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Urban Studies, Vol. 41, No. 11, 2245–2272, October 2004

Migration and Urbanisation in Francophone West
Africa: An Overview of the Recent Empirical
Evidence

Cris Beauchemin and Philippe Bocquier

[Paper first received, November 2003; in final form, March 2004]

Summary. How does migration contribute to the urbanisation process in Africa? Migrants have
traditionally been viewed as responsible for excessive urban growth, for the uncontrolled
expansion of urban areas and for urban surplus labour. In light of recent research, this article
proposes to re-examine these views in Francophone west Africa. The first part of the article
presents the context of urbanisation in this region, the theoretical framework and the recent
surveys on which most of the analyses are based. Next, adopting a demographic perspective, the
paper shows that migration in fact contributes moderately to urban growth and that new trends
in urban to rural migration flows are emerging. The focus then shifts to examine how migrants
influence the shape of cities. The final section of this article re-examines the role of migrants in
the urban economy.

1. Introduction

In a recent UN report, almost all developing
countries declared their dissatisfaction with
the spatial distribution of their populations
and approximately 80 per cent indicated that
they had initiated policies to slow or reverse
the trends of rural-to-urban migration
(United Nations, 1998). This near-unanimous
attitude towards population movements is the
result of a common view according to which
migration in the developing world is seen as
a major factor contributing to urban surplus
labour and to the uncontrolled expansion of
urban areas. One imagines the downtown
streets of cities overflowing with homeless
and unemployed new arrivals from the sur-
rounding countryside. Is this sad portrait of
the rural-to-urban migrant really accurate?

In light of recent research, this article pro-

poses to re-examine the contribution of mi-
gration to urbanisation in the developing
world. It is concentrated on Francophone
west Africa where several surveys have been
conducted on the topic since the mid 1980s.
These surveys are of particular interest both
because they fill a gap—migration is much
less studied in Africa than fertility or mor-
tality (Bilsborrow, 1998)—and because they
allow comparisons between countries. Due to
language barriers, these data and results re-
main largely unknown in the Anglophone
literature. We synthesise here their principal
findings.

Even though political and cultural aspects
are also relevant, urbanisation is here con-
ceived as a process of accumulation: of peo-
ple, buildings and capital. Thus, the
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contribution of migration to urbanisation will
be examined from different points of view:
demographic, geographical and economic.
We first present the context of urbanisation
in Francophone west Africa and the recent
surveys from which most of our analyses are
inferred. Next, we adopt a demographic point
of view to study how migration contributes
to urban growth and to describe new trends
in migration flows between urban and rural
areas. Finally, our focus moves from mi-
gration to the migrants themselves: how do
they influence the shape of cities and how do
they fit into the urban economy?

The overview of the recent empirical evi-
dence in Francophone west Africa indicates
that migrants into urban areas are quite well
adapted in economic and residential terms
and that their contribution to urban demo-
graphic growth is less and less important. In
contradiction with conventional wisdom, mi-
gration trends in this region are responsible
for a clear slowdown of urban growth. Most
of the population projections give a picture
of a highly homogeneous urban world, as if
each country should go through a transition
(although at a different pace) from a predom-
inantly rural population to a predominantly
urban population. This vision of an urban
future contrasts with the evidence of deepen-
ing economic inequalities both within and
between countries. The evidence presented in
this paper for west Africa is an attempt to
reconcile the economic and demographic vi-
sions.

2. Elements of Context

2.1 A Paradoxical Urbanisation?

Although historically west Africa nurtured
great empires and developed large urban cen-
tres for capital cities, commercial and re-
ligious centres (Chandler, 1994),
urbanisation in this region of the world is
mostly a recent phenomenon.1 As in other
sub-Saharan regions, this urbanisation was
linked with colonisation that developed new
centres to control and administer the
colonised population and to exploit and ex-

port natural resources. Labour migration was
an important factor of urban development in
colonial times (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1992)
when workers were needed for public infra-
structure (runways, railways, ports), adminis-
tration (soldiers, clerks) or various private
services (maids, etc.). The migration flows
towards urban centres continued after inde-
pendence. However, this movement could
appear counter-intuitive. Although urbanisa-
tion is commonly associated with a gradual
reallocation of labour from agriculture to
industry, as experienced in the First World
during the 19th century (Bairoch, 1985), ur-
ban in-migration in sub-Saharan Africa oc-
curred (and continues to occur) without
industrial development (Coquery-Vidrovitch,
1992; Arnaud, 1998). In addition, African
countries witnessed a massive migration of
the rural population into urban areas despite
rising levels of urban unemployment and
underemployment (Todaro, 1997).

These apparent contradictions of migration
and urbanisation were first attributed to ir-
rational behaviours. A better explanation was
found in the notion of economic dualism
between the formal and informal urban sec-
tors, first introduced by Lewis (1954) and
extended by Todaro (1976). In contrast with
the formal sector (geared towards capital-in-
tensive and large-scale modern production),
the informal sector is a traditional, unregis-
tered, subsistence sector geared towards
labour-intensive and small production. The
existence of the informal sector explains why
rural-to-urban migrations persisted—leading
to rapid urban growth—despite limited ab-
sorbing capacity in the urban formal employ-
ment sector. Although it is sometimes
discouraged by public authorities because of
its irregularity and suspected tax evasion,
most researchers now recognise that the in-
formal sector has economic advantages: it
absorbs surplus labour and provides a safety-
net in the face of high unemployment and
poverty (Becker et al., 1994; Snrech, 1994).
In fact, this sector employs the majority of
urban workers (65–80 per cent in Africa,
according to the country) and serves the pur-
pose of receiving and integrating migrants
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and providing them with the minimum
means of subsistence (Arnaud, 1998). How-
ever, this pattern has evolved in the past two
decades because of the economic crisis.

Since the late 1970s, west Africa, still
mostly dependent on the export of raw mate-
rials (coffee, cocoa, bananas, etc.), has suf-
fered from decreasing prices in international
markets. West African states first delayed the
crisis by maintaining public expenditures. As
the debt became intolerable, structural ad-
justment programmes (SAPs) imposed by in-
ternational organisations and donors focused
on reducing public expenditures by privatisa-
tion and staff cuts. The formal sector, of
which parastatal enterprises were an import-
ant part, was reduced and the workers turned
to self-employment or informal employment.
The standard of living deteriorated and urban
unemployment reached levels never before
attained, in particular among educated people
in search of jobs in the formal sector
(Lachaud, 1994; Charmes, 1996; Bocquier
and LeGrand, 1998). As a result, the crisis
has favoured the informalisation of the urban
economy. Due to the reduction of consump-
tion (linked to the deterioration of the stan-
dard of living) aggravated by the irruption of
those left out by the formal economy (in-
ducing higher competition in the informal
sector), the informal sector can no longer
adequately integrate migrants (Arnaud 1998).
This new context justifies a new investiga-
tion of the relationships between migration
and urbanisation.

2.2 Migration, Urbanisation and Develop-
ment

These apparent contradictions of urbanisa-
tion in Africa, largely linked with economic
problems, raise the issue of relationships be-
tween migration, urbanisation and develop-
ment. In simple terms, are rural-to-urban
migrations (and the resulting urbanisation)
favourable for economic development? This
is one of the main topics of concern for
policy-makers of Southern countries (United
Nations 1998) and is also a very contro-

versial subject among scholars, especially in
the sub-Saharan African context.

An anti-migration point of view supports
the idea that rural-to-urban migration is ex-
cessive and that it should be curtailed be-
cause it leads to a “a less than optimal
allocation of labour between the rural and the
urban sectors” (Gugler, 1982, p. 181). On
one hand, it causes an exacerbation of unem-
ployment and underemployment in African
cities (Bairoch, 1985; Todaro, 1997). On the
other hand, it entails a loss of potential agri-
cultural output since the rural population is
deprived of its more innovative and stronger
members. Furthermore, rural-to-urban mi-
gration is condemned as the primary contrib-
utor to the uncontrolled expansion of urban
areas (Bairoch, 1985). Finally, rural-to-urban
migration increases the cost of providing for
the country’s population in two ways. First,
new infrastructure is required by the mi-
grants and amenities are more expensive in
cities or towns than in rural areas or simply
not needed there (housing, transport, garbage
and sewage disposal, etc.) (Gugler, 1982).
Secondly, urban job creation is generally
more costly than rural job creation because
most jobs in the industrial sector require
substantial complementary resource inputs
(Todaro, 1997). For those reasons among
others, rural-to-urban migration is seen “both
as a symptom of and a contributor to African
underdevelopment” (Todaro, 1997, p. 25).
This view is largely shared by policy-makers
as suggested in the above-mentioned UN
report (United Nations, 1998).

From the opposite point of view, pro-mi-
gration authors argue that it is completely
inappropriate to regard migration as an unde-
sirable force to be suppressed. From an urban
viewpoint, authors acknowledge that sub-
stantial unemployment and severe underem-
ployment characterise most large African
cities today, but they underline that, on aver-
age, migrants must be better off in urban
places, or rural out-migration flows would
slow (Becker et al., 1994). From a rural
viewpoint, they argue that there is no work-
force deficit since emigration has not pre-
vented the rural population from increasing
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far more quickly than it has ever increased in
the Northern countries (except for the US).
From 1950 to 1990, the rural population of
west Africa (excluding Nigeria) increased
from 27 to 60 million, according to the
GEOPOLIS database.2 On the contrary, rural
out-migration is seen as a means of relieving
human pressure on natural resources (Ar-
naud, 1998). In addition, they contend that
urbanisation stimulates agricultural activities
since it creates a market for specialised food
production with a high added value (market
gardening or poultry farming).

Beyond rural areas, migration and urbani-
sation are conceived as key parts of the
development process. At the global level,
although the causal relation is far from clear,
Davis and Henderson (2003) show evidence
of high correlation between urbanisation and
GDP per capita, after controlling for purchas-
ing power parity, this correlation being true
for Africa as well as for any other part of the
world. There is also correlation between ur-
banisation and the UNDP human develop-
ment index, a composite measure of health,
education and standard of living (Njoh,
2003). Becker et al. (1994) argue that, for
several reasons, increased urbanisation
causes increases in per capita income and
other measures of economic welfare. First,
urbanisation, when driven by rural-to-urban
migration, tends to move workers from agri-
culture to higher-productivity occupations
(such as urban services, commerce and man-
ufacturing). Secondly, urbanisation offers the
cost-reducing advantages of agglomeration
economies and economies of scale and prox-
imity as well as numerous economic and
social externalities (skilled workers, cheap
transport, amenities, etc.). Finally, urbanisa-
tion also contributes to development in more
subtle ways: for example, it may lead to
lower levels of fertility and mortality, as
individuals benefit from improved access to
health care. Theory apart, Becker et al.
(1994) underline, from a macroeconomic
point of view, that while less than a third of
Africa’s population lives in cities or towns,
these centres generate over half of the conti-
nent’s gross domestic product (GDP).

The purpose of this paper is not to close
the debate about the impact of population
movements on development, the perception
of which is highly dependent on the concep-
tion of what development should involve and
what level of analysis is preferred. However,
the data described below provide some in-
sights into the complex relationships between
migration, urbanisation and development.

2.3 Data and Sources

Until the mid 1980s, most data on west
African migration originated from sources
whose primary purpose was to collect infor-
mation about something else. For instance,
the first study of migration for west Africa as
a whole was based on the analysis of mid
1970s census data (Zachariah and Condé,
1980). Few national surveys have been car-
ried out on migration, with the exceptions of
Burkina Faso (1974–75) and Senegal (1979).
Furthermore, the concept of migration differs
considerably from one source to another,
making comparisons difficult or impossible.

The Network of Surveys on Migration and
Urbanisation in West Africa (NESMUWA)3

was the first international collaborative proj-
ect to study migration in Africa. Compari-
sons are now possible since surveys based on
the same methodology were carried out sim-
ultaneously (1993) in eight west African
countries (Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire,
Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal
and Nigeria; see Figure 1). The methodology
for data collection and analysis was inspired
by that of the 1974–75 survey in Burkina
Faso (Cordell et al., 1996). A retrospective
questionnaire was used to record migration
history from birth to the time of interview
and another questionnaire provided an indi-
rect record of out-migrants who had been
part of the household in the five years pre-
ceding the survey. In this way, and in con-
trast to most other migration studies, the
NESMUWA project was able to produce
data not only on domestic migrations but also
on international migrations. The surveys
were carried out on nationally representative
samples, measuring all types of flows be-
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Figure 1. The location of Francophone NESMUWA countries in west Africa.

tween urban and rural areas (Bocquier and
Traoré 2000). In this article, data distinguish
between rural areas, secondary and principal
towns (defined in the Appendix), and the
capital city of each country.

NESMUWA data paint a picture of urban
dynamics at the national level. As a comp-
lement at the local level, several surveys of
urban integration in capital cities were con-
ducted in Francophone west African coun-
tries (Dakar, Senegal, 1989 and 2001;
Bamako, Mali, 1992; Yaoundé, Cameroon,
1996; Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, 2000;
Lomé, Togo, 2001). Each of these surveys
followed the same methodology, using sam-
ples representative of the cities’ populations.
In these local surveys, the concept of urban
integration is broader than the idea of mi-
grants’ adjustment, based on “the assumption
that the native born are ‘well adjusted’ to
their place of residence since they have lived
there all of their lives” (Goldscheider, 1983).
In fact, urban integration is relevant to both

migrants and non-migrants (city-dwellers
from birth), both of whom may experience
difficulties accessing urban resources such as
housing and employment (Antoine et al.,
1998). To compare the integration of mi-
grants and non-migrants, a life history from
birth was collected from each individual.
Three aspects of integration were covered by
the questionnaire: activity (education and
employment), family formation and dissol-
ution (births and deaths of children, mar-
riages, divorces, widow(er)hood) and
residential history (mobility, access to hous-
ing, etc.). Since methods are similar, com-
parisons of the process of integration
between capital cities are possible. By its use
of a retrospective questionnaire, this type of
analysis offers a social and demographic di-
agnosis of the city over the 30 or 40 years
preceding the survey. The retrospective data
compensate for the lack of reliable and con-
tinuous cross-sectional data. As far as the
integration of migrants is concerned, one
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study explicitly compared the cases of Ba-
mako and Dakar (Antoine, Ouédraogo et al.
1998) but few results are published on that
topic regarding other capital cities.

3. The Contribution of Migration to Ur-
ban Growth

Even if it remains one of the least urbanised
regions of the world (30 per cent urban,
according to GEOPOLIS), Francophone west
Africa experienced one of the highest urban
growth rates during the second half of the
20th century: the urban population grew 7.8
per cent per year between 1950 and 1990.
Having reached a peak in the 1960s (11.5 per
cent per year), urban growth in Francophone
west Africa has since slowed to a low of 4.7
per cent (1990–95), which remains one of the
highest in the world. This section examines
to what extent migration, particularly rural
emigration, is responsible for this extraordi-
nary urban growth. We will first consider the
different components of urban growth. Next,
we will present new trends in migratory
flows and take a closer look at urban-to-rural
migration.

3.1 Migration and Urban Growth

Urban growth can be caused by any of three
mechanisms: natural growth, reclassification
and migration. Natural growth in west Africa
remains one of the highest in the world: 2.7
per cent as compared with 1.9 per cent for
the developing world as a whole (PRB,
2001). This partially explains why urban
growth remains so high in this region com-
pared with the rest of the world. A UN study
showed that the contribution of natural
growth to urban growth is much more sub-
stantial in Africa than in other parts of the
world: in this continent natural growth repre-
sents 75 per cent of urban growth while this
share was only 50 per cent in Asia (without
China) in the 1980s (Chen et al., 1998).

Another particularity of urban growth in
Africa is the importance of reclassification.
Reclassified settlements are those which
cross a population threshold (10 000 inhabi-

tants in the GEOPOLIS database), beyond
which they are considered urban instead of
rural. These newly urban settlements contrib-
ute to increasing the urban population al-
though their migratory growth is not
necessarily positive. In Africa between 1950
and 1980, the share of reclassification in
urban population growth was 26.4 per cent.
This means that, in 1980, more than one new
African urban dweller in four lived in an
agglomeration that was classified as rural in
the preceding 30 years. This rate was 13.4
per cent globally, excluding China and Korea
for which reliable data are not available
(Moriconi-Ebrard, 1993). Thus, urban
growth in Africa is due, much more than in
the other continents, to the proliferation of
new small urban centres which were previ-
ously considered rural (Bertrand and Dubres-
son, 1997).

Considering those results, the role of mi-
gration in urban growth seems to be less
important than is commonly assumed.4 The
process of urbanisation, from a demographic
point of view, is more complex than a simple
rush of migrants from rural to urban areas.
Furthermore, the contributions of migration
and reclassification to urban growth appear
to be decreasing. Indeed, according to the
GEOPOLIS database, two-thirds of urban
growth in west Africa was due to migration
and reclassification in the 1960s and only
one-third in the 1990s (Bocquier and Traoré,
2000). This regional result is consistent with
comparative studies in other parts of the
continent (Makannah 1990; Chen et al.,
1998). How can we explain this evolution?

A first explanation is mathematical. Urban
growth due to migration is necessarily re-
duced as the urban population gradually in-
creases compared with the rural population,
simply due to the reduction of the rural popu-
lation who could potentially leave their vil-
lages. When the majority of people live in
villages, net out-migration (i.e. a negative
migratory growth) from a rural environment
means, for the same volume of migrants, a
higher net in-migration rate towards urban
areas. As the respective weights of the rural
and urban populations balance out, the num-
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ber of migrants who feed the urban growth
decreases, even though the probability of
out-migration from the rural areas may re-
main the same. This is what happens for
example in developed countries: when more
than 60 per cent of the population lives in
urban areas, urban growth by immigration
from rural areas is necessarily low.

But is the mathematical explanation
sufficient to explain the decrease in urban
growth in the 1980s and 1990s in Africa,
where the level of urbanisation remains ap-
proximately 30 per cent? Or could low econ-
omic growth also be a factor? Given the
relationship between urban growth, rural out-
migration and per capita GNP (Ledent, 1982;
Moriconi-Ebrard, 1993), the context of crisis
depicted above may be at least partly respon-
sible for the decrease in rural out-migration
and also the increase of urban out-migration.
The declining contribution of migration to
urban growth could be interpreted as an ad-
justment to a depressed economy. This hy-
pothesis will be discussed in the following
sections.

Whatever the cause of the decreasing con-
tribution of migration to the urbanisation
process, the influence of migrants on urban
demographic dynamics is double: they con-
tribute directly to urban growth through their
arrival, but they also have an indirect role
through their reproductive behaviours. It is
generally assumed, due to their origin in
high-fertility rural areas and their youth
(most are of reproductive age), that migrants
from rural areas experience higher fertility
rates than the rest of the urban population.
However, there is little specific evidence on
this subject in Francophone west Africa. On
a broader scale, one of the pioneer studies on
this subject (Brockerhoff, 1998), based on
the analysis of 14 Demographic and Health
Surveys (DHS) conducted in west Africa,
east Africa and southern Africa, showed that

high levels of female in-migration have
lowered fertility rates in sub-Saharan
African cities significantly in recent years
[i.e. 1980s and early 1990s], by over one
birth per woman, and have reduced na-

tional rates by an average of one-third
birth per woman (Brockerhoff, 1998,
p. 386).

This is mainly due to the “disruptive effects
of migration” and to the “migrants’ partial
adaptation to urban fertility regimes”. Along
the same lines, a recent study in Ghana
confirmed that migrants are “more receptive
to fertility control” (Stiff and White, 2002).
The same conclusions on the disruption and
adaptation effects were reached by a more
recent and broader study using all DHS with
information on migration in developing
countries (National Research Council, 2003).
Therefore, it seems that the indirect contribu-
tion of migration to urban growth is not as
straightforward as is commonly assumed.

3.2 Capital Cities and Secondary Towns in
Migration Routes

Although migration is no longer the principal
reason for urban growth in west Africa, it
remains true that migratory flows reveal the
differential dynamics of rural and urban ar-
eas and also distinct dynamics within these
two categories of space. African cities have
always been notable for their large share in
urban population and their spectacular
growth, especially during the 1970s. For ex-
ample, the growth rate of Abidjan, Côte
d’Ivoire, was � 10.3 per cent per year be-
tween 1965 and 1975. However, in west
Africa as well as in the rest of the continent,
most cities now have a slower pace of
growth (Dubresson, 2003). In fact, the NES-
MUWA results show that capital cities are
still attractive in the early 1990s, but the rates
are not so spectacular (Table 1). The annual
migratory growth for the population aged 15
and over varies from 0.5 per cent in Niamey,
Niger, and Dakar, Senegal, to 3.1 per cent in
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, where inter-
national immigration is responsible for al-
most 40 per cent of the growth. International
immigration is also responsible for three-
quarters of the annual growth of 1.7 per cent
of Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. The recent turmoil
in this country has probably changed the
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Table 1. Internal and international migration rates (percentage per year, age 15 � ) by country and type
of settlement, 1988–92

Principal Secondary
town(s)aCapital city townsa Rural

Burkina Faso
Internal � 0.1� 1.9 � 0.8� 0.3
International � 1.3 � 0.4 � 0.1 � 0.4
Total � 3.1 � 0.7 � 0.7 � 0.5

Côte d’Ivoire
Internal � 1.0� 0.4 � 2.7� 2.2
International � 1.3 � 1.0 � 1.1 � 1.0
Total � 1.7 � 1.3 � 1.6 � 2.0

Guinea
Internal � 2.4� 1.6 0.0� 2.1
International � 0.7� 0.4 � 0.1� 0.3
Total � 2.0 � 1.8 � 2.3 � 0.7

Mali
Internal � 0.2� 0.8 � 0.2� 0.3
International � 0.1 � 0.4� 0.1 � 1.4
Total � 0.2� 1.0 � 1.6� 0.4

Mauritania
Internal � 0.7c� 1.5 � 2.8
International � 0.5b � 0.2c

Total � 0.9c� 0.8b

Niger
Internal � 0.1 � 1.1 � 0.3 � 0.1
International � 0.7� 0.5 � 0.1� 0.2
Total � 0.5 � 1.4 � 0.2 � 0.8

Senegal
Internal � 0.5 � 0.4 � 0.6 � 0.2
International � 0.5� 0.0 � 0.3� 0.1

� 0.9 � 0.7Total � 0.5 � 0.3

a Categories defined individually by each country (see Appendix).
b Computed for capital city and principal towns.
c Computed for secondary towns and rural areas.
Source: NESMUWA. See migratory flow matrices for each country in Appendix.

migratory pattern in the region. Abidjan is
likely to be much less attractive for inter-
national migrants and may have lost a part of
its share of foreign inhabitants. Furthermore,
the return of those migrants originating from
Mali or Burkina Faso may have enhanced the
growth of Ouagadougou and Bamako, which
were already preferential destinations for re-
turn migrants (Bocquier and Traoré, 2000).
Finally, Dakar, the second urban pole of
attraction in the Francophone region, might
have been boosted by Abidjan’s crisis. Un-

fortunately, no data are available to verify
these assumptions.

One of NESMUWA’s striking results is
that secondary towns in all countries have
negative migration growth rates (Table 1). In
Senegal and Niger, secondary towns con-
tinue to receive rural migrants but this does
not compensate for departures towards big-
ger cities (Appendix, Tables A4 and A5). In
Guinea, Burkina Faso and Côte d’Ivoire, mi-
grants leave secondary towns to move both
to bigger cities and to rural areas (Appendix,
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Tables A1–A3). Fur- thermore, in Guinea
and Côte d’Ivoire, principal towns also have
a migratory deficit in domestic migrations
(Table 1). Actually, in Côte d’Ivoire, princi-
pal towns lose migrants to Abidjan and to
rural areas in equal numbers. Between 1988
and 1992, principal towns in the country lost
almost 20 000 people per year to villages.
These departures were not entirely counter-
acted by international migration, although it
is still quite significant ( � 10 000 per year
towards principal towns). The same situation
was found in Guinea (Appendix, Tables A1
and A3).

The examples of Niger and Mauritania
suggest that migration routes may be more
complex than the step-migration model, ac-
cording to which rural migrants leave their
villages for the nearest small town before
moving to a larger agglomeration and then,
eventually, to the capital city (Adepoju,
1983). The role of small or medium-sized
towns in demographic dynamics has become
a controversial subject in the Francophone
migration and urbanisation literature: since
the mid 1980s, some researchers have as-
signed them a more complex role. For in-
stance, a comparison of case studies from
Côte d’Ivoire and Togo (Dupont and Dureau,
1988) demonstrated that immigrants to small
and medium-sized towns originated from
capital cities as well as from rural areas.
Furthermore, it showed that migrants from
rural villages do not originate, in most cases,
from the surrounding areas. Therefore, small
and medium-sized towns serve more as re-
distribution places than as steps on the way
to capital cities.

Finally, it appears that the urban migratory
dynamic of Francophone west Africa is not
universally thriving: capital cities now attract
fewer migrants than in the 1970s; negative
net migration has been observed in some
principal and secondary towns; and some
rural areas now gain from rural–urban flows.

3.3 The Growing Importance of Urban-to-ru-
ral Migration

Among NESMUWA countries, Côte d’Ivoire

alone has a positive rural migratory growth
rate: almost � 2 per cent per year, of which
1 per cent derives from internal migrations
(Table 1). In this country, when only internal
flows are considered, urban areas lose more
people than they gain from migration. This is
true for secondary and principal towns, and
surprisingly also for Abidjan that lost more
than 12 000 people a year to rural areas in
the period from 1988 to 1992 (Appendix,
Table A3). This result caused much surprise
when published because it ran counter to the
conventional wisdom of a rural exodus in
Africa. The first reaction was doubt concern-
ing the reliability of Côte d’Ivoire’s survey.
However, any problems of definition or
sampling were insufficient to disqualify the
results (Beauchemin, 2001, 2002b). In
fact, the NESMUWA survey simply
confirmed Côte d’Ivoire’s 1988 census,
which showed that the rural–urban migratory
flows benefited the villages. And this finding
was again confirmed by the 1998 census
(Zanou, 2001). Since then, due to civil war,
domestic movements have probably evolved,
but it is impossible to draw a clear picture.
On the one hand, the departure out of the
southern region of non-native planters (orig-
inating from the northern part of the country
or from abroad) may have encouraged some
urban dwellers to return to their villages to
serve as manpower or to take advantage of
the abandoned plantations. On the other
hand, insecurity may have encouraged mo-
bility according to the conflict situation,
sometimes from villages to towns and cities,
sometimes in the reverse direction. Due to
lack of data, all the comments below on
urban–rural migration are relative to the pre-
war period.

Urban out-migration in Côte d’Ivoire is
not only a circular migration in which mi-
grants engage in constant comings and go-
ings. For one thing, primary migrants born in
urban areas form a significant proportion of
urban emigrants (25 per cent in 1993): for
them, it is clear that urban out-migration is
not a return migration. Furthermore, qualita-
tive research on migrants’ integration in rural
areas shows that some migrants choose to
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stay in villages where they feel they have
better employment opportunities and a lower
cost of living (Beauchemin, 2002a). How-
ever, the economic crisis may increase circu-
lar migration between towns and villages,
especially for young people seeking employ-
ment and for whom integration difficulties
exist in towns and also in villages (Faussey-
Domalain and Vimard, 1991). Finally, even
if there is an intensification of circular mi-
gration in Côte d’Ivoire, rural areas are expe-
riencing a net migratory gain.

In all other Francophone countries, the
NESMUWA results show negative migration
rates in rural areas (Table 1). However, inter-
nal migration rates are quite low for rural
areas (from � 0.2 per cent to 0 per cent per
year). In fact, the negative balance of the
rural areas is essentially due to international
emigration. In every country where rates
were calculated for both villages and small
towns, the international rates of net rural
migration (from � 1.4 per cent to � 0.4 per
cent per year) are much higher than the
internal rates. Thus, migrations towards ur-
ban areas within the countries are not respon-
sible for a large demographic deficit in rural
areas.

Various case studies have shown that re-
turn migrations are very important in some
west African countries. For instance, in the
Senegalese part of the Senegal River valley,
the villages’ migration balance is positive for
people older than 40 (Guilmoto, 1997). In
Cameroon, migration flows have not been
precisely measured, but several authors have
remarked that urban-to-rural migrations have
increased (Franqueville, 1987; Gubry et al.,
1996). Urban out-migration is not a new
phenomenon but it seems to be increasing in
importance, even outside Côte d’Ivoire. In
addition to the traditional return flows of
migrants, a new kind of urban-to-rural mi-
gration, linked to the economic crisis, has
appeared in west African countries since the
early 1980s. Evidence of urban–rural mi-
gration as a consequence of SAPs has not
only been shown in Francophone west
Africa, but also in Zambia, Uganda, Tanza-
nia (Potts, 1995) and Zimbabwe (Potts,

2000). Finally, in Nigeria, a study showed
that the desire of urbanites to return to their
villages was greater in 1987 than in 1961;
and this difference has been attributed to the
deteriorating economic fortunes of many ur-
ban dwellers (Gugler, 1991).

In most African countries, migrants still
maintain close relations with their birth vil-
lage even from a distance: they return to
visit; they invest in housing, social activities,
education and health amenities; they send
money and sometimes receive goods or host
visiting relatives (Vidal, 1991). Traditionally,
the birth village is the preferred place
for eventual retirement: Franqueville in
Cameroon, Caldwell in Ghana and Gibbal in
Côte d’Ivoire reported that most migrants
living in towns wanted to return to their
village upon retirement (Caldwell, 1969;
Gibbal, 1973; Franqueville, 1987). Another
traditional motive for return is inheritance:
returning to take care of the family, the house
or the farm is often an obligation for sons.
This type of return migration has been docu-
mented since the beginning of the 1960s.
Gender differences exist: Margaret Peil’s re-
search shows that women are more likely
than men to prefer remaining in town (Peil,
1995). Peil reports that women do not want
to participate in village chores and prefer to
remain in town where they can fulfil their
economic and social roles by trading or look-
ing after their grandchildren and be sup-
ported by their children. However, with the
economic recession, circumstances of urban
out-migration have become more varied.

Job market degradation and deterioration
in the standard of living have created new
relationships between migration, employ-
ment and education. In the past, people
moved to town to attend school or to find a
job. Today, the opposite is often the case. A
large number of people who have lost their
formal-sector jobs return to villages. Most
first try to find a new job in cities or towns,
sometimes using their ‘golden handshake’ to
launch a new career, a strategy observed in
Francophone (Côte d’Ivoire, Togo, Niger)
and also Anglophone areas (Ghana, Tanza-
nia) (Dureau, 1989; Giraut, 1994; Satterth-
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waite and Tacoli, 2003). If they fail (as many
do), the village is their last resort. In ad-
dition, some urban residents with jobs, com-
paring their incomes with the urban cost of
living, choose to return to rural areas where
incomes are lower but where food and hous-
ing are almost free. Another explanation of
urban out-migration is the adjustment of
domestic arrangements of some urban house-
holds trying to expand their incomes or to
reduce their expenses. For example, a hus-
band and his wife (or wives) may dissociate
their residences with the woman (or women)
returning to the village while the man re-
mains in town. Incomes are thus diversified
and the family can better face economic haz-
ards. In another example observed in Côte
d’Ivoire (Guillaume and Vimard, 1997),
Cameroon (Eloundou-Enyege, 1992), Benin
(Pilon and Vignikin, 1996) and Niger (Gado
and Guitart, 1996), young foster children and
even the children of the household head are
sent back to villages to attend school. Simi-
larly, young people who failed school and
graduates unable to find jobs may return to
villages by their own choice or be sent home
by their hosts, as shown in Cameroon (Gubry
et al., 1996) and Côte d’Ivoire (Chauveau,
1997). Those situations show that education
is no longer a determining factor of urbanisa-
tion: children can be sent to villages to attend
school and young educated people can leave
cities to find better employment opportunities
and living conditions in rural areas. This
shows a reversal of the traditional direction
of migration of the west African population.

These new types of urban-to-rural mi-
gration explain the evolution of the return
migrant profile. In the past, the return mi-
grant was most often an old retired person
(Zachariah, 1978). Today, urban emigrants to
rural areas are mostly young people. In
Cameroon in 1992, three-quarters were be-
tween 15 and 45 years old (Gubry et al.,
1996). In Côte d’Ivoire in 1993, three-quar-
ters were less than 30 years old and, in the
late 1990s, the chances of a 20–24 year old
man leaving a city for a village were twice
those of a man of 50 or older (Beauchemin,
2001). The traditional return migration at the

age of retirement continues, but youth is now
the major component of urban out-migration.

In west Africa, as well as in other African
regions, decreasing urban growth through the
upsurge of urban out-migration and the re-
duction of the rural exodus is largely inter-
preted as a consequence of the economic
crisis, which has been having unequal im-
pacts in rural and urban areas (Potts, 1995;
Gubry et al., 1996; Chen et al., 1998). In a
large number of African countries, the fall in
real urban incomes has reduced, and some-
times even reversed, the rural–urban income
gap (Jamal and Weeks, 1988). Structural ad-
justment plans (SAPs), by reducing the in-
come differential between rural and urban
areas and increasing urban unemployment in
the parastatal sector, may be at least partly
responsible for this (Becker et al., 1994;
Potts, 1995, 2000). Some authors even hy-
pothesise that SAPs could be disguised mi-
gration policies due to their differential
effects on urban and rural areas (Antoine,
1991; Guillaumont and Lefort, 1993). Re-
gardless of the possible indirect effects of
SAPs, we must underline that those urban-to-
rural migrations are not due to any direct
migration policy even if some countries have
attempted to reduce the rural exodus. In Côte
d’Ivoire, for instance, the failure of the return
migration policy of the 1970s and 1980s is
unanimously recognised—people who were
sent from cities to rural areas came back to
town (Affou-Yapi, 1985). As a consequence,
there is in this country a paradox in the
migratory policy: while many beneficiaries
of the return-to-land programmes (who re-
ceived subsidies to settle in rural areas) came
back to town, at the same time young people
spontaneously left urban areas for villages
without any public support.

4. Migrants and Cities: In and Out

The contribution of migrants to urbanisation
is not exclusively a demographic matter. Mi-
grants are also active participants in urbani-
sation, when this is conceived as a process of
accumulation in terms of economy or in
terms of geographical space. This section
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deals with how migrants influence the shape
of urban areas and how they contribute to the
urban economy.

4.1 Migrants Building the Cities

Except in the case of reverse flows between
villages and towns (as observed in Côte
d’Ivoire), migration contributes, at least de-
mographically, to the growth of urban areas
in west Africa. Here, we examine the role of
migration in urban growth in terms of the
occupation of space. From this point of view,
it appears that migrants’ contribution to the
spatial extension of towns is not as simple as
commonly imagined.

Settling in the city. It is commonly supposed
that migrants move from rural areas to the
outskirts of cities, where they build slums. In
fact, their trajectories are generally more
complex. In Dakar (Vernière, 1973),
Yaoundé (Franqueville, 1987), Bamako (An-
toine et al., 1998), and Abidjan (Antoine et
al., 1987), studies have shown that migrants
first settle in peri-central areas, where they
are housed by friends or family, or where
they find rented accommodation.5 If they stay
in town, and especially if they are respon-
sible for a family, migrants may eventually
move to the outskirts where they can buy a
plot and build their own house. As a result,
the population of the outlying districts
mainly comes from the city (even if they are
not city-born) and not directly from villages
or other towns. For instance, in Dakar, Sene-
gal, the population of Pikine, a huge and
mostly informal suburb, consists primarily of
large families, most of whom (84 per cent)
come from central areas of the capital city
(Antoine et al., 1995). It appears therefore
that migrants do not immediately contribute
to the growth of outlying districts. However,
points of arrival are changing: as time goes
on, peri-central areas are becoming too dense
to receive new arrivals; former outskirts are
progressively integrated into the city and
become new points of arrival for new mi-
grants; and new outskirts are created by ur-
banites from more central areas (from

peri-central districts or former outskirts) who
want to buy a plot to build their own house.
The direct cause of urban expansion is there-
fore intraurban mobility rather than direct
in-migration.

The primary reason that new migrants are
not directly responsible for the spatial exten-
sion of urban areas is that they are not, for
the most part, autonomous settlers. More of-
ten than not, migrants are housed in existing
urban households, whether they are related to
a household member or not (Locoh 1988).
For instance, in Abidjan at the beginning of
the 1970s, 62 per cent of migrants were
housed by relatives (Gibbal, 1973). This per-
centage rose with the economic crisis. Stud-
ies of migrants’ integration into capital cities
show that migrants increasingly depend on
others when arriving in the city: migrants in
a dependent status are more and more numer-
ous and they stay dependent longer. For in-
stance, in Dakar, 33 per cent of migrants who
arrived during the 1960s stayed with friends
or family, as compared with 60 per cent of
migrants in the 1980s. Furthermore, among
those who arrived in the 1960s, 40 per cent
owned a house within 6 months of their
arrival, as opposed to only 15 per cent of
those who arrived in the 1980s (Antoine et
al., 1995).

Migrants do contribute to a change in the
shape of cities, if not directly to urban expan-
sion. Real estate is adapted to their require-
ments. Rental accommodation is made
available for those who are not housed. For
instance, in Abidjan, migrants often reside in
small terraced accommodation (a room with
an entrance) inside a common compound.
This type of housing is widespread (70 per
cent of the population of Abidjan) and
mainly rental (80 per cent). Although it is not
exclusive to migrants, its development is in-
terpreted as a response to the migrants’ ar-
rival (Antoine et al., 1987). Migrants also
contribute to the densification of the peri-
central areas, where dwellings become more
and more crowded. As a consequence, own-
ers adapt their rental accommodations either
vertically (adding new floors, as in the Grand
Yoff or Grand Dakar districts in Dakar)
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(Tall, 1994) or horizontally (filling com-
pounds with new rooms).

International migrants and real estate invest-
ments. Despite their absence, international
emigrants also play a role in the structural
transformation of west African cities. A few
recent studies have pointed out the import-
ance of international emigrants’ real estate
investments and their influence on the trans-
formation of cities. Even when west African
migrants live in distant countries, they main-
tain strong links with their birth countries.
Their foreign wages give them high purchas-
ing power; and, for those now living outside
west Africa, the devaluation of the CFA
franc in 1994 has doubled their investment
potential. It is well known that emigrants
invest in their villages—they build houses,
health centres, schools and mosques; they
contribute to social activities, etc. They also
invest in towns and cities where it is more
profitable.

In Dakar (Tall, 1994), international emi-
grants have played a role in urbanisation
since the 1970s. Peri-central areas (Grand
Dakar, Grand Yoff) attracted the investments
of the first generation of Senegalese emi-
grants to France. The rental housing market
in peri-central areas is very attractive due to
its proximity to working areas. Emigrants
invest in housing units and progressively add
floors in order to rent more rooms. In doing
this, they become the main actors of the
densification of those areas. In the outskirts
of Dakar, new emigrants also contribute to
the extension of squatter settlements. They
contribute directly when they buy a plot of
land and build a house, and indirectly by
adding value to those informal areas. By
building cement houses and paying to con-
nect electricity or water networks, they make
the area more permanent. As a result, their
investments consolidate squatter settlements
and make resettlement more difficult.

Emigrants have two motivations for in-
vesting in real estate: either purely economic
(investing in rental housing) or familial
(building accommodation to house the fam-
ily). In both cases, it is part of the emigrants’

retirement plan. But their interest in real or
landed estate often results in speculation be-
cause their financial capabilities are higher
than those of non-migrants. Landowners give
them priority over non-migrants. For in-
stance in Touba, capital city of the Murids
and the second-largest town in Senegal, some
areas can no longer be afforded by non-mi-
grants because international emigrants
caused a huge increase in real estate prices in
the 1990s (Gueye, 2002). In Sikasso, the
fourth-largest town in Mali, prices offered to
emigrants are twice as high as to non-mi-
grants, and emigrants pass on this cost by
increasing their rents (Bertrand, 1994).

No study has evaluated the exact percent-
age of the contribution of international emi-
grants to real estate transactions.
Nevertheless, authors agree on the growing
influence of emigrants and on the essential
role they already play in urbanisation. For
instance, Tall (1994) considers that, in Dakar,
international migrants form a replacement for
the state since its withdrawal from the pro-
vision of public housing and social amenities.

4.2 Migrants in the Urban Economy

Employment is central to all rural–urban mi-
gration theories because the search for a job
is seen as the primary, if not the only, motiv-
ation for migration (Lututala, 1995). Estab-
lishing a relation between limited access to
the job market and persistent rural out-mi-
gration, one is tempted to conclude that ur-
ban unemployment is a consequence of
migration. Here, we examine this assumption
asking two questions. Do migrants increase
unemployment in urban areas? And, are mi-
grant workers confined to precarious activi-
ties, particularly in the informal sector?

Migrants and unemployment. In the literature
about the economic integration of migrants,
there are two contradictory hypotheses. One
emphasises migrants’ difficulties in the urban
labour market due to their supposed disad-
vantages in comparison with non-migrants in
terms of, among other things, education, so-
cial networks and family support in town.
The other affirms that migrants fit easily into
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the labour market because of migratory se-
lectivity: migrants are selected from among
the more dynamic and educated rural people.
What conclusions can we draw on this topic
from recent research in Francophone west
Africa?

NESMUWA surveys measured unemploy-
ment in the two weeks preceding the inter-
views (Table 2). These measures of declared
urban unemployment do not respect ILO’s
criteria, but are sufficient to observe any
differences between migrants and non-mi-
grants. The most striking result is that, in all
Francophone countries and regardless of sex
or the type of town, migrants have much
lower unemployment rates than non-mi-
grants. More specifically, in most countries,
differences between migrants and non-mi-
grants are higher in capital cities than in other
towns. For instance, in Abidjan and Oua-
gadougou, males’ employment rates are more
than twice as low for migrants (Table 2),
while the differential according to migratory
status is much less important in other towns
in Côte d’Ivoire and Burkina Faso. This sug-
gests that migrants have fewer difficulties
than non-migrants finding work in highly
competitive contexts (unemployment rates
are generally higher in capital cities than in
other towns). These results counter the belief
that migrants are handicapped in the urban
labour market. How can we explain the lower
unemployment rate of migrants?

A first hypothesis is based on a methodo-
logical issue. Surveys on urban integration
are for the most part based on urban samples.
Thus, those who have been constrained to
leave towns or cities because they could not
find a job are excluded from analysis. This
may result in an optimistic bias in urban
integration studies: migrant unemployment
rates may be underestimated when consider-
ing only those who have remained in urban
centres. This hypothesis is consistent with the
surge of urban out-migration (Potts, 2000),
but it has recently been challenged in Burkina
Faso by using a national survey of both rural
and urban areas, designed on the same model
as the urban integration surveys in capital
cities (Poirier et al., 2001). Integrating in the

analysis those who have left the cities, the
authors found that migrants still have better
access to urban jobs (Zurkaleini and Piché,
2003).

A second hypothesis is that migrants are
selected: only those villagers who have infor-
mation or even job offers from the urban
labour market move to town. Non-migrant
urban residents, on the other hand, live in
town with or without any particular job infor-
mation. Little evidence confirming this hy-
pothesis exists.

A third explanation is that migrants have a
lower unemployment rate because, being
forced to find a job quickly when they arrive,
they accept to work for lower wages and in
more precarious conditions than non-mi-
grants. Non-migrants therefore have a higher
probability of being unemployed, having
been priced out of the labour market by the
new arrivals. It is true that migrants quickly
find jobs when they arrive in urban areas:
Piché and Gingras (1998) have shown that
most migrants have found a job within a year
in Bamako as well as in Dakar. However, that
study did not compare migrants with non-mi-
grants and it is not known if their jobs are less
lucrative.6 We will discuss below if migrants
have more precarious working conditions
than non-migrants.

A final explanation takes into account the
worsening economic situation: since the
1980s, access to formal employment has been
reduced to almost nothing while, at the same
time, the level of education has risen. As a
result, unemployment among educated youth
is now higher: in Dakar and Bamako, for
instance, unemployment among educated
youth (35 and under) is twice as high (26 per
cent) as among the non-educated (13 per
cent) (Bocquier, 1996; Bocquier and
LeGrand, 1998). An extension of this com-
parative study on similar retrospective data
showed that in Yaoundé, Cameroon, the un-
employment rate of young people with an
upper secondary education and above was
twice that of those with less education and
that in Antananarivo, Madagascar, the differ-
ence is four-fold (Antoine et al., 2001). Edu-
cated youth often refuse to work in petty jobs
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Table 3. Percentage of men engaged in the informal sector (first job) in Dakar and Bamako by age at
the time of the survey

Dakar (1989) Bamako (1992)
Age

Non-migrants(years) MigrantsNon-migrants Migrants

66.045–54 26.428.8 50.0
35–44 31.8 42.6 38.7 53.9
25–34 63.4 66.4 72.1 66.7

Source: Piché and Gingras (1998).

or, when they accept an informal activity,
they consider it equivalent to unemployment
and thus declare it as such on the surveys.
This could explain why non-migrants have
higher unemployment rates than migrants,
who are typically less educated.7

Are migrants prisoners of the informal sec-
tor?. The sector of activity (informal or for-
mal) can serve as a proxy for job quality
since work in the formal sector is much more
desirable in terms of wage, social advan-
tages, job security, etc. (Becker et al., 1994).
The informal sector is commonly viewed as a
sector of integration for migrants arriving in
the urban labour market. As a result, mi-
grants are mainly reputed to work in more
precarious conditions than non-migrants. But
are migrants confined to this sector?

We do not have information for all of
Francophone west Africa. However, surveys
on urban integration in capital cities give
some insight on this topic. From the descrip-
tive results, it is clear that migrants in Dakar
and Bamako were more often engaged in the
informal sector than non-migrants when only
their first job in the city was considered
(Table 3). This is probably due to the fact
that migrants are less educated than non-mi-
grants. However, this employment differen-
tial according to migratory status tends to
disappear with time. The differential is high
for the older men (aged 45–54 at the time of
the survey): for instance, among migrants to
Bamako, 66 per cent were engaged in the
informal sector compared with only 26.4 per
cent of non-migrants. However, for the
younger generation, the differential accord-
ing to migratory status is very weak: in
Dakar, for instance, migrants and non-mi-

grants are equally employed in the informal
sector. In the long run, the convergence of
migrants’ and non-migrants’ profiles can be
explained by the fact that the urban labour
force increased much more quickly than the
pace of employment creation in the formal
sector. This was essentially due to the ab-
sence of industrial take-off and, in the short
term, the implementation of SAPs that drasti-
cally reduced access to the formal economy
through downsizing in the public and paras-
tatal sectors.

Regression analysis of longitudinal data
from Bamako and Dakar further explains the
relationship between migratory status and
type of activity. Education level appears to
be a more discriminating factor than migra-
tory status in explaining entry in one or the
other sector of the urban economy. Piché and
Gingras (1998) showed that, when con-
trolling for education, the chance of a mi-
grant entering the informal sector is lower
than for a non-migrant in Dakar, whereas the
migratory status has no effect on the proba-
bility of working in the informal sector in
Bamako. Considering entry in the formal
sector in the same cities, Bocquier and
LeGrand (1998) showed that, education level
being equal, new migrants stand a better
chance of finding formal employment than
non-migrants. Again, as was suggested above
about unemployment, migrants seem to be
more competitive than non-migrants in the
formal labour market. It is also worth noting
that the place of birth (rural or urban) and the
social origin (ethnic group and caste) of the
migrant have no effect on access to employ-
ment in the two capital cities studied. A
similar study using retrospective data col-
lected in Abidjan (Kouamé and Gueye, 2000)
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showed that the chances of a male migrant
finding wage employment were 1.4 times
higher than for a non-migrant, whereas for
women the chances were equal.

Overall, these studies show that, for equiv-
alent levels of education, migrants are more
likely to begin their career in the formal
sector (and less likely to begin it in the
informal sector) than non-migrants. As a re-
sult, two ideas emerge. First, it seems that
education gives migrants more incentive to
look for better jobs in the cities. And, sec-
ondly, the key factor that leads migrants to
the urban informal sector is (lack of) edu-
cation, not migration itself. Adding to this
the fact that migrants are less affected by
unemployment than non-migrants, we con-
clude that recent research in Francophone
west Africa gives a totally different picture
from the one generally describing migrants
as ill-adapted to city life and engaged in
lower-level economic activities. Migration
could be seen as a qualifier rather than a
hindrance in the urban job market.

5. Conclusion

From the conclusions of the above-men-
tioned analyses of Francophone west Africa,
drawn from cross-sectional and longitudinal
data, it appears that migrants are not disad-
vantaged when compared with non-migrants.
From the point of view of housing and em-
ployment, migrants adapt quite well to the
city. Urban integration problems do not con-
cern exclusively migrants but all city-
dwellers. The opposition between the ‘poor,
uneducated, informally employed or unem-
ployed migrant’ and the ‘better-off, educated,
formally employed non-migrant’ is, in the
end, not supported by the facts. Certainly,
economic inequalities are important, but the
divide is not along the migration line: the
economic crisis struck the urban population
equally, regardless of origin—as noted by
other authors for Africa as a whole as early
as the 1980s (Kannappan, 1988; Jamal and
Weeks, 1993).

All urban integration surveys agree in ob-
serving that the economic crisis has in-
creased the difficulties faced by both

migrants and non-migrants in urban areas in
terms of employment, housing and family
constitution. Young people in particular ap-
pear to have more difficulties becoming inde-
pendent in all respects. The crisis and the
implementation of SAPs have made cities
and towns less desirable for migrants but also
for urban natives: job opportunities are be-
coming scarcer; urban facilities are deterio-
rating, etc. In this context, urban growth
registers signs of a slowdown largely be-
cause of the redistribution of rural–urban
migration flows. Although the urbanisation
process might differ in Anglophone Africa—
circular migration of single males is more
frequent there—results for later periods show
the same trend as in Francophone Africa
(Potts, 1995; Bigsten, 1996; Mazumdar and
Mazaheri, 2002).

To date, the effects of the recent Ivorian
turmoil are quite difficult to assess in terms
of urbanisation processes within the country
and abroad in West Africa. However, the
current economic trends in the region might
be favourable to the continuation of the di-
minishing contribution of migration to urban
growth. Furthermore, in the coming years,
the slowdown in urban growth should be
enhanced by a reduction in the natural
growth in urban areas, where, in contrast to
rural areas, the demographic transition to-
wards lower fertility is already starting. In
the end, if the slowdown in urbanisation and
urban-to-rural migration trends were
confirmed for Africa as a whole, United Na-
tions projections predicting that the level of
urbanisation in the continent would reach 50
per cent by 2025 and would continue to grow
thereafter (United Nations, 2002) should se-
riously be questioned (Bocquier, 2003b; Co-
hen, 2004). The observed trends suggest,
rather, that Francophone west Africa may
remain for long predominantly rural. Would
it be a pause in the urban transition? In any
case, it would reflect the marginal position of
Africa in a mostly urbanised world economy.

Notes

1. Bairoch (1985) estimates that the urbanisa-
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tion level of Africa as a whole was 5 per cent
in 1900, 12 per cent in 1950 and 28 per cent
in 1980.

2. This database uses a constant threshold to
define urban and rural areas: settlements with
population of over 10 000 are considered as
urban (Moriconi-Ebrard, 1994). In this
paper, we prefer to use the GEOPOLIS data-
base for comparative purposes, preferably
with the figures published by the UN.
The UN use national, non-homogeneous
definitions of urban areas, generally with a
much lower threshold (2000 or 5000
inhabitants), sometimes combined with non-
consistent administrative criteria. The
national urban definitions lead to an overesti-
mation of urbanisation levels (Bocquier,
2003a).

3. In French, this is known as Réseau migra-
tions et urbanisation en Afrique de l’Ouest
(REMUAO). The NESMUWA network was
created at the initiative of the International
Development Research Centre (IDRC) and
co-ordinated by the Centre d’études et de
recherche sur la population pour le dével-
oppement (CERPOD) in Bamako, Mali, with
the technical support of the Centre français
d’études sur la population et le développe-
ment (CEPED), the Department of Demogra-
phy of the University of Montréal and the
French Institute for Research on Develop-
ment (IRD, formely ORSTOM). This re-
search programme was financed by IDRC,
ACDI-CIDA (Canadian International Devel-
opment Agency), the United Nations Fund
for Population Agency (UNFPA) and French
Co-operation.

4. According to a 1988 UN report, almost all
governments of developing countries be-
lieved that internal rural-to-urban migration
was the dominant factor contributing to city
growth (United Nations, 1998).

5. We use the expression ‘peri-central areas’ to
designate the districts that are close to the
centres of cities. In west Africa, the centres
were generally built and first occupied by the
colonial power. Indigenous people histori-
cally occupied the surrounding peri-central
areas. At first outlying, these districts are
today quite central because of urban expan-
sion. However, their principal function re-
mains residential, whereas the centres are
mainly occupied by administrative and com-
mercial functions.

6. However, empirical studies conducted in
other parts of the developing world have
shown that migrants do not seem to face
particular difficulties when entering the ur-
ban job market: regardless of their education,
they obtain employment faster than non-mi-

grants (Goldscheider, 1983; Banerjee and
Bucci, 1995).

7. According to the NESMUWA surveys, in all
Francophone countries, between 40 and 68
per cent of migrants in urban areas were
educated as compared with 44–82 per cent of
non-migrants (Bocquier and Traoré, 2000).
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d’accès à la ressource et usage de la ressource:
une étude de cas dans le Centre-Ouest ivoirien,
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(Togo), Jasikan et Kadjebi (Ghana), Torodi,
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presses de l’Université de Montréal.

MAKANNAH, T. J. (1990) Policy measures for
stemming urban in-migration. Paper presented
to the Conference on the Role of Migration in
African Development: Issues and Policies for
the ‘90s, Nairobi.

MAZUMDAR, D. and MAZAHERI, A. (2002) Wages
and Employment in Africa. Aldershot: Ashgate.

MORICONI-EBRARD, F. (1993) L’urbanisation du
monde depuis 1950. Paris: Anthropos.

MORICONI-EBRARD, F. (1994) Géopolis: pour
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nigérienne sur les migrations et l’urbanisation:
rapport descriptif. Niamey: CERPOD.
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