary, 2002, 15). 
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A number of reports in the media suggest that foreigners are taking over the informal 

sector which is the basic livelihood of many South Afri cans (Danso et al., 2000). Thus 

immigrants, espec ially those involved in micro-businesses, are considered as illegal 

job stealers. In an incident, two Senegalese and one Mozambican immigrant were 

killed by a mob because they were perceived as "job stealing foreigners" (lbid). 

2.5.3. Xenophobia 

Xenophobia basically is a fear of foreigners or ou tsiders. It is a perception that is 

developed based on an individual 's place of origin. A person coming from another 

place outside the host communi ty, the society or the nation is considered to be a 

foreigner or an outsider. Xenophobia is an attitude and prejudice developed by the 

host community that often results in the ' newcomers' being rejected and excluded 

from the rest of the community (lOM, lLO, OHCHR, 200 I). It is al so explained as a 

"bitter outcome of the exertion of collective identity" that springs from economic, 

political and cu ltural demands (Shindondola , 2003 :6). Although it is hamlless to 

identity oneself with a group, not recognizing the presence of others leads to 

xenophobia. 

The underlying cause of xenophobia as outlined in literature is fear (Raijman et al. , 

2003). Locals are afraid of economic competition, increase in crimes and loss of 

identity or accultu ration. They often fee l insecure because of the threat posed by the 

'outsiders'. The level o f fear usua ll y varies based on the socio-economic, educational 

and employment status of the residents (Landau, 2005). In addition , the ex istence of 

conservati ve and extremist groups also contributes to the level of fear. For these 

groups, the introduction of ' al ien ' values and practices might well be perceived as 

destructive (Raijman et al., 2003). 

Locals from humble economic backgrounds usually develop a stereotype that their 

economic well being is at risk because of foreigners as they are believed to take up all 

the jobs (Raijman et al. , 2003). This same case is witnessed in South Africa where 

immigrants are stigmatized as people who undenn ine economic development and are 

economic threats to loca ls (Maharaj et al., 2000). One offic ial is quoted as saying 

"There is no land for these immigrants ... they are taking each and every piece of land 
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they can and occupying it" (Palmary, 2003 :9). This notion is shared by others who 

think that "immigrants weaken soc iety and threaten the nation's health" (Mattes et al., 

1999). 

Acculturation is another factor that can cause xenophobia or con tribute to its rise 

(Pointkowski et aI., 2002). Immigrants travel to another country with the cultural 

heritages and values from their own respect ive countries and upon their arrival they 

are intToduced 10 the cultures of the new community. This can cause cultural friction 

between the two groups. As stated by Berry in Poimkowski et a1. (2002), the attitude 

of the community and the immigrants is a major factor in the rise of xenophobia. 

In 1997. xenophobia was declared to be a major cOllcem for South African democracy 

(Crush, 2001). Many South A fricans are still uneasy about immigrant treatmen t (ANe 

Today in Masuku, 2006: 19). A study by the South African Migration Project (SAMP) 

supports this statement. Twemy five percent of South Africans totally oppose 

immigration of any foml and 45 percent favor strict immigration policy. Only six 

percent support an open door policy and about a fifth of the respondents support a 

more flexible immigration policy that takes into account the avai lability of jobs 

(Mattes et aI. , 1999). 

According to a study conducted by the Community Agency for Social Enquiry 

(CASE) in 1998, only 55 percent of the population is aware of the ex istence of the 

Bill of Rights in the constitution. More than 50 percent believed that the rights stated 

in the constitution are extended to South Africans only (SAMP, 2001). About 40 

percent of the respondents said immigrants should not be given equal access to bas ic 

services of health and education. More than half are opposed to equal access to 

housing for immigrants. Another interesting finding is that South Africans almost 

exclusively choose European and North American immigrants over African 

immigrants. From within AfTica, there is a marginal preference for immigrants from 

SADC countries over the rest of Africa. When it comes to undocumented migrants an 

overwhelming 85 percenl of the respondents said that these groups should not be 

given freedom of speech and movement (Ibid). 
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South African 's lack of knowledge of rights of refugees might have contributed to the 

mistreatment of immigrants. But even the law enforcement body is also accused of 

violating refugee rights. A report by the South African Human Rights Commission 

stated that: 

"Arrested persons were deliberately prevented from providing accura te 

document, valid identity documents were destroyed, and bribes were 

taken for avoiding arrest or for release without documentation .. . " 

(SAMP, 200 I :22). 

Even though, the above statement is made concerning Lindela, a deportation center, 

similar cases from various areas are reported in the previous sections of this chapter. 

At times, even SOllth Africans have become victims of negative sentiments (Masuku, 

2006). One off-duty South African police offic ial was arrested in a bar because the 

officers on duty thought he was an illegal immigrant. Even though he tried to explain 

that he is a police official, he was locked up for a night in jail until a policeman he 

knew showed lip for hi s rescue (Jbid). In another instance a young woman was 

standing by the door of her house around Forest Hill, South of Johannesburg, when 

the police asked her where she is [TOm. Despite tell ing them that she is a South 

A frican, they took her to their car and started driving her to a deportation centre. In the 

meantime she spoke to them in Afrikaans and immediately they stopped the car and 

dropped her around Kmgersdorp (Shindondola, 2003). There are many more who 

became victims of suc h allegations based on their appearance. 

2,5,4, Immigrants, Media and the Authority in South Africa 

The government has more or less taken some measures like setting up rules and 

accepting the refugee rights documents of the United Nations to safeguard immigrants 

in the country. The President has made a cnlcial speech to discourage xenophobia in 

the aftennath of the world conference on racism and xenophob ia that took place in 

Durban. In his speech the President underlined that mistreatment ofpeopJe who come 

to South Africa as friends is 'wrong and unacceptable' (SAMP. 2000). This is an 

important message particularly because other high ranking officials in the govemment 

have been spotted promoting exclusiollary attitudes since the end of apartheid. 
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In 1994, The Minister of Home Affairs said " if South Africans are going to compete 

for scarce resources with millions of 'a li ens' that are pouring into South Africa, then 

we can bid goodbye to our Reconstruction and Development Program" (palmary, 

2002:5). Three yea rs later, in 1997 the fomwr Minister of Home Affa irs Mangosuthu 

Buthelezi, while addressing a meeting on migration in the region, stated that 

"South Africa is faced with another threat and that is the SADC 

ideology of free movement of people, free trade and freedom to choose 

where you li ve and work. Free movement for persons spells disaster for 

our country" (Landau, 2005:5-6). 

In add ition, the executive mayor of Johannesburg in his 'state of the city speech' said 

that migration even though it is good in some ways; also puts a severe strain on 

employment, housing and public services (lbid). However, as argued by Landau, the 

level of strain exerted by international migration cannot be calculated given the lack 

of sufficien t data. These stances are observed in other government service providers 

too. The South African Police Service (SAPS) is a typical example. 

With a little support from the law, the SAPS is one of the nightmares of immigrants in 

the country, not because the immigrants commi t loo much crime but because of 

arbitrary arrests by the police (Masuku, 2006). The pol ice has legal powers to 

"apprehend individuals who are suspec ted 10 be undocumented non-citizens" 

(Shindondola, 2003:22). These arbitrary arrests often are not we ll founded. For 

example one o f the methods the Internal Tracing Unit of SAPS uses to identi fy 

undocumented immigrants is language (Harris, 2002). If an immigrant cannot 

pronounce one word in three local languages properly, then he is liable to arrest. In 

addition, an individuals' complexion, dressing, and hair style are some of the factors 

that are taken into account. 

A study by Harris (2002) funher explains the treatment by the police. One Rwandese 

refugee was kidnapped by gunmen, stabbed and robbed. The kidnappers also 

threatened to kill him unless he pays them lhree hundred rand every monlh. The 

refugee, after hi s horrific encounter goes to the police to repon the incident but upon 

his arrival the police did not even bother asking him question; rather they tore up his 
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refugee paper and put him in jail because he does not have the 'proper document ' . 

After spending the weekend in jail he had to bribe the police to get out of jail and 

continued to pay three hundred rand to the kidnappers for three years (Harris, 2002). 

It is important to also point out that the police are under pressure to meet arrest targets 

fo r the month (Masuku , 2006:22). For a police officer to get a promotion and respect, 

he or she has to have a number of arrests under his or her name in a month . To meet 

this demand, police usuall y "round lip the usual suspects" (such as refugees, asylum 

seekers and other immigrants) that are vulnerable because of the ir tenuous legal status. 

In addition to getting arrests under their names, the police also benefit financially from 

the immigrants. Immigrants are considered as "mobile A TMs" because they often 

carry cash as they do not have access to fina ncial services (Ibid). 

The media also plays a paramount role in portraying a negative image of immigrants 

in the minds of the host community (Danso et al., 2000). According to a study by 

South African Migration Project (SAM P), more than half of the articles in print media 

contain at least one negative reference to immigration and 36 percent make two or 

more negative references in a single report (Danso et al. , 2000). In addition, the 

infonnation and data presented on the media should be evaluated fo r its au thenticity 

and accuracy. For example, reporting of the number of undocumented immigrants in 

South Africa as being between 2.5 and 4. 1 million lacks cri tical assessment of the 

matter. Such coverage of migration issues is clearly biased and instigates fear and 

discomfort on the part of the audience. Thus a more balanced and in-depth approach 

should be sought whi le reporting on migration (Ibid). 

2.6. Summary 

Migration is an intricate issue that has stayed debatable and difficult to conceptuali ze. 

Differen t schola rs have attempted to define and explain migration but a 

comprehensive explanation is yet to come. lntcmational migration is increasing as a 

result of globalization (I0M, [LO, OHCH R, 2001). The increase in migration has 

resulted in a number of different responses by host communities . Americans are 

opposed to immigration and immigrants while Norwegians have positive attitudes 

towards immigration (Simon, 1995; Statistics Norway, 2003). Thus migrants are faced 
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with vastl y di ffe rent experiences. Some have enjoyed better economic opportuni ties 

and a better life. At the same time, they faced challenges and experienced xenophobia 

and di scrimination from different bodies in the host country including the community 

and some government bodies like the police. 

The experience of immigrants in South Africa is by no means unique. Many 

immigrants, especially the ones from other parts of Africa, have come to South Africa 

in search of better economic opportunities and a better life. Whi le they may be 

benefiting economically, they may also become victims of mistreatment, xenophobia 

and discrimination. The attitude of South Africans is constructed based on the 

infonnation they get from the media, authorities and their personal experience (Danso 

et ai., 2000; Landau, 2005). 

Despite all the above experiences immigrants have in South Africa, they still prefer to 

stay in the country. A study by SAM P indicated that about 75 percent o f the 

respondents said that overall conditions in South A frica are better than their home 

country and more than half of them are satisfied with their life in South Africa. Only a 

quarter of the respondents indicated that situations in South Africa are worse than 

their home country. Immigrants have better access basic services like health care, 

water and education. However, the majority of immigrants (86 percent) are not 

satisfied with personal safety, xenophobia and crime rates (McDonald et al., 1999). 
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Introduction 

Chapter Three 
Research Methodology 

This chapter is intended to present the details of the study area, methodology and 

methods and the challenges faced du ring the research. It starts by providing 

geographic and demographic information about the study area. Then procedures 

followed in data collection and analysis is explained in greater depth. Finally, the 

challenges faced during the course o f the study are discussed. 

3.1. Description of the Study Area 

South Africa is located at the southern tip of Africa with a geographical alignment of 

29° 00 latitude and 24° 00 longitude (Statssa, 2007) . It covers a total of over 1.2 

million square k ilometer of area . The country is divided into nine provinces, the 

largest in population size being KwaZulu-Natal province. According to Statistics 

South Africa's mid·year estimates, the population of South Africa was 47.9 million. 

The unemployment rate was reported to be 2 5.5 percent (Jbid). 

Accord ing the pre-199l South African law, the population of South Africa was 

divided into four major racial categories: b lacks, wh ites, coloreds and Indians (U .S. 

Department of Stale, 2007). The majority of the South African population is blacks­

compris ing about 79 percent of the total. The whites constitute about 9 percent of the 

population, coloreds 9 percent and Indians a little more than 3 percent (Jbid). 

South Africa stayed mosliy isolated from the rest of the world prior to the apartheid 

era. It first signed a memorandum of understanding with the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNH C R) in 1993 to allow refugees to enter Sou th 

Africa. The refugee act was passed in 1998 and the immigration act in 2002 (palmary, 

2002). The refugee act is acclaimed and it had been repeatedly revised. According to 

the refugee act any person has the right to apply for asylum in South Africa. 

Since the post apartheid period, the number of refugees flocking into the country has 

increascd and a new trend of migration , i.e. , migration from outside the SADC 
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countries, emerged. Currently it is estimated that between 500,000-1,000,000 migrants 

are living in the country. But the figures are still debatable as there has not been a 

comprehensive study done so far (Mcdonald et aI., 1999). 

One o f the major industrial cenlers of Soulh Africa is Durban. Located in the province 

of KwaZulu Natal, Durban, with an estimated population of three mill ion, is one of 

most densely populated cit ies in South Africa. Migration into the metropoli tan has 

been increasing in recent years (Maharaj el al. , 2000). Despite the availability of a sea 

port and an airport in Durban, the majority of the immigrants came through other 

entry points . Many immigrants came through borders or they initially entered South 

Africa through entry points outside Durban and traveled to the city afterwards. 

Increas ing number of immigrants choose Durban as their destination point because 

they believe that crime is less compared to other major cities and the immigration 

process is easier (Ibid). 

3.2. Methods and Data Source 

The study employed a qual itative approach. By using the qualitative approach, the 

resea rcher was able to get a more realist ic and hol istic perspective on the experiences 

of Eth iopian immigrants in South Africa. It also created the opportunity to interact 

with the respondents in their own language and on their own terms. Some of the 

shortcomings of the app roach are that it is time consuming, more expensive and liable 

to bias (Kirk and Miller, 1986). 

Of the various qualitative approaches, in-depth interview was found to be the best fi t 

for the purpose of this research. The use of in-depth interviews allowed the researcher 

to probe as needed to get some information that respondents believe are personal or 

confidential and thus might not feel comfortable talking about (Kirk and Miller, 

1986). In add ition, personal observations and infonnal discussions were also lI sed to 

support the findings . As the researcher was also Ethiop ian it was much eas ier to 

initiate discussions and get as much in fomlatioll as possible. It also helped the 

resea rcher to win the trust of respondents . In some instances, however, some 

respo ndents felt uncomfortable being interviewed on some issues like "income 
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status". Thus they were reluctant to open-up as needed. On the other hand, the 

researcher being Ethiopian might have left some room for subjectivity. 

The data required for this research was collected from Ethiop ian immigrants living in 

Durban metropolitan area. The researcher located their places of gathering and 

residence based on his previous contact with the Ethiopian community. The majority 

of immigrants were located on West Street and Point Road. Immigrants either live and 

work in these areas or work in other places and li ve in these locations. 

An interv iew guide was developed to gu ide the interviews. The guide included 

questions that focus on immigrant profi le, interaction with South African community, 

interaction with govemment authorities, access to services and quality of life . The 

guide was then piloted and revised. The informal discussions and literature review 

also helped the researcher to revise the interview guide. 

3.3.Sampling 

Snowball sampling method was used to identify respondents from the Ethiopian 

immigrant community. In this method a respondent was asked to recommend 

someone he/she knows from the Ethiopian immigrant communi ty who is wi lling to be 

interviewed. This method allowed the research to be more random. In addition, it built 

the confidence of the interviewees in that he/she was recommended by a friend. As a 

result they were more relaxed and free to discuss. This method, however, has 

limitations in that a person might have recommended someone who will concur to hi s 

own opinion. Secondly, there is a possib ili ty that a respondent might only be exposed 

to an environment where he/she shares sim ilar educational , social and economic 

experience" and hackgrollnds and thus recommend from that circle. This also might 

have affected the data quality. 

In this research, a total of fifteen in-depth interviews, compris ing of eleven males and 

four females were conducted. The exact number of Ethiopian migrants in Durban is 

not known because of lack of reliable data (McDonald et ai, 1999). As a result, the 

sample size was detennined after observation of Elhiopian immigrants at places of 

their social gatherings. Even though, the researcher attempted to keep the balance 
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between the number of male and female respondents, it was not successful. The 

number of Ethiopian female immigrants found in Durban is very few and thus 

respondents only managed to recommend more male immigrants. 

3.4. Field Work 
After obtaining ethical clearance from the University of KwaZulu Natal, the 

researcher, along with a research assistant . spent a total of 13 days in the field. The 

fi rst goal was to identify the in itial respondents. Once that was done a schedule was 

set with the respondents and the interviews were conducted in different locations 

based on the interests of the respondents. Before each interview, the researcher read 

out the consent fonn. Upon their agreement to participate in the research, respondents 

s igned the consent fonn and retained a copy. All the interviews were tape recorded. 

3.5. Analysis 
After transcription of the recorded data, particular themes were identified. Then the 

responses were o rgani zed under these themes including background and migration 

routes, interactions with the community, interaction with govemment authorities, 

access to social serv ices and quality of life in South Africa and future plans. The data 

was analyzed based on these themes and specific sub topics. 

3.6. Challenges in the Field Work 

The first chal\enge was finding respondents will ing 10 participate in the research. 

Some immigrants we ... e members of pol itical parties back in Ethiopia and thus were 

not comfortable to be interviewed as they thought this might compromise their 

position. Others d id not want to speak abollt the ir lives in South Africa stating that 

they might get into trouble aftel"\vards. 

The other constraint was the busy schedule of immigrants. Many o f the Ethiopian 

immigrants work long hours including weekends. Others commute to the suburbs 

around Durban da il y in order to conduct their business. As a result, they could not 

afford to spare two hours for thi s research. To address thi s issue, the researcher had to 

convince them to part.icipate in the interview at their workplace during working hou rs 

or at night after wo rk . However, most often their work places are shops and 
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restaurants; it was very noisy to record their voice. Added to that, customer visits 

intemlpted the interviews repeatedly. However, the researcher was able to locate the 

respondents afterwards and ask for clarification on areas that were not audible and 

clear. In some cases, the interviews had to be conducted during meal hours. In such 

cases the researcher had to cover the costs of the respondents to motivate them to 

participate in the interview. Interviews with respondents will ing to commit their time 

exclusively for the interview, were also conducted in the residences of immigrants. 
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4.1. Introduction 

Chapter Four 

Analysis of Research Findings 

This chapter presents the findings of the study. It starts by outli ning some background 

infonnalion on the immigrants and then considers some of the factors immigrants take 

into account during their decision making process and the importance of social 

networks. The travel routes to South AfTica and various modes of entry are presented. 

This chapter also reports on the social and economic interactions of Ethiopian 

immigrants and the challenges they face. Finally, the chapter examines the future 

plans of Ethiopian immigrants. 

4.2. Background and Migration History orImmigrants 

4.2.1. Migrants Profile 

For the stud y, a total of 15 Ethiopian immigrants were interviewed; of which 11 were 

males and 4 were females. Even though an attempt was made to locate more female 

immigrants, most respondents recommended other male immigrants as lhere are very 

few Ethiopian female immigrants in Durban. The age group of the respondents ranged 

from 23 years to 42 years. The majority of respondents were between the ages of 25 to 

30 years. Six of the respondents have completed high school and three have attended 

university education. The rest have only completed certain levels in junior high or 

elementary schoo l. Information about respondents' duration of stay in South Africa 

indicated that the longest stay is six years while the shortest is onc year and a half. 

Most of them have stayed in some other cities like Johannesburg before coming to 

Durban. The following table summarizes the profile of Ethiopian immigrants. 

Table 1: Gcndc .... , Age and Education Profile of Respondents 

Age at 

Name completed Duration of 

(Pseudonyms) Gender year Highest level of education Stay in SA 

Tizita Female 29 Completed high school 4 years 

Lili Female 23 Grade 11 4 years 
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Mihret Female 25 Completed high school 2 years and 6 

months 

Firehiwol Female 25 Completed high school 2 years 

Tekleab Male 30 Completed high school 4 years and 6 

months 

Sintayehu Male 26 Completed University 1" 3 years 

year 

Yoseph Male 25 Completed Junior high 1 year & 6 

months 

Yared Male 28 Completed high school 2 years 

Mesfin Male 28 Completed high school 2 years 

Desta Male 29 Diploma graduate 4 years 

Andualem Male 26 Completed Junior high 3 years 

Dawit Male 42 Teach ing certificate (12+ I) 2 years 

Brook Male 30 Completed elementary I year and 6 

school months 

Tagcl Male 27 Grade 4 2 years 

Ephrem Male 31 Masters Graduate 6 years 

All of the respondents are legal immigrants in South Africa. They obtained legal 

status immediately after they entered the country. All (with the exception of three) 

respondents are asylum seekers. Three respondents have been granted refugee status 

that lasts up to two yea rs. Only two immigrants reported their reason fo r migration as 

being politically motivated. However, all respondents applied fo r asylum or refugee 

status as political migrants. Accord ing to the respondents, pol itical migration is a 

more plausible j ustificat ion to be accepted as an asylum seeker or a refugee. 

4.2.2. Decision Making 

The deci sion to migrate by Ethiopian immigrants is a result of various soc io·economic 

fac tors. The majority of respondents identi fied poor or limited economic opportunities 

as one of the main reasons for migrating to South Africa. Th is is reflected in the 

following comments: 
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The malO reason I left Ethiopia is to improve my life economically, 

li ve a better standard of life than the one I used to live in Ethiopia and 

help my famil y. My life in Ethiopia was fine but when you li ve in your 

country you take things for gran ted. You find every thing as ' normal' 

and life won't be as challenging as when you are outside of your 

country. But when you think of the places outside of your country, you 

think that it is always bener to go abroad than to stay in you r country. 

Moreover, when you hear from other people who have been to other 

countries, you get agitated to leave your country (Tekleab). 

I came to South Africa because there are more economic opportunities 

here than in Ethiopia. Here I can work and improve the economic 

situation of myself and my family (M ihret). 

From the above responses it can be understood that the decision to migrate is mainly 

motivated by economic factors. The limited economic prospects in Ethiopia have 

played a maj or role in the decision-making process. lmmigrants also reported that they 

took into account the situation of their families. The poor economic condition of 

families acted as a push factor. In addition, some of the respondents argue that the 

poor economic conditions of immigrants and the people around them were not the 

only factor influencing their decision to move. It is also influenced by others who 

already have gone abroad and managed to improve their economic situation. 

While more than half of the respondents identified the poor economic situation in 

Ethiopia as one of the main factors motivating their decision to migrate, others have 

indicated various other reasons that compelled them to migrate. Disab'Teements with 

family members and other members of society are observed to be contributing fac tors 

for migration. Too much influence from fami ly on personal choices like future career 

and lifestyle have pushed some Ethiopians to migrate . 

... 1 couldn't get along with my fam ily well. We had differences 

concerning my choices in life and I couldn 't li ve with them. And the 

second reason is that I didn ' t want to live in Ethiopia . .. (Lili). 

31 



Apart from the quest for economic opportunities and an accommodating environment, 

some Ethiopian immigrants left the country in search of better educationa l 

opportunities . As a result of the lack of adequate number of tertiary educational 

institutions and their small intake capacity, a few Ethiopian immigrants have fled to 

South Africa to pursue their academic interests. 

I couldn ' t see a bright future for myself. The educational level I 

attained is not something demanded in the job market. And I doubted 

that I wou ld get any further. Looking at the situarion, I was worried 

about my future and that is why I left (Lili). 

My reason to come here is not economic at all. I wanted to get a better 

education. In addition to that there are some issues that I am not 

comfortab le to talk about, issues rela ted with politics (S intayehu). 

The above quote indicates that lack of political freedom is also another reason to 

migrate. Two respondents explained that they left the country for politica l reasons. 

One of them identified lack of freedom to express political views in educational 

higher institutions as one of the major factors motivating his decision to migrate. 

Another respondent added that the ruling party put a lot of pressure on neutral citizens 

and members of the opposition parties. 

The situation in the country (Ethiopia) is not comfortable to stay there. 

TIle pol itical condition makes it hard for neutral c itizens or supporters 

of opposition parties (Dawit). 

During the dec ision making process, immigrants take into consideration a range of 

possible destination areas. The options are detemlined by the infonnation immigrants 

have about the destination areas. In the case of Ethiopian immigrants, almost all of 

them cons ider the United States of America as the most desirable destination. This is 

most aptly capture in the following comments: 

You take so many elements into consideration when you think about 

leaving your country; the main one being the financial capability to go 

to other countries . r have, for example, thought about going to the 
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United States of America before I came here . .. who doesn 't want to go 

to ' mother America'? (Tekleab) . 

However, there are other intervening factors that hinder Ethiopian immigrants from 

go ing to their desired destination- the United States of America. Firstly, many of them 

find it unaffordable as they would have to pay four times the amount they spend to 

come to South Africa . In addition, di stance plays a cfilcial role. As it w ill be explained 

in the following sections, many of the Ethiopian immigrants came into South Afri ca 

through borders using trucks and buses as the primary mode o f transportation and are 

not able to use thi s means of transportat ion to get into the United States of America. 

As one respondent explained, 

I thought about go ing to other countries with better opportunities. But 

fulfi lli ng the fomla li ties to go to other countries is much harder than 

coming here. To go to other countries such as America you need to win 

the DV (Diversity Visa) lottery, you need to have a higher educati onal 

background than what I have and you need to have more money than 

what you need to come to South Africa. But to come to South Africa 

there are illegal ways to enter the borders if you couldn ' t manage to get 

here legally. As long as you have money it is much easier to come here 

than to go there (Yoseph). 

As a result of their inability to go to the United States of America, many Ethiopian 

immigra nts are forced to consider countries that are closer and more affordable. 

However, the harsh socio-economlc conditions might deter them from going to 

particula r countries. For example, neigh boring countries like Ke nya are not 

economica lly affluent countries with many opportunities . Thus they are not mostly 

considered as destination points. On the other hand, the soc ial setting of the more 

affluent countries in the Middle East is constructed on Islam. As a result, most 

immigrants with other religiolls affil iations find it difficult to m igrate to these 

cOllntries. [n addition, there are limited economic opportunities, especially for men. In 

the case of women, they migrate to the Middle East to work as house maids. The strict 

immigration policy and rigorous control of illega l immigrants also di scourages 

Ethiopian migrants. O ne male respondent explained that: 
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I tried to go to many other countries. I even went to Jeddah only to 

come back to Ethiopian 011 the second day because I was caught by the 

police. I went to Kenya and stayed for only a week. Finally, I came 

here and succeeded (Dest"a). 

4.3. Social Netwo rks 

Social networking is an important factor that contributes to migration. Social 

networks are crucial links before and during their joumey, upon arrival and settling in 

South A frica. Some Ethiopians have fri ends, siblings or some kind of acquaintance in 

South Africa before they came to the country. A female Ethiopian immigrant stated: 

"My brother li ves here in South Africa and I decided to come here just because he was 

here" (Tizita). Social networking helped immigrants to get information about the 

journey to South Africa, business opportunities and destination cities. It also 

contributed to the decis ion making of Ethiopian immigrants. 

I had no plan to go to an African country. I came la South Africa just 

by chance. If I had to go to another country, the only country that was 

in my mind was USA. A family friend came to our house and told us 

about her brother who lives in South Africa. She also told us that her 

brother is fac ilitating her to travel to South Africa. She was getting her 

travel documents by that time. In a few months she left and she 

promised to do whatever she can to help me to go to South Africa. The 

woman came to South Africa and told her brother about me. At the end 

of the month he fac ilitated things and I came here (Lili) . 

Most Ethiopian immigrants indicated that they came to Durban because they knew 

someone who lives here or they heard that the living conditions were better. The other 

factor that attracts immigrants to Durban is that there is less bureaucracy at home 

affairs compared to other cities, especially Johannesburg. Most of them first went to 

Johannesburg on their arrival in South Africa. Ethiopian immigrants came to Durban 

after communicating with other Ethiopians who live here to find out more about 

economic opportuniti es and benefits. 
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( lived in Johannesburg for two months. But I didn't like the living and 

working conditions there. One of my connections in Johannesburg had 

his brother here . He talked with his brother and I came here (Yared). 

I came to Durban 10 work in the restaurant bus iness because I heard 

that this business was booming. My brother introduced me to a 

businessman here and we started working together (Tizita). 

I lived in Nelspru it fo r a week. Then I went to Joburg for about two 

months . ( have a friend here in Durban. I called him and he encouraged 

me to come to Durban. I came here and started working (Mesfin). 

Social networks are instrumental when it comes to starting a business as well. As 

explained in the previous section, social networks help Eth iopian immigrants in 

exploring business opportunities and starting up their own business. 

Because I had connections here, it was not difficult to get a job here. 

My brother helped me to familiarize myself with the situation here. 

But genera ll y it is very difficult. When you come here without having 

someone to introduce you to employers, it is not easy (Tizita). 

4.4. Travel Routes and Modes of Entry 

Ethiopian immigrants used va riolls means of transport to reach South Africa. Once 

they reach South Africa, their entry points are partly determined by their routes. Some 

of them came into the country through airports and entered with a visitor's visa and 

stayed. Some entered as transit passengers to Botswana and then they sneaked into 

South Africa and others come through borders of neighboring countries (See 

Appendix m. As discussed in the first section of thi s chapter, most of the respondents 

reported that they entered South AfTica without being documented as legal immigrants 

on the border. Instead, they obtained legal status after they came into the country 

through brokers who bribe home affairs official. This will be explained in detail in 

section 4.9. 
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Ethiopian immigrants cross the borders of each of the countries between Ethiopia and 

South Africa with road transport and on foot. These countries include Kenya, 

Tanzania, Malawi, Mozambique and Zimbabwe. In most cases, there are brokers to 

receive them in each country and transport them across the borders of that country. 

The most commonly llsed means of transportation are trucks. Once they reach the 

borders of a particular country they have to get off the truck and continue their journey 

on foot. It takes between one to fou r months to get to South Africa from Ethiopia. 

However, the re are also brokers who drive from Kenya to South Africa. One 

Ethiopian imm igrant revealed during an infonnal discussion that 

There is one Ethiopian guy who drives all the way fTom here (South 

Africa) to Moyale (Ethiopian-Kenya border) to collect immigrants. He 

is a very smart guy. He speaks the local languages of the countries in 

between. So whenever there is a problem he deals with the police and 

border patrol and gives them money in return for passes (Informal 

discussion, Sept 20, 2007). 

A number of respondents reported that they, along with the ir fr iends, came to South 

Africa through borders of many countries between Ethiopia and South Africa. One 

respondent sa id they used a boat to cross the border between Burundi and Uganda. 

From there they had to lIse trucks in the different countries. Another respondent 

explained hi s route of his travel as, 

I got a Botswana visa from Ethiopia and I came here as a transit 

passenger. r arrived at Johannesburg international airport. I was with 

my friend who stayed here for two years and went back to Ethiopia. 

We had an eight hours gap between our connection flights. We had to 

make some phone calls to some people who had connections with the 

immigration. Unfortunately things did nOI go as planned ... So we 

decided to go to Botswana. In Botswana we finished our immigration 

formalities and at the gate there was a Kenyan broker waiting fo r 

us ... Then the Kenyan made a dea l with a hospital vehicle driver that 

was go ing to Johannesburg. We paid hundred dollars for the Kenyan 

guy and proceeded to Johannesburg. We arri ved at Johannesburg 

around two o'clock in the morning (Yared). 
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Another female respondent explained that she used mainly road transport to 

get to South Africa. She explains her journey as follows: 

There were a group of us. We flew from Ethiopia to Zimbabwe. Then 

from Zimbabwe to South Africa, it was a combination of road transport 

and walking. We took road transport up to the borders and we crossed 

the borders walking (Tizita). 

The respondents further explained that sometimes they had to hide during the day to 

avoid being spotted by the patrol officers and travel at night. Brokers play a pivotal 

role in coord inating their travel and guiding the Ethiopian migrants through safe travel 

routes. However, there are many risks involved while traveling through borders. 

Respondents recalled some cases where Ethiopian migrants were jailed for entering a 

country illegally, abused by local communi ties or authorities like police and 

sometimes they were even robbed of their possessions. 

Many Ethiopian immigrants also used the airport as an entry point. They got visitors' 

visa for a short period of time. Once they enter the country they destroy their passport 

and apply for asylum status as political refugees. They explained that it is easier to get 

asylum when applying as political refugees. As described by the previously stated 

respondent (Yared), some of them sneaked into South Africa when they came as 

transit passengers to Botswana. The transit gap is deliberately arranged to be as long 

as possible to ensure that they have enough time to make enough attempts to walk out 

of the airport. However, some respondents reported some strange incidents at the 

airport. 

started my journey to South Africa on a Friday midnight. I had no 

visa. I and the other people who were tra veli ng with me were promised 

that we will get a South African visa in Kenya. The flight arrived in 

Kenya around three in the moming bu t we couldn ' t get the visa. The 

broker in Kenya bribed the immigration workers and we boarded the 

flight to Johannesburg without a v isa. He told us we have to contact a 

woman on the immigration desk at gate number nine at the Airport. 

She has put a bottle of Coke on her desk as a s ign. We found the 
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woman and she let us enter the country. We contacted an Ethiopian 

broker in Johannesburg and we went to the city (Desta). 

This report and the previous ones show that the network of the brokers is extensive 

and effective. The brokers also get a good amount of money from this job. Immigrants 

pay up to R 18,000 to get to South Africa. However, they often have to ri sk their lives 

in the hazardous journey with the hope of getting better opportunities. 

4.5. Economic Benefits and challenges of Ethiopian Immigrants 

Many of the Ethiopian immigrants start off their business venture in South Africa by 

street vending, which is known as "hoza hoza" among Ethiopians or house-to-house 

selling of items in the African townships that are situated close to the major cities. 

Some of the locations are Umlazi, Port Shepstone, Amstel, Kwamashu, lsipingo and 

Umzinto. Some of them continue the same business while others switch to various 

activities like opening a barbershop, a restaurant and shops for clothing and other 

goods. 

I first started working by sell ing cloth on the streets in Joburg. One 

Ethiopian shop owner gave me some clothes on credit. J sell the cloth, 

pay the credit back and take the next round. [ did that for about three 

months. A friend of mine was in Durban working in the location. So I 

came to Durban and started to work in the location (TageJ). 

The reasons for changing their economic activities are varied, the mam one being 

having enough money to start up a new business. Many of them do not have enough 

money to establish a business when they arrive in South Africa. In addition, they do 

not have a work pennit and thus cannot get any support from government. Therefore, 

they arc forced to look for employment or they take loans from other Ethiopians and 

start petty trading or house-to-house selling in the locations. However, it is difficult to 

get a job as an immigrant. 

I think it is easier to start up your own business than getting a job with 

employers. It is very difficult for employers to hire a foreigner. You 

need to show some paper work which will not be easy in our case. It 

might be easier to get a job with Ethiopian employers. Even thi s one is 
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getting tougher and tougher. The other reason is that the money you get 

from employment is very small and you find it very difficult to use that 

money to fulfill all your needs. There is almost no holiday. And that 

makes it very cha ll enging to meet your social expectations. When you 

have your own business then you can have conlrol over everything. 

The only thing that makes it difficult to start up your own business is 

the starting capital (Lili). 

Once they save enough money, they become involved in bigger businesses that are 

more profitable. Some respondents have indicated that they are working in the same 

jobs since they first came to South Africa but most of them have switched to other 

business as they earned more money. One respondent reported that he started working 

' hoza hoza' but later got a job as a driver. He saved some money and opened an 

Ethiopian spice shop. He explains, 

I opened a CD copy shop next to one Ethiopian restaurant. A friend 

joined me and we started working together. After months, the owner of 

the Ethiopian restaurant went bankrupt and decided to sell it. So we 

bought it and started a restaurant business (Yoseph). 

Another reason for changing is because of the nature of the job and the risk involved 

in the jobs. Some jobs are more demanding and risky All respondents who are and 

were working in the townships reported that the job is extremely tiring and very risky. 

They had to live in the townships or commute daily from Durban. As one barbershop 

owner puts it 

I worked at the location for about four months. Then I quit and started 

thi s barbershop. Working at the locations is profitable but it is 

extremely dirficult. Carrying all the items for sa le on your back and 

walking house to house the whole day. The sun rises and sets while 

yo u are walking. It 's so tiring. On top of that you might get robbed and 

beaten by local you ngsters. There was a time when a dog came towards 

me from one of the hOllses and as I retreated backwards, I fe ll on a 

thorn bush (AnduaJem). 
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The interviews reveal that most of the immigrants in the research earn much more 

than they used to earn in Ethiopia and as a result they a re able to support their families 

back home. However, when they were asked about their income respondents were 

reluctant to openly disclose the amount. Some of them do not know how much they 

earn on monthly basis as their businesses are not necessa rily the same every month . 

One respondent reported that they sell items on credit in the townships and it takes up 

to three months to collect the full amount of money. Only one respondent was willing 

to di scuss his monthly earning. 

I work together with two other people. Togethe r, we earn about 

R40, 000 a month but spend most of it on house rentals and buying 

items for the shop and restaurant. BUI still we can save about R15, 000 

every month (Desta). 

These figures show that Ethiopian immigrants earn much more than many South 

Africans. The researcher observed that most of the businesses Ethiopian immigrants 

are involved in are related to the immigrant community. They employ South African 

nationals. They are involved in activities like barbershops, Ethiopian music shop, 

Ethiopian restaurant and clothing shops. As a result, the business ventures of 

Ethiopian immigrants do not interfere with the activities of South African businesses. 

This is explained by one Ethiopian immigrant. 

Usually we start up businesses that are particularly related to the 

Ethiopian immigrant population sllch as running Ethiopian restaurants. 

But there are cases where we run similar business such as running 

clothes and shoes shops. I don ' t see any serious bad attitudes. I can't 

say that we are friends with these people, but they are not hostile to us 

either. Some Ethiopians might even be bitter when you open similar 

business as them than the South A fricans (Brook). 

Ethiopian immigrants not only have limited contact with South African citizens, but 

also they do not communicate with many governmental or non-governmental 

organizat ions. All the respondents reported that they never heard about any 

organjzation that works with refugees including the United Nations (UN). They stated 

that the ir only contact is with the South African government through the department 

of home affairs. 
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organi zation that works with refugees including the United Nations (UN). They stated 

that their onl y contact is with the South African government through the department 

of home affairs. 

It is strange that in thi s country I haven't seen or heard of any 

organization that works with refugees and immigrants. Our relationship 

is directly with the South African government. I have never heard of 

any UN organization concerned with the issues of refugees and 

immigrants in South Africa (Mihret). 

In addition to the lack of support from international organizations, they do not have 

access to financia l services in the country. They cannot therefore deposit their money 

at the bank or get services like credit and loans. Thus many of them hide their money 

at home. In a country like South Africa where the crime rate is high. their likel ihood 

of being a crime target inc reases. During an informal discussion with an Ethiopian 

immigrant, he indicated that he keeps his money inside a tape recorder and behind the 

plugs on the wall. Many of them usually travel between Durban and Johannesburg for 

business reasons. They hide their money in obscure places like inside the spare tyres 

or in the roof of the car. 

They are not only afTaid of criminals from South Africa and other countries, but 

Ethiopians themselves are a threat to each other. The respondents mentioned a number 

of incidents where other Eth iopian immigrants collaborated with robbers and attacked 

them. Such robberies are more costly as the Ethiopians robbers are ' insiders'. As a 

result, some immigrants prefer to send the money to Ethiopia through informal 

transfer services offered to them. 

I cannot use the South African banks ... So I rather send money back 

home than keep it here. But sti ll it wou ld have been safer to keep my 

money in the banks than keeping it at home where it can expose me to 

the risk of robbery and even murder (Y oseph). 

As indicated in the previolls sections, social networking IS the backbone of the 

economic success of Ethiopian immigrants. Similar to immigrants fro m other 

countTies, their relationship goes beyond business partnership or casual gatherings. 
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However, some Ethiopians abuse thei r int imacy to commit crimes. In addition, it has 

limited their interact ion with and exposure to other communities. 

4.6. Integration of Ethiopian Immigrants into the South African 

Community 

Ethiopian immigrants in South Africa li ve isolated from other groups. The residential 

areas of Ethiopians are communal in nature as many share flats and rooms. Most of 

them rent residences in the same area. Ethiopians usually reside in the West Street and 

Point Road area. They do not socialize with the South African community or other 

re fu gee communities. They keep up their soc ial networks within their own 

community. 

I have no social interaction with them except for business purposes. 1 

have no friends and acquaintances with them. When and if I have spare 

time I spend it with my Ethiopian fr iends and my brothers (Mesfin). 

I have no South African friends. I don' t have much spare time for 

socialization. I work long hours a.nd my routines are work·home·work 

(M ihret) . 

Most Ethiopian immigrants do not speak any o f the local languages. Many of them 

have knowledge of basic Engl ish, but not enough to communicate freely. This is one 

of the factors that prevent them from interacting with other communities. It is also 

possible that their limited exposure to other communities might have contributed to 

their low level of language profic iency and development. 

I have no interaction with them. ] have no South African fr iends. All 

my friends are Ethiopians. I don ' t speak any local languages and that 

has no effect on my life here. Th.is is mainly because of nature of my 

business. It only requires me to interact with Ethiopians. Speaking 

other languages is good. It helps yOLl have better interaction and I have 

noticed that when I worked in the locations. I have worked there for 

three months . But now my knowledge of any of the local languages 

doesn ' t affect my business and life (Dawit). 
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Another Ethiopian immigrant explains the advantage of speaking local languages 

while working in the locations. The ability to communicate in the local language 

brings economic benefits. 

Yes, I speak a bit of Zulu. This somehow helped me when I worked in 

the locations. The people in the locations don' t speak English. So, 

speaking theilocal language is very advantageous. But more than that 

what helped me know these languages is that I am always curious to 

learn languages (Tagel). 

Although many of the respondents stated that not being able to speak to local 

languages did not have a significant impact on their li ves here, informal discussions 

with various Ethiopian immigrants revea led that some of them had a very hard time 

worki ng in the townships. At times, they had to cany a pen and paper so that they 

communicate with the ir clien ts in writing. They write the prices ofthe items on paper 

and their customers write down their preferred price and negotiation continues in the 

same way. 

In most cases, Ethiopian immigrants ' economic activities and business ventures in 

Durban c ity target their Ethiopian compatriots as clients. They usually open their 

businesses around Ethiopians' residential quarters. The exceptions in this regard are 

those working in the locations and also, those working "hoza hoza" on the streets. 

Responden ts who used to work in the townships explain their interaction with the 

community as: 

The families m the locations are very good people, especially the 

mothers are very good. They are real mothers. Ethiopian mothers are 

very good mothers but that is only to their children. But the mothers in 

the locations are mothers to everyone. They sympathize with us when 

they see us hungry and tired from worki ng the whole day, canying the 

goods on our head. They give us something to drink. They are kind. 

They trust us and we like them. So, I had a very good relationship with 

the people in the locations, especia lly the mothers (Tekleab). 
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Generally speaking, I would say they are hosp itable people. But this 

mostly applies to South Africans who live in locations. I have worked 

there for four months. When we go there they invite us to their houses, 

give us food and dri nks and even advise us on which route is safe. 

They are very good people. I think this is why most of the time 

Ethiopian immigrants choose to work in the locations than in the c ities 

(Sintayehu). 

Many other respondents who worked in the townshjps describe their relationship with 

women in general as being very good. The women treat them we ll and they don't have 

any bad fee lings towards Ethiopian immigrants. Older men are also reported to have 

good attitudes towards Ethiopian immigrants. They appreciate the Ethiop ians' 

commitment and hard work and throw some encouraging words. Ethiop ians, in 

general , have good impress ion about people in the rural areas and the women. The ir 

positive perceptions of the women can partly be explained by the sexual interactions 

they might have with them. 

However, the respondents described their relationship with South African you ng men 

as being not as smooth. 

The youngsters are a li ttle bit lough to deal with. I think it is because, 

being in the same age group we work and cam more and that makes 

them feel inferior to us. But sti ll once you know them well , they would 

treat you O K. In general , I had much better re lationship with the locals 

when I was working in the locations than now (Tekleab). 

Comparing their experiences in other cities in South Africa, Eth iopians expla ined that 

Zulu people are not as friendl y as other ethnic groups. One respondent compares her 

stay in Durban and Rustenburg stated: "when I was in Rustenburg [ felt at home. The 

Tswanas are very friendly. They greet us whenever we meet and we got along very 

well. But here it is different, people are less friendly". It is also reported that some 

cities in South Afri cans are friendlier than others. For example, Johannesburg is seen 

as more friendly than Durban. Similarly, wh ite and lndian South Africans are reported 

to be less hospitable and accommodating compared with black South Afri cans. As one 
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Ethiopian immigrant put it "There is a difference in treatment between the blacks, the 

Indians and the whites. I think the whites and the Indians are a bit unfriendly". 

However, respondents agreed that Ethiopians enjoy better treatment than imm igrants 

from other countries. 

They treat us much better than immigrants fTom other African 

countries. This is because Ethiopian immigrants don't have a criminal 

reputation. Most South Africans know that we are hard working 

(Brook). 

They pointed Ollt that South Africans' treatment of immigrants depends on the 

immigrants' country of origin. Compared to Ethiopians, immigrants from countries 

li ke Z imbabwe, Nigeria, Congo and Tanza nia receive a more hostile treatment from 

South Afi-icans. The basic reason for the difference in treatment, according to 

Ethiopian immigrants, is the security threat posed by immigrants fi-om other countri es. 

They respect us much more than they respect immigrants from other 

African countries . This is because Ethiopian immigrants are hard 

workers and they are not involved in criminal activities. But the 

problem is that they don't know who is Ethiopian and who is not 

Ethiopian. You can't tell for sure fTom our looks and physical 

appearances. But when they know that someone is Ethiopian then they 

pay more respect. I think this attitude is even common among the 

government officials (Tagel). 

Blit immigrants are skepticai about the good ITeahnent they get from the government 

officials. They state that government officials who have frequent contact with 

immigrants (such as the SAPS and home affairs) treat Ethiopians somehow better than 

the others for the reason that "they benefit from Ethiopian immigrants as Ethiopians 

work and earn money". 111is means Ethiopians have money to bribe the officials and 

thus they get a better treatment. The lack of access to financial services has forced 

immigrants to carry cash. 
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Some respondents expressed their dissatisfaction with the treatment of South 

Africans. They explained that South Africans believe that they are superior people 

from the rest of Africa and often intimidate immigran ts. 

They consider themselves as superior to other Africans. They call us 

"makuerekuere". That is common. But this doesn't make me feel 

inferior to them. I am Ethiopian and I know who ram (Dawit). 

They think that we are here because we are hungry in our country. 

They tell us that we are lucky tha t we came here and got food to eat. 

There is a video foo tage most of them have seen from somewhere. It is 

abou t a small starved boy with a big head and belly. They think that 

every Ethiopian is like that. They don 't even know that we are here just 

to do business (Andualem). 

A 11 respondents have the experience of being called " makuerekuere" by South 

Africans. The immigrants reported asking South Africans what the term means and 

some of them defined it as "a fore igner" while others put it as "a person with a bad 

smell". Even police officers use the ternl when dealing with immigrants. 

Three of li S were walking arollnd workshop area. Two pol ice officers 

stopped us and asked us fo r our identity document. We all produced 

our identity document and asked them why they picked us in particular. 

They said they were told that 'some makuerekuere guys are walking 

around with dmgs' (Tekleab). 

Some Ethiopian immigra nts found the treatment of South Africans as discriminatory. 

They reported that authorities like the police favour South Africans over immigrants. 

A responden t asked about South Africans' attitude towards immigrants stated: 

In general it is not good. There are some segments of the South African 

population that are hostile towa rds immigrants . For example the police 

don 't even take us for human beings. Once a Tanzanian and an 

Ethiopian immigrant fought and the police was called. They came and 

when they saw that they were immigrants fighting, they went back 

without intervening. On the other hand, when there is any argument or 
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fight between an immigrant and a South A frican citi zen, the police 

clearly favour the citizens (S intayehu). 

The attitude of locals towards foreigners was reported to be comparatively better in 

Ethiopia than South Africa. They claim that Ethiopians treat their guests better than 

South Africans. The respondents consider their soc ial networking and intimacy as the 

fruit of good social interactions back in Ethiopia. 

They are no way near to Ethiopians when it comes to hospitality. Here 

evetything is weighed in tenns of money. In Ethiopia you respect your 

guest and the treatment you offer is in no way related to what you 

might gain from the friendship. But South Africans expect some kind 

of momentary benefit fTom friendship (Tagel). 

Therefore, it can be seen from the above sect ions that the majority of Ethiopian 

immigrants have a good relationsh ip wi th the local community. Even though they 

raised some concerns, it can be sa id that overall most of the respondents report 

pos itive interaction with ordinary South Africans. 

4.7. Interactions with Law Enforcement Authorities 

Most Ethiopian immigrants (with the exception of one) in Durban reported that they 

are not aware of the ir rights and obligations as immigrants. 

I don ' t know and I never asked what they are. I don't know what my 

ri ghts are. But I think my duties are that I need to carry my asylum 

seeker ID and I mustn't be involved in any crime activity. I don't know 

anything e lse that I have to fulfill as an immigrant here. I don't know 

what rights I can ask for (Mihret). 

A respondent with better awareness of immigrant rights explained the ri ghts put forth 

by the South African constitution including freedom to stay in the country, procedures 

to get refu gee status and so on. 

Not so many people know about this but through a series of procedures 

and ful filling the minimum length of time you can acquire the status of 

a South AfTican citizen. It is in South African law. YOll can first apply 

for pemlanent status then South African ID and then South African 
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passport. But most of Ethiopians don ' t make use of this. As to my 

duties, there are no special duties here. They are the same even if I was 

in Ethiopia. Don't do any thing bad and nothing bad happens to you, 

simple (Dawit). 

As a result of lack of awareness, Ethiopian immigrants often fail to claim what they 

are entitled to. This is used by law enforcement authorities and some individua1s to 

exploit Ethiopian immigrants. 

People have their own "police cover" from a group of policemen. 

People give the pol ice some money and they would get other people in 

prison. For example, if I have a problem with you I would give some 

cash to the policemen I know and you would go to jail for no reason. It 

is mostl y dangerous because 1110st people don't know their rights and 

duties in the South African contex t (Tekleab). 

Such incidents usually happen among Eth iopian immigrants involved in the same 

business. To get rid of their competitors, they bribe the po li ce so that they arrest the 

target for no reason or even at times without any justification. As the detainee does 

not have knowledge of his or her rights and out of keen interest to avo id the hassles at 

the court, he or she has to bribe the police to get out of prison. 

Yes. I stayed in jail over night. I was jailed because I had problems 

with an Ethiopian guy. He had money and he paid the police to arrest 

me. But I wasn' t jailed for long because other Ethiopians who were in 

jail at the same time with me were going out. So they gave a R800 

bribe to the police fo r my release (S intayehu). 

Offering bribes to the po lice fo r various reasons is a very common phenomenon 

among Ethiopian immigrants. All respondents have reported that they had given bribe 

money in one way or another. 

I have never given a bribe to anyone face to face. But once, a police 

office was about to get me arrested. He already had got some illegal 

money from other immigrants and was told where I lived. So I gave 

him money through my employer and I was rescued from jail 

(Ephrem). 
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In some cases where the immigrants failed to pay the bribe money, they usua ll y are 

mistreated by the pol ice. An Ethiop ian immigrant who did not have money to give to 

the police describes how he ended up in a deportation center. 

Once the police stopped me on the street and asked me for my identity 

documents. I did not have my documents with me. Then they asked me 

to pay some bribe but I couldn 't as I didn ' t have money. I was taken to 

a place called 'Lindela' , a place where you will be detained until you 

get deported. Later on, fTiends of mine who new my detention came. 

They gave the Lindela guards some money and the guards let me 

escape (Dawit). 

Arb itrary stopping and questioning on the streets is another featu re of the life of 

Ethiopian immigrants in Durban. An individual ' s complexion, dressing, and hair style 

are some of the factors that are taken into account when identifying immigrants. The 

respondents reported that they have been stopped by the police at various times. They 

assume that they were identified from the crowd because of their style of dressing and 

physical appearance. 

Once I was walking with another Ethiopian girl. The police were 

stopping people randomly and they stopped us. I think we looked a bit 

d iffe rent than regular South AfTicans. We were also wearing Ethiopian 

traditional clothes wh ich might be also a reason for us to stand out . But 

we had our home affair' s identity documents with us and there was no 

trouble (Lili). 

When I was in Johannesburg, I have been stopped so many times. In 

Durban I was stopped twice. Once it was a random questioning on the 

street. The second time I was chased by six policemen and when I 

stopped, my car was searched at gun point. All of the policemen were 

canying machine guns. It was scary but they didn't find anything. I 

don 't know why they followed me but I think it is because I was 

driving a 'City Golf. I heard that thieves mostly drive that car. They 

might have also known that I was an immigrant (Sintayehu). 
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Such questionings and searches are usually fo llowed by demand for bribe 

money irrespective of the outcome. 

If the police know that you are a foreigner, they wou ld come up with 

all s illy reasons to ask for bribe. They tell you that you have parked 

your car in the wrong place when you didn't and ask you for some 

money for cold drinks (Desta). 

Ethiopian immigrants are also responsible for the increas ing practice of corruption 

among the police. They prefer 10 give a bribe than use lega l options even when Ihey 

are not gui lty. In cases where they are found violating the law, they usually resort to 

offering bribe money. The amount of money the immigrants pay to the police is small 

compared to the consequences that might foHow. There is the possibility of detention, 

imprisonment or deportation. One respondent said he gave a police officer fifty rand 

because he was caught with an expired document. He explained that if he did not do 

that he wou ld have ended up in being deported- something he could not afford. 

4.8. Crime 

Crime is of major concern to every individual in South Africa. The same is the case 

among Ethiopian immigrants. All respondents in thi s research identity crime as the 

number one concern during their stay in the country. There are four major reasons 

identified in this research that make immigrants vulnerable to crime. 

The first one is area of residence. Immigrants in genera l and Ethiopian immigrants in 

panicular li ve in areas where accommodation and services are cheaper and the level of 

crime is high. For example, the majority of Ethiopians in Durban live on Point Road 

and West Street where the crime rate is high. Secondly, the economic activity 

Ethiopian immigrants are involved in makes them targets of crime. Most Ethiop ian 

immigrants in Durban are engaged in micro-economic acti vities such as house-to­

hOllse sales in the townships. In the case of hOllse-to-house sa les, they have to travel 

from one house to another carrying with them items for sale. Those working in the 

city of Durban usua ll y stay open until late at night. This puts them at ri sk of robbery, 

confi scation of their goods and other criminal attacks. 
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Lack of access to banking servIces is another factor that increases their risk of 

becoming targets of crime. As discussed in the previous section, immigrants do not 

have access to banking services. Therefore, there are forced to carry cash or keep their 

money at home. Thus they are easy target for robbery and other criminal activities not 

only by robbers but even members of the poli ce serv ice. Finally, the mere fact that 

they are immigrants has made them targets of crime by members of the police and 

Department of Home Affa irs. 

• 
The immigrants, however, acknowledge that crime is a concern for every ind ividual 

living in South Africa including South Africans themselves. 

Here basically everyone is a target of crime and everyone is cautious. I 

work and make money. I can be a victim of criminal attacks at any 

point just as everyone else. I know my routine and I try to avoid 

incidents that might expose me to mugging and the likes (Yoseph). 

It depends on my movements. Sometimes \vhen I am around unsafe 

places, when I have my cell phone and some money in my pockets I 

feel like I might be target of crime ... r don ' t think citizenship makes 

any difference with regard to the degree of crim inal incidents you 

might suffer from. The crime rale here is high and it is the same for 

everyone (Ephrem). 

Interestingly, the researcher observed that one respondent, upon arrival at the shop he 

works at, removed the belongings from his pocket and placed them on one o f the 

shelves with the other items on the shelf. This is a very good indicator of the level of 

threat that the immigrants perceived in the country. 

4.9. Interaction with the Department of Home Affairs 

Immigrants in South Africa have very close contact with the Department of Home 

A ffairs. It is from this department that they obtain their legal status during their stay in 

South Africa. Without proper documents [Tom the Department of Home Affa irs, an 

immigrant is either illegal or undocumented (Department of Social Development, 

1998). 

51 



For Ethiopian immigrants, the Department of Home Affairs is a symbol of 

bureaucracy and they often experienced mistreatment from their officials. As one of 

the respondents observes: 

This is the place where I really fee l who I am here, an immigrant. They 

mistreat you and they are very bureaucratic. For example, when you go 

there 10 renew your permit, knowing that your temporary permit has 

only one day left to expire, they would tell you to come the next day. 

The next day, you might not find it convenient to renew it and from 

that day on you are illegal in the country. When you go to home affairs 

you will be to ld to go to the police and bring reports that show that you 

arc clear from any criminal activities or a medical report that shows 

that you were not able to go to the Department of Home Affairs before 

the expiry date of your permit (Y oseph). 

Another respondent in this study expla ins the si tuation at home affairs as being very 

inefficient and corrupt. He stated that the workers in the department are not doing 

their job properly. According to the respondent, even South Africans suffer from the 

inefficiency of Home Affairs 

I think they don ' t do their jobs properly. OK we are forei gners. But I 

hear even the citizens complain that the Home Affairs don't do the 

national identity documents properly. They mistake people's age, they 

put wrong surnames and correcting them lakes up lO six months and a 

year. I think these people are very lazy and careless. I heard that 

immigrants are entitled to get legal citizenship status if they stay in the 

country (South Africa) fo r longer than two years. I know people who 

stayed for more than fi ve years and yet didn ' t get the status. On the 

contrary there are some people who got this status after having lived 

fo r a year or a year and half. I heard that to get the status you should 

first get the "red ID" after you lived for two yea rs in the country. But 

getting that is very difficult and one needs to have a lot of bribe money 

and strong connections. If you get it without paying bribe, it is 

considered as a visa to USA (Tekleab). 
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Such frustrating perfonnance by the department has paved the way for bribes and 

corruption. At present, as the immigrants explained, almost everything is done by 

brokers. 

For instance, when we go to renew our temporary pemlits, there are a 

series of bureaucratic procedures. It takes a lot of time. However, it 

would be even worse if you go there for the first time to get the pcnnit. 

There is a lot of hassle. You almost can't get it without paying bribes. 

The amount of money you wi ll pay might range from R500 - R 1500 

depending on the rime you get there and the person fac ili tating the 

payment. There are brokers who go between the responsible 

government officials and the migrants (Tagel). 

The interviews suggest that the problem of corruption is two-sided. On one hand, 

Ethiopian immigrants themselves prefer to bribe officials and get things done quickly 

so that they can get back to work. 

Yes. For example I used to work as broker between people who buy 

cars and the officials in the Road Authority. Because I give some 

money to the staff in that particular office, then I will save myself the 

long queues and the inconvenience (Tekleab) . 

On the other hand , the officials in the offices, espec ially in the Department of Home 

A ffairs are used to obtaining bribe money. Ethiopian immigrants claim to have 

suffered more compared to immigrants from other countries. The bureaucracy gets 

even longer fo r those who are not will ing to pay bribes. 

They are very used to bribe money, especially from Ethiopian 

immigrants. They know that Ethiopians are hard workers and they have 

money. It is very difficult for Ethiop ians to get things done at the Home 

Affa irs Department without bribing the officials. It is partly our 

responsibility that we give them money. These services are supposed to 

be for free. They don ' t bother immigrants from other countries because 

they know that most of them don't work (Ephrem). 
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One thing I am sure is that I won't get it if! go by myself and without 

paying the bribe. Everyone and every application go through the 

brokers. It is a serious business there and only people with connections 

do it. There are so many people in the line as there are so many 

immigrants here. I would say that we [Ethiopians] are lucky as there 

are those people to take care of the applications. I sympathize with 

people from other countries because they wait for ten to fifteen days to 

get it done. People even stay several nights on the side of the road 

waiting. The worst thing is that they might not still get it. (Brook). 

Another feature of the situation at home affairs is that Ethiopian immigrants 

themselves act as brokers going between other Ethiopian immigrants and the officials. 

This helps them to create connections with the immigrants and at the same time 

safeguards their stay and livel ihood in South Africa . 

The Ethiopians take money from me and they work with their 

connections in the Home Affairs Department to renew my document. 

They share the money with the people in the Home Affairs 

Department. But later the Home Affairs Department notified me that I 

can no morc renew my temporary pennit in Durban but in 

Johannesburg. So now my case was transferred back there. However, I 

did not go there to renew the pennit. Instead I pay the brokers to renew 

it in Johannesburg (Yoscph). 

When I renew my document I pay RSO to R I 00 to an Ethiopian guy 

who does it. He shares the money with the officials in the Home 

Affairs Department (Lili). 

This seriolls case of corruption has a long standing history. As stated by Gema 

(200 1 :80) the department has "come under fire recently amid allegations of bribery, 

comlption and intimidation of refugees and asylum seekers". From the respondents of 

this research it is clear that despite the continued reports of bribe and corruption, the 

same trend is still going on at the department. 
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4.10. Q uality of Life and Future Plans 

Ethiopian immigrants in South Africa express mixed emotions when asked about the 

life they have in Sou th Africa. Economic security is the most dominant feature oftheif 

life in South Africa. Most immigrants reported that they are better off economically in 

South Africa than in Ethiopia. 

With all the insecurity, lack of freedom and rights, South Africa is 

much better for me. I have better economic status here. I can make 

much more money than I can do in Ethiopia. I can help my family. I am 

sending money back home so that I can start a better life when I go 

back. So, I like South Africa (Brook). 

Economically, I think I live a better life here . "I have a better job and 

better income compared to what I did at home. However, in other 

aspects, I believe living in Ethiopia is better than living here. The 

very idea of living as an immigrant does not feel good. In thi s 

country there is a high rate of crime and you feel insecure all the time 

(Dawit). 

The economic well-being of immigrants is overshadowed by the high rate of crime 

and insecurity. Crime, coupled with the inaccessibility of banking services for 

immigrants, puts the immigrants ' economic success and future plans at risk . 

... it is easier to work and earn more money as compared to Ethiopia. 

But at the same time you have a higher chance of losing all your money 

as there is a much higher chance of getting robbed. All in all, I prefer 

South Africa over Ethiopia fo r the economic opportunities (Mesfin). 

Here there are more economic opportunities and you make more 

money. This doesn't mean that you have more money though. You 

make more money and you spend more. You shouldn ' t also forget the 

crime here. The thi eves know that we keep our money at home. So, 

they come and take the money. I know so many Ethiopians who have 

been robbed. For example, not so long ago a guy was robbed of 

RSO,OOO from his home (Sinayehu). 
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Even though most of them expressed concern about the challenges of achieving 

economic success in Durban, all of the respondents plan to stay in the city unti l they 

achieve what they came for; going to a wealthier country. Most of them expressed that 

they came to South Africa with a hope of going to another developed country, 

especially the United States of America. As one respondent put it "I don't think 1 will 

stay here much longer and 1 don't think I will go back either. I will try to go to other 

countries". Durban has become a destination for immigrants who wish to stay in 

South Africa for a while and proceed to other countries. This is attributed to the 

availability of more economic opportunities and the relatively less hostile community 

as compared to other places like Gauteng. They acknowledge that this is time 

consuming and costly and as a result none or them are certain about the duration of 

their stay in South Africa. 

What I really hope to do in the near future is to change my status from 

a refugee to a pennanent resident pennit holder. That makes things 

easier if I decide to stay in this country longer. It would also be good if 

I could go to other countries. I don ' t know how long I am staying here 

(Ephrem). 

It is also worth noting that whi le most of them agree that they are economically better 

off here, they do not recommend South Africa as a migrant destination. There are two 

main reasons identified from the ir responses. Firstly, Ethiopian immigrants believe 

that the economic opportunities in South Africa are diminishing. In particular, the 

informal sector where most Ethiopians are engaged in is saturated. 

I don't recommend them to come here. Things are not as they are 

earl ier. Now there are so many immigrants and not enough business 

opportunities. It will not be easy for someone to come here and 

succeed. It was much easier a few years ago than it is now. Now it is 

not worth paying all that money to get here. I know some people who 

come here and go back home because it was not easy for them to stay 

(Yoseph). 
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Secondly, the travel route to get to South Africa is dangerous and life 

threaten ing. As explained in section 4.4, some Ethiop ians experience incidents 

like robbery, bribe and the likes. Consequently, respondents stated: 

I won't advice anyone to come to South Africa. People shouldn't leave 

their countries. I don 't \Vant others go through the sufferings I have 

experienced. Both my journey to South Africa and the li fe I am leading 

in here are not comfortable (Brook). 

I won't advise anyone to come here. But sometimes some youngsters 

bitterly speak about the bad economic conditions in Ethiopia. In that 

case I tell them that economically South Africa is better. But generall y 

I discourage people to come here. I don 't want people go through the 

sufferings I have experienced; the insecurity, the thieves (Sintayehu) 

4.11. Conclusion 

Ethiopian immigrants, as is the case for other immigrants, left their country mainly for 

economic reasons (Adepoju, 1998 in Adepoju, 2006a). To fulfill their economic and 

social ambitions they are coming to the new migrant destination in South Africa, 

Durban (Maharaj et al. , 2000). Their journey to South Africa is mostly one step 

towards migrating to other more developed countries. Ethiopian immigrants face 

many hardships and spend a fairly substantial amount of money with the hope of 

obtaining better opportunities in South Africa. 

Upon thei r arrival in South Africa most of them faced different challenges and 

opportunities. Most of them have reportedly success in achieving economic progress. 

Contrary to most literature, Ethiopian immigrants do not have exaggerated complains 

about the treatment of the local community, especially the rural residents (Gema, 

2001; Mattcs et aI., 1999; Palmary, 2003). 

However, this study found out that immigrants face abuse from the police and 

government offices which have made the lives of Ethiopians very difficult. They are 

not able to access financial services, or rent a house with their asylum seeker 

documents. They also lack start-up capital for business activities and support from 
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governmental and non-governmental organizations. The segregation of the Ethiopian 

immigrants themselves, their inability to speak local languages and their involvement 

in ill egal activities like bribes and cOITuplion contribute to the situation. Finally. none 

of the respondents plan to live in South Africa pennanently and thus want to migrate 

to other countries or go back to Ethiopia and "start a life there". 
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5.1. Introduction 

Chapter Five 
Discussion and Conclusion 

Migration is a complex and dynamic population process. In the pre-modern times, the 

rate of migration was low. But following the migration transition that occurred along 

with the fertility and mortality transition, the vo lume of migrants increased and the 

process became more dynamic (Zelinsky, 1971 in Weeks, 1999). This research 

examined the experiences of migrants from non-SA DC countries to South Africa . In 

order to understand the experiences of the contemporary migrants in South Africa, th is 

research was undertaken with Ethiopian immigrants in Durban. This chapter provides 

a di scussion of the results. 

5.2. Discussion 

The migration of Ethiopians IS mainly initiated for economic reasons. Almost all 

respondents in this research explained that they left Ethiopia in search of better 

economic oppommities. This finding goes in line with the findings of other 

researchers on various refugee popuiatiol1s (Adepoju, 2006a, Ochou, 2006). In 

addition, a study conducted by Gema (2001) on Ethiopian immigrants in Durban 

found the same result. In thi s research, Ethiopian immigrants described the lack of 

educational and economic opportunities in Ethiopia as the driving forces in their 

dec ision to migrate. However, a small number of immigrants left their country for 

political reasons. The study also found that, when making the decision to migrate, 

immigrants al so took into consideration the economic condition of family members in 

Ethiopia. Almost all immigrants indicated poor economic conditions of their families 

back home as one of their reasons to migrate. 

Following their decision to migrate, the next thing they had to decide on was the 

destination country. Four things were taken into consideration with regard to the 

country o f destination: cost, accessib il ity, availabili ty of opportunities and SOCIO­

political compos ition of the country. Cost refers to the total amount o f money that is 

required to reach the destination country. It includes cost of transportation, 

accommodation and other indirect costs to fac ili tate the lravel. Accessibility includes 
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distance from the country of origin to the country of destination and the control on the 

borders. The third and probably the most important point is the availability of 

opportunities. Most Ethiopian immigrants left their country in search of better 

economic opportunities. Therefore, identifying potential employment, educational and 

other opportunities was crucial for them. The last one is the socio-political 

composition of the destination country . The migrants assessed if the soc ial, religious 

and political composition of the potential destination countri es was suitable to achieve 

their goals. 

It is noted that all Ethiopian immigrants identified the United States of America as 

their primary destination point. This is because they believe that the United States of 

America is a "safe haven" and "greener pasture" (Adepoju, 2006b:26). However, 

because of the cost and accessibility, most of them find it hard to go there. It costs 

between RSO,OOO - RSO,OOO to go to the United States. In addition, the process of 

getting a visa is a very long and difficult. On the other hand , it costs about RI5 ,000-

R1 8,000 rand to get to South Africa. South Africa is accessible in more ways than 

one. Lmmigrants can process their travel through the South African embassy or pay 

illegal agents and enter through the borders. Thus, with all the above points 

considered, Ethiopian immigrants selected South A frica as their preferred destination. 

This proves the assumption in the socio-economic theory that immigrants calculate 

the benefits in the area of destination before making the decision to migrate (Gem a, 

2001). 

The basic platform for the decision making and execution of migration in the case of 

Ethiopian migrants is social networks between Ethiopians in South Africa and back in 

Ethiopia. This finding is consisten t with research done on Congolese refugees in 

Durban by Amisi (2005). As indicated by Amisi: 

111ey [social networks] prov ide useful infomlation about migration 

routes, costs and opportunities, financial support, first accommodation 

and first job on arrival and provide a social net in case of need such as 

illness or long-teml unemployment (Amisi, 2005 : 117). 
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The respondents in this research used four different routes to enter South Africa. The 

first route is through Johannesburg international airport. It is found out that those who 

came through the ai rport had visas. One surprising mode of entry is reported by a 

respondent where he, along with other Ethiopian immigrants, entered South Africa 

through the airport without a visa. Immi grants who took the second route come to 

South Africa as transit passengers to Botswana and they sneak out of the airport . The 

third group came to Zimbabwe and from there they used a combination of vehicles 

and traveling on foot to enter South Africa . The immigrants who used the fourth route 

traveled all the way from Ethiopia to South Africa through the borders of the countries 

in between lIsing road transport and walking. 

Ethiopian immigrants start their business ventures in South Africa in the infomlal 

sector. Most Ethiopians are involved in street vending, house- to-house selling of 

items and small businesses like barbershops. Other researchers have pointed out that 

the economic activity of imm igrants entering South AfTica has taken a new direction 

from working for the min ing industry to commerc ial migration, which is mostly 

involvement in the infonnal business sector (Adepoju, 2006a; Oucho, 2006). Once 

they earn some money and feel more settl ed in South Africa, many immigrants switch 

to businesses of their preference. They indicated that worki ng in the townships was 

tough because it is physically tiring and they are easy targets of crime. 

As discussed in the previous paragraphs, socia l networks play a paramount role in 

selection of business activit ies and provision of start-up capital for new arri vals. Many 

Ethiopian immigrants reported that they first became involved in businesses other 

Ethiopians were already practicing. In a similar sllldy, Amisi (2005) indicated that 

Congolese immigrants also got a strong support from the Congolese refugees who 

came to Durban earlier. 

A ll of the respondents in this research stated that their economIC situation was 

considerably better in South Africa than in Ethiopia. Many reported that they were 

financial suppolting their families back home. While some are reiuct"ant to disclose 

the amount of money they earn others do not know the amount of money they eam per 

month because they frequently switch fro m one job to another and in some businesses 
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like house- to-house selling, the return takes months. A study on Ethiopian 

immigrants in 2001 also showed that Ethiopian immigrants do not have steady jobs 

(Gema, 200 I). 

The first challenge reported in the business sector is the lack of access to financial 

services. This has limited the expansion of their businesses. In add ition, they are 

forced to keep their money at home, which makes them easy targets to robbers. Not 

only are they at risk of losing their money to robbers, they are also taken advantage of 

by the police who consider them ' mobile ATMs' (Masuku, 2006:22). The findings of 

this research correspond with other studies (Amisi , 2005; Gema, 2001). Amisi 

(2005: 120) states that "the lack of access to banking facilities worsens their unstable 

living conditions because of criminal attacks on the street and at home." 

The second challenge is inability of Ethiopian immigrants to secure employment in 

the fonnal sector because of their asylum seeker status. The documents that are 

provided to immigrants do not allow them to get fonnal jobs, rent accommodation and 

access financial facilities. Thus their economic activities are limited to the infonnal 

sector and low paid jobs. A previous study on Ethiopian immigrants in Durban 

confirms this finding (Gema, 200 I). 

The third challenge in the business sector is disagreements and rivalry within the 

Ethiopian immigrant community. The basis of the disagreement between Ethiop ians is 

conflicting business interests. In cases where Ethiopians are engaged in similar 

bus inesses in the same area, the sense of insecurity grows and thus they resort to 

finding ways to attack the businesses of their rival. For example, they bribe police 

officials to arrest the other person and spread fa lse rumors about the person. The 

finding of a study on Congolese refllgees also found: 

" ... well established refugees strengthen their socia l and economic 

pos ition while those who struggle to survive try to keep their head 

above water by spying and reporting, if need be incorrect infonnation 

against other refugees" (Amisi, 2005:98). 

With regard to the soc ial integration of Ethiopian immigrants into the South African 

community, this research found out that Ethiopian immigrants live a segregated life 
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from the South African community and other refugee communities. TIle SOC IO­

economic theory claims that immigrants make some adjustments in their lifestyle to fit 

in with the host country, attempt to learn the culture and language and take part in the 

social events (Gema, 2001). However, in contrast to the assumptions of the soc io­

economic theory Ethiopian immigrants barely make attempts to mix with other 

communities. This can partly be attributed to their inability to speak English or any 

other language than Ethiopian dialects. Thus it has deterred them from participating in 

the social life of other communities. In addition , it might also have kept them from 

finding more steady jobs. A study conducted on the English speaking ability of natives 

and immigrants found out that speaking English was essential to the economic and 

social life of immigrants in the Uni ted States (Cariiner, 2000). 

Speaking English we ll is important to success in the US labor market 

and to full participation in American society. Immigrants who speak 

li ttle or no English have greater difficulty of finding jobs ... outside 

immigrant enclaves (Carliner, 2000: 158). 

The inabi li ty to speak any of the languages spoken in South Africa has adverse effects 

on the businesses they run. Some of those who work in the townships are forced to 

negot iate with thei r customers in writing. 

The exceptions in the segregated life of Ethiopian immigrants are those worki ng in the 

townships. They have more frequent contacts with the locals than those working in the 

city. Ethiopian immigrants describe their relationship with the females and older 

people as being very good. These sections of the local population are reported to be 

more positive towards the hard working immigrants. However. Ethiopian immigrants 

explain that the younger population is more hostile. This may emanate from the fact 

that immigrants have come from another country and managed to succeed in their 

business venture. This in turn creates jealousy on the part of the loca ls. Treatment of 

locals along the lines of race and ethnicity did not show a substantial difference. 

However, Zulus are reported as be ing less friendly than other groups. Simi larly, the 

findings of Gema (200 I) indicated that 77.3 percent of the respondents received good 

or very good treatment from the South African population. 

63 



The treatment of Ethiopian immigrants compared with immigrants from other 

countries is reported to be bener. lmmigrants from countries like Tanzania, Congo, 

Nigeria and Zimbabwe rece ive more hostile treatment than Ethiopians. According to 

Ethiopian immigrants, thi s is attributed to the fact that Ethiopians do not have a 

reputation of involvement in criminal activities and they are hard workers. Ethiopian 

immigrants enjoy better treatment not only from the community, but also from the 

govemment officials. However, they report harsh and unfair treatment from the 

officials. The immigrants claim that, it is only because the officials benefit financially 

from Ethiopian immigrants. 

A smaller proportion of respondents in this research reported that they are not happy 

with the treatment of South Africans. All respondents reported they were called 

"Makuerekuere" at least once, a derogatory term to denote a foreigner. A study on 

Ethiopian immigrants in Durban in 2001 found similar results. Only 22.9 percent of 

the respondents were dissatisfied with the treatment of South Africans (Gema, 2001). 

In addition, Ethiopian immigrants repOlted that South Africans perceive them as 

threats to their security. This corresponds with the assumptions in the power theory 

that locals mistreat immigrants because of the perceived threat (Wimmer, 1997). 

The 1948 decla ration of human rights states that "all human beings are bom fTee and 

equal in dign ity and rights" (UN, 1948). They should be treated properly irrespective 

of their nat ionality or race. To this effect, law enforcement authorities have to make 

sure that this declaration is put into practice. On the other hand, individuals should 

also be aware of their rights so that they can demand what they are entitled to and 

execute the ir obligations properly. However, it is found out that Ethiopian immigrants 

do not know their rights as refugees or asylum seekers in South A frica. This has 

created a loophole for some government authorities to exploit Ethiopian immigrants. 

Govemment officials who have frequent contact with immigrants often demand bribe 

money in return for the services they provide. Some Ethiopian immigrants pay almost 

R500 to R 1500 to obta in asylum seeker status from the Department of Home Affairs. 

They also pay between RI 00 and R200 to renew their status every few months. The 

demand for bribes is reported to be more when it comes to Ethiopian immigrants than 
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immigrants from other countries. According to the immigrants, the main reason is 

because Ethiopians are believed to have money. On the other hand, the immigrants 

the mselves contribute to the conuption because they prefe r to get done with things 

faster and get back to work. There are Ethiopians who work as brokers between the 

immigrants and officials at the home a ffairs. 

The South African Police Service is another office that is known for maltreatment of 

immigrants. Ethiopian immigrants repol1ed that they are frustrated by the treatment of 

the police. They are detained for unknown reasons and asked fo r bribes in order to be 

released. They identi fy Ethiopian immigrants by their complex ion and physical 

appearance and stop them and look for reasons to ask for bribes. 

The findings of Gem a (2001) concur with the findings of thi s research. More than half 

of the respondents claimed that they rece ived 'bad ' or 'very bad ' treatment by the 

Department of Home Affa irs. Almost 75 percent said that they received ' bad ' or 'very 

bad' treatment from the South African police. Similarly. a study of Congolese 

refugees revealed that 83.3 percen t of the respondents reported ha ving problems with 

home affai rs, the police or city officials (Amisi, 2006). 

Finally, most of the Ethiopian immigrants report that they are living a better life in 

SOllth A fri ca than in Ethiopia. Most of them are satisfied with their li ves in SOllth 

A fTica. However, they do not recommend South Africa as a destination for potential 

immigrants. Thi s is because the opportunities in South Africa are now being saturated 

and the ri sk involved during the journey is not worth it. In addition, they stated that 

the crime rate in the country is very frustrating and shared their experiences where 

Ethiopian immigrants were robbed of huge sums of money they have saved fo r a long 

time. Most of them indicated that they do not have intentions to stay here for a long 

time. They would like to go to a more developed country or return to Ethiopia. 

5.3. Conclusion and Recommendations 

This research looked at the experiences of Ethiopian immigrants in South Africa. It 

attempted to understand the li ves of Ethiopian immigrants, the fac tors that contributed 

to their migration, thei r jou rney to South Africa, their arrival and settlement, and the 
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benefits and challenges during their stay. The research has also reviewed literature 

from different corners or the world to understand the experiences of the immigrant 

community. 

The research would undoubtedly shed more insights into the new migration nexus to 

South Africa, i.e. , migration from non-SADe countries. As there is limited research 

on this new trend of migration. the contribution of this research to literature will be 

immense. This study however has its own limitations as discussed in the first chapter. 

The fact that the research is conducted by an Ethiopian may have left some room for 

bias. Some Ethiopian immigrants were not willing to participate in the research 

because there relt insecure about openly discussing the ir li fe in a foreign country. In 

addition, there were time and financial constraints. 

Ethiopian immigrants in South Africa are more or less satisfied with their lives in the 

country. They have benefited economically and are ab le to support their families back 

home. By doing so, they have achieved the main objective of leaving their county. 

Most of them reported that they do not have plans to stay in South Africa for long. 

They want to go to more developed countries or renlfTl to Ethiopia. 

The poor treatment that they received from government authorities has limited the 

potential of Ethiopian immigrants to achieve greater success. Thus, due attention 

should be given to address the issues at these offi ces. This would better the li ves of 

not only Ethiopian immigrants, but also immigrants from other countries. In addition, 

the lack o r access to financial serv ices has become a bottleneck on Ethiopian 

immigrants that prevents them from expanding their business ventures. It has also 

made them vu lnerable to crimi nal attacks. Therefore, the government should come up 

with mechanisms to allow immigrants to access financial services. By doing so, not 

only the immigrants will benefit, South Africa will also gain from the legal monetary 

transactions undertaken by immigrants. 
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Appendix I 

Interview Guide for In-depth Interview 

Gender: 

Age at last completed yea r: 

Highest Education achieved: 

1. Why did you decide (what forced you) to leave your country? 

2. Why did you select South Africa as your destination? What other options have 

you considered? 

3. How did you enter South Africa? How did you end up in Durban? 

4. How do South Africans perceive non· South Africans? Do you think they have 

a different attitude towards Ethiopians? 

5. How is your participation in soc ial events like weddings, funerals etc? 

6. With whom do you spend most o f your lime during weekends and ho lidays? 

Why? 

7. What effects does your relationship with South Africans have on your social 

and economic li fe , hea lth, security? 

8. How do you de fine hospital ity? How do you define the hospitali ty of South 

Africans? 

9. How do you compare the hospital ity extended to foreigners in Ethiopia and 

South Africa? 

10. What factors do you think expose YOll to mistreatment? 

11. How do yOll compare the treatment of South Africans to Ethiopians and 

immigrants from other African countries? 

12. What is you legal status in South Africa? Refugee, Asylum seeker. .. 

13. What are your rights and obligations as an immigrant in South Africa? 

14. Have you ever been stopped and questioned by SA pol ice? If yes. how did they 

treat you? Do you think there would be a difference in the treatment if YOll 

were a SOllth African or from another country? 

15. Have yOll been arrested in SA? If yes, what was the reason for you r arrest? 

How did you get ou t? 
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16. Have you ever been in a position to bribe a police or any c ivi l servant? If yes, 

what fo r? 

17. Have the police ever visited your residence? If yes, what was the purpose of 

their visit? 

18. Do you see yourself as a target of crime? Why? Does your foreign origin 

contribute 10 that? 

19. Which South A frican government offices do you have official relationship 

with? 

20. How do you describe the treatment you receive from them? 

21. How do you explain the service at home affairs? Is there any di ffe rent 

treann ent for Ethiopians and immigrants from other countries? 

22. Have any of your applications been turned down? For what reason? 

23. Do you get any support from NGOs, CBOs and other international agencies? If 

yes, what kind? 

24. Do you have access to social services like health care, education, and housing? 

How do YOll describe it? 

25. How was it to get a accommodation in Durban 

26. What do you expect from the government concerning soc ial services like 

hea lth care, education 

27. Are you working? Looking for ajob? What do you do for a li ving in Durban? 

28. How much do you earn per month? 

29. How was it to get a job/set up a business III South Africa? Was there any 

challenge you faced? 

30. Are there SOllth A fricans involved in a similar business as yours? How is your 

relationship with them? 

31. Did anyone (government, CBO, friends) assist you in finding a job/setting up a 

business? If any, how far did the assistance go? 

32. Do you have access to financial services? If no, how does it affect you? 

33. How do you compare the life in South Africa and Ethiopia? 

34. What is your future plan concerning your stay in South Africa? 

35. How long do you intend to stay in South Africa? 

36. Do you recommend South Africa as a destination for Ethiopians plann ing to 

leave their country? Why? 
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Appendix U 

Travel Routes of Ethiopian Immigrants to South Africa 
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