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MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 19

INTRODUCTION: MIGRATION AND MODERN BOTSWANA

T
he Southern African Migration Project (SAMP) is com-
mitted to supporting basic research on the dimensions,
causes and consequences of cross-border and internal
migration within the SADC region and to making the
results accessible to a range of partners.1 We believe that a

well-informed policy-maker or official is more likely to appreciate the
workability of policy choices in the area of migration and immigration
management. Policies based on poor or misleading information will not
only fail but could have negative unintended consequences. From a
human rights perspective, we are concerned that without accurate infor-
mation about migration, decisions may be made which will violate con-
stitutional guarantees and arouse public hostility towards non-citizens. 

SAMP is also committed to conducting policy research at a regional
scale. Research in one country, such as Botswana, can be systematically
compared with the results from other SADC countries to highlight sim-
ilarities and differences, and to ascertain the degree to which govern-
ments face similar challenges of migrant management and treatment.
The information can also be useful to civil society and NGO’s as they
attempt to deal with the challenges of migrant integration and xeno-
phobia. Economic data on migration impacts can be invaluable to a
wide range of actors, including government and the private sector.

Ultimately, the successful management of migration in Southern
Africa depends on inter-governmental cooperation in data collection
and policy harmonization.2 This is a long-term goal which has been
temporarily stalled by the legitimate opposition of governments to mov-
ing too far, too fast. The SADC Draft Protocol on the Free Movement
of Persons and its more restrictive successor, the SADC Draft Protocol
on the Facilitation of Movement, have both floundered and there is lit-
tle immediate likelihood of a Protocol that it equally acceptable to all
SADC states. SAMP believes that the next step, before such a debate is
re-initiated, is to gather reliable and accurate data on the volumes,
trends, causes, impacts and remedies of migration at a regional scale.
Only then can there be informed debate and forward movement on
regional harmonization.

Botswana is a country with an unusually rich migration history.
Batswana men and women have been migrating across colonial and
international borders for decades for a multiplicity of reasons. Within
the country, post-independence economic development and growth has
been accompanied by rapid urbanization. Botswana’s current levels of
urbanization make it one of the most urbanized countries within the
SADC. As in many countries of the region, the monitoring of these



processes through the ongoing collection of migration and immigration
statistics is a challenging task. Botswana’s last census was in 1991 and
there have been significant changes in migration movements and trends
since that time. In this respect, the research community can play a vital
role in supplementing official and census data collection with sound
and representative inter-censual surveys of citizens and non-citizens,
migrants and non-migrants.

Botswana has a long and vigorous tradition of migration research.
This began with the work of the noted anthropologist Isaac Schapera in
the 1930s and 1940s, work that is still consulted by researchers today.3

Botswana’s pre-colonial and colonial history of internal and cross-border
migration has now been well-documented.4 In the post-independence
period, there have been regular contributions to understanding contem-
porary patterns and dynamics of internal and cross-border migration.5

The most notable enterprise was the Botswana National Migration
Survey in 1979. This project provided an exhaustive analysis of migra-
tion within and from Botswana in the late 1970s.6 Since that time, most
researchers have relied on data from the 1981 and 1991 censuses, sup-
plemented by local area and sample surveys. Twenty years have passed
since the NMS was conducted. The census data shows that the changes
since that time have been dramatic. Much less in known about the
changes since 1991.

In an effort to provide the government and people of Botswana with
basic, up-to-date information on migration trends, volumes, impacts,
and attitudes, in 1997 SAMP entered into a research partnership with
the International Training Programme in Population and Sustainable
Development at the University of Botswana. This publication repre-
sents the first phase of this ongoing collaboration. It brings together the
research findings from three national surveys of migration attitudes and
behaviours undertaken in Botswana in 1997 and 1998. These were: (a)
a national random sample survey of Batswana resident in Botswana at
the time of the survey; (b) a sample survey of potential skilled Batswana
migrants and emigrants; and (c) a survey of skilled and professional for-
eign citizens currently resident in Botswana.

This first chapter in this publication, by Professor John Oucho, pro-
vides an invaluable background overview of domestic and migration
trends in Botswana from 1981 to the present. He stresses the impor-
tance of accurate classification and definition of what he calls inward
and outward migration. These distinctions are vital since different forms
of migration are motivated by different dynamics and require a differen-
tiated policy response. Professor Oucho demonstrates that Botswana’s
recent migration history has been profoundly shaped by its vibrant
economy and political system. Botswana sends out proportionately fewer
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migrants for work outside the country than other SADC states and is
also a major recipient of legal skilled and professional migrants (and
increasing numbers of undocumented migrants).

As a migrant “sending and receiving” country, Botswana faces partic-
ular dilemmas and challenges. Botswana’s strategic recruiting and uti-
lization of foreign skills is a forward-looking model for other countries
in the region. There is always a danger, however, that unauthorized
migrants will become the scapegoat for social problems (as has hap-
pened in South Africa) and that they will be treated with growing
intolerance.7 This can only be countered if there is accurate information
on the nature and impact of undocumented migration. What must also
be a concern is the way in which South Africa treats Batswana citizens.
Professor Oucho shows that the volume of cross-border traffic between
Botswana and South Africa has now increased to over two million
crossings a year. Significant numbers of Batswana are overstaying their
permits in South Africa. So far, the South African government has not
responded as harshly to unauthorized Batswana as it has to
Mozambicans and Zimbabweans. But that could quickly change. It is in
Botswana’s interests that migrants do not fall foul of South African
immigration regulations.

The paper by Professor Oucho is based primarily on official statistics
and census data. This also helps us to appreciate that there are signifi-
cant gaps in official data collection and knowledge on migration and
immigration, particularly for the 1990s. After the next census we will be
in a good position to assess the changes of this inter-censual period.
However, the three SAMP/University of Botswana surveys undertaken
in Botswana to date provide a new and vital national picture of the
migration situation at the end of the 1990s. These surveys are in the
tradition of the earlier NMS and are the first round of what we antici-
pate will be an ongoing migration research enterprise in Botswana.

The second chapter by Elizabeth Mukamaambo presents the results
of the first survey. This survey instrument – SAMP’s Five Nations
Public Opinion Survey – has previously been administered in Lesotho,
Mozambique, Namibia and Zimbabwe. The results of these surveys can
be consulted elsewhere.8 Her chapter draws on this massive migration
data base to contrast the Botswana experience with that of other SADC
countries.

In general the findings about Batswana migration behaviour and
attitudes are similar to those of other SADC countries, with minor vari-
ations. For example, more than 40% of Batswana have been to South
Africa at some point (comparable to Namibians but less than
Mozambicans and Basotho). Many go often and for short visits of less
than a month. Like migrants from other countries, they go for a variety
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of reasons but mainly shopping and visiting. However, relatively few
Batswana (10%) went to work or to look for work on their last visit to
South Africa. This is the lowest figure amongst the five countries sur-
veyed. Also of interest is the evidence of considerable cross-border traf-
fic between Botswana and its eastern neighbour, Zimbabwe.

Batswana migrants are extremely law-abiding and respectful of inter-
national ports of entry. The vast majority enter South Africa legally and
with proper papers. They show little interest in permanent residence or
South African citizenship. In fact, Botswana is seen to be a much better
place to live across a range of indicators. The chapter concludes by rec-
ommending that policy-makers in Botswana, South Africa and
Zimbabwe take these results seriously and devise systems of manage-
ment that do not obstruct such legal and economically constructive
movements of people.

The third chapter by Dr Eugene Campbell focuses on a sub-set of
Batswana – the skilled and professional class. Using a mail-out survey of
a representative sample of skilled Batswana from the private and public
sectors, Dr Campbell assesses their satisfaction with conditions in
Botswana and the likelihood of their leaving temporarily or emigrating
permanently. The basic question is whether Botswana is experiencing or
is likely to experience a “brain drain” in the near future.

The survey showed that skilled Batswana have a significant “emigra-
tion potential.” Over 40% have given some or a great deal of thought to
moving to another country. Nearly 60% expressed a desire to leave the
country for up to two years; and 30% said it was likely that they would
leave for more than two years. When asked about the time frame, how-
ever, only 3% said it was likely or very likely they would leave in the
next five years. The preferred destination is the United States (27%)
followed by South Africa (21%).

The desire to move has little to do with alienation or dissatisfaction
with Botswana. Most are intensely patriotic, trustful of the national
government and committed to the development of their country. Only
a handful would ever contemplate giving up Botswana citizenship.
What skilled Batswana are interested in is not permanent emigration.
But they are interested in leaving for further study, to better their quali-
fications or for personal economic advantage, such as lower taxation or
higher wages. Domestic unemployment hardly emerged as a “push fac-
tor”, underscoring the high levels of job assurance for skilled nationals
in Botswana. This could, of course, change rapidly if Botswana went
through tougher economic times. As Dr Campbell concludes, “skilled
migration is only going to grow and the government of Botswana would
be well advised to address these issues in a proactive, rather than reac-
tive, manner.”
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The final chapter by John Oucho visits the question of skilled expa-
triates in Botswana. This is the first survey of its kind in Botswana. In
many countries, this is a very delicate political issue. Although there
was some understandable wariness on the part of respondents, the par-
ticipation rate was sufficient to allow some general conclusions to be
made. The expatriates occupy a range of posts in both the private and
public sector, come from an array of (primarily African) countries, and
are significant earners by local standards. The overwhelming majority
say that Botswana offers a better quality of life than in their own coun-
try. What is striking about Botswana (compared say with South Africa
where skilled foreign Africans complain bitterly about their treatment
by ordinary South Africans) is the lack of conflict and antagonism with
locals. The vast majority of expatriates feel they are accepted and val-
ued and report good relations with Batswana.

Although the vast majority of expatriates are classified and treated as
temporary residents, many desire a more permanent commitment. As
many as half are interested in becoming permanent residents of
Botswana and a third are even interested in renouncing their citizen-
ship and becoming citizens of Botswana. These are noteworthy findings
and demonstrate the commitment of many “expatriates” to what they
increasingly see as their “adopted country.” Few countries within SADC
promote permanent immigration and few have expatriates willing to put
down roots. In Botswana, there is clearly a case for examining whether
there would be advantages to securing the permanent commitment of
this group of highly skilled people.

In general, SAMP and its partners trust that the results of the sur-
veys reported here will help government and civil society in Botswana
to construct the knowledge base about migration that is urgently need-
ed. These findings clearly reveal the distinctiveness of the Botswana
experience with in and out migration. However, Botswana also shares
many policy concerns and dilemmas about migration with its neighbour
states. International experience shows that effective migration manage-
ment is not something that a state can unilaterally implement. A
renewed cooperative, regional, and harmonized approach (based on
sound and reliable migration data and analysis) within SADC is there-
fore essential. This publication is designed to provide the people and
government of Botswana with the information to advance confidently
towards that goal.

Professor Jonathan Crush
Dr David McDonald
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CHAPTER ONE:
BOTSWANA: A MIGRATION OVERVIEW

JOHN O. OUCHO

T
he Republic of Botswana covers an area of 581,730 square
kilometres at the centre of the Southern African plateau. It
is the same size as Kenya but has a relatively small popula-
tion of around 1.5 million people. Botswana is also a land-
locked country, bordered by Namibia in the West and

North-West, Zambia in the North, Zimbabwe in the North-East and
South Africa in the East and South. The country’s climate is continental,
semi-arid and sub-tropical, with generally low, erratic and unevenly distrib-
uted rainfall (ranging from 650mm in the North-East to less than 250mm
in Kgalagadi), much of it in the summer months November-April. 

Most of the population is Setswana speaking. However, the country
also has Bakalanga, Hambukushu, Bayei, Basarwa, Baherero, Ovambo, a
few Ndebele, Shona, and other people from neighbouring countries. As
it is not Government policy to classify people (at least in the census)
according to their ethnic groups, the people are known and classified
simply as Batswana. This fact is acknowledged by Batswana, although
some continue to refer to themselves by their ethno-linguistic groups.

Since its independence from Britain on 30th September 1966,
Botswana has remained politically stable with a relatively robust econo-
my. While many Sub-Saharan countries have witnessed economic
decline in the last three decades, Botswana’s Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) per capita has actually increased from P1,683 in 1966 to P7,863
in 1994/95, growing at an average annual rate of 6.1%.9

The major economic activities of the country are cattle rearing, for
both traditional and commercial purposes, and mining (diamonds in par-
ticular). Both sectors have provided the country with reliable foreign
exchange earnings which have, in turn, been invested in infrastructure
and social services. The country has also relied heavily on an immigrant
labour force, much of it highly skilled, in areas such as education, health,
engineering and livestock. Following South Africa’s reduced reliance on
foreign unskilled labour for its mining industry, emigration of Batswana to
that country has declined dramatically, along with remittances.

Administratively, Botswana is divided into regions and districts
(which constitute rural localities) and urban areas. It consists of nine
regions, each divided into districts. The Central region has the largest
population (412,970 in 1991), followed by Kweneng (170,437),
Southern (147, 389) North West (108,660) and Kgatleng (57,770). The
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most sparsely populated districts include Ghanzi (24,719), Kgalagadi
(31,134) and South East (43,584) (Table 1.1). Population densities vary
widely from region to region depending on the location of major urban
centres.

This chapter provides a general overview of internal and interna-
tional migration, as well as urbanization, in contemporary Botswana,
based on census data and other official statistics from Botswana and
South Africa. The next Botswana census should provide invaluable data
on trends during the 1990s. At present, these can only be inferred since
systematic immigration and migration data are unavailable.

The first section is devoted to internal migration, providing broad
outlines of the country’s demographic profile and the urbanization
process. The ensuing sections address international migration, dis-
cussing immigration and emigration respectively. 

INTERNAL MIGRATION AND URBANIZATION

In order to appreciate the underlying population dynamics of internal
migration and urbanization in Botswana, it is necessary to first examine
the demographic profile of the country and its urban-rural distribution in
some detail.

Botswana has a very small population relative to its size. The total
population increased from 941,027 in 1981 to 1,326,796 in 199110 and is
projected to reach 2,648,195 in 2021.11 This represents a total popula-
tion increase of 41% in the intercensal year 1981-1991 and a projected
99.6% in the period 1991-2021. Yet these projections, made before the
onslaught of HIV/AIDS, may need to be revised. 

Population size and growth by administrative district and citizenship
in 1981-1991 are provided in Table 1.1. Slightly more than one-third of
the population (i.e. 34.4% in 1981 and 31.1% in 1991) lives in Central
Region.

Previous analyses of urbanization in Botswana show that before 1963
only about 1.0% of Botswana’s population lived in urban centres.12 The
“proportion urban” increased to 9.3% in 1971, and 17.7% in 1991. The
average annual urban population growth rate also grew from 10.1% in
the period 1964-71, to 11.8% in 1971-81 and 13.8% in 1981-1991.13

Evidence of accelerating urbanization is also provided by urban pop-
ulation size and growth in the two decades 1971-1981 (Table 1.2). By
1971, only five years after independence, the country had only five
urban centres (using the United Nations threshold of 2000), two of
which (Selebi Phikwe and Orapa) were basically mining towns. The
urbanization process reflects the country’s settlement policy, rural-urban
migration and natural increase in the rapidly urbanizing settlements,
including urban centres where economic growth continues to spur
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accelerated urbanization.
There were seven areas designated as urban centres in the 1991 cen-

sus. These, in rank order, were Gaborone (the national capital with a
population of 133,468 in 1991), Francistown (65,244), Selebi Phikwe (a
mining town with 38,284), Lobatse (a commercial centre in the south
with 18,261), Jwaneng (10,318), Orapa (4,635) and Sowa (1,861).
Further evidence of urban primacy is the fact that 22% of the urban
population lives in the national capital city of Gaborone. Apart from
the North East and Kgalagadi regions, all other regions contain urban
centres. Except for Gaborone and Francistown, all urban centres are
outgrowths of mining activity. Yet, the concept “urban” understates the
urbanization process which of necessity includes some localities desig-
nated as villages.

The annual growth rate of the urban population between 1981 and
1991 is illustrated in Table 1.2 (column 5). Greater Gaborone (which
includes Gaborone, Tlokweng and the sprawling Mogiditshane) is grow-
ing at 10.4% p.a. The contribution of rural-urban migration to the
urbanization process is illustrated by the migration ratio in Table 1.2
(column 8). It was clearly highest in Greater Gaborone, lowest in the
villages and negative in Serowe, largely due to out-migration.14 It is evi-
dent that the tempo of urbanization in Botswana surpasses that of most
Sub-Saharan African countries.

In 1991, 45.7% of the country’s population was classified “urban”
(Table 1.3). This makes Botswana one of the most urbanized countries
in Sub-Saharan Africa. In fact, this figure under-represents the urban
population of the country due to the fact that many settlements desig-
nated as “villages” would rank as urban centres using the United
Nations definition.

While the population of mining towns increased from 40,264 (4.3%
of all towns) in 1981 to 62,015 (4.7% of all towns) in 1991, population
in non-mining towns increased from 126,001 (13.4% of all towns) to a
phenomenal 544,244 (41.0% of all towns).15 It would appear therefore
that urbanization is spurred by forces, including internal migration,
other than the magnetic pull of mining towns. These towns are general-
ly located in remote areas with very little else to offer. 

The exceptionally high mobility of the Batswana is underlined by
the fact that at the time of the 1991 census, a total of 87,732 people
(7% of the country’s population) were living in a district other than
their districts where they had been residing a year previously. Some
30% of this number moved in or out of Gaborone city, the major desti-
nation, followed by the adjacent Kweneng East district, Francistown
and Serowe/Palapye.16 Table1. 4 depicts the pattern of internal migra-
tion in 1991.
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Analysis of internal migration from the 1991 census reveals that urban-
urban migration accounted for 34.4% of the movement, rural-urban for
25.5%, urban-rural for 20.9% and rural-rural for 19.2%.17 This is inconsis-
tent with the situation in most Sub-Saharan countries where rural-rural
migration is by far the most important type of internal migration.18

Surprisingly, 50.2% of internal migrants were females. Slightly more
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Table 1.1: Population by District and Citizenship, 1971-1991

Administrative Total Population Batswana Non-Batswana

District 1971 1981 1991 1971 1981 1991 1971 1981 1991

Urban Centres 

Gaborone 18,799 59,657 133,468 16,945 54,247 121,487 1,854 5,380 11,981

Francistown 21,083 31,065 65,244 19,939 29,871 62,416 1,155 1,194 2,828

Lobatse 12,362 19,034 26,052 11,322 18,261 25,160 1,040 765 892

Selebi-Phikwe 5,259 29,469 39,772 4,724 28,026 38,284 535 1,443 1,488

Orapa 1,222 5,229 8,827 1,022 4,635 8,016 200 594 811

Jwaneng – 5,567 11,188 – 4,806 10,318 – 761 870

Sowa Town – – 2,228 – – 1,861 – – 367

Regions/Districts

Southern 80,667 119,653 147,389 79,902 119,155 146,658 765 498 731

Ngwaketse 70,211 104,182 128,989 69,674 103,767 123,365 537 415 624

Barolong 10,456 15,741 18,400 10,228 15,388 18,293 228 83 107

South East 20,324 30,649 43,584 19,965 30,097 42,395 359 552 1,189

Kweneng 62,552 117,129 170,437 62,328 116,230 168,923 224 397 1,514

Kweneng East – – 141,611 – – 140,144 – – 1,467

Kweneng West – – 28,826 – – 28,779 – – 47

Kgatleng 31,101 44,461 57,770 30,876 44,177 57,323 225 284 447

Central 215,620 323,328 412,970 213,336 321,269 409,260 2,284 2,059 3,710

Serowe-Palapye – – 128,471 – – 127,257 – – 1,214

C. Mahalapye – – 95,433 – – 94,756 – – 677

C. Bobonong – – 53,558 – – 53,139 – – 419

C. Boteti – – 35,459 – – 35,348 – – 111

C. Tutume – – 100,049 – – 98,760 – – 1,289

North East 25,074 36,636 43,354 24,471 36,168 42,694 603 468 660

North West 53,124 75,997 108,660 51,726 74,980 106,945 1,398 1,017 1,715

Ngamiland – 68,063* 57,811 – 67,400 56,881 – 663 930

Okavango – – 36,723 – – 36,437 – – 286

Chobe – 7,934 14,126 – 7,580 13,627 – 354 499

Ghanzi 11,790 19,096 24,719 11,638 18,990 24,528 152 106 191

Kgalagadi 15,117 24,059 31,134 15,030 23,904 30,971 87 155 163

Kgalagadi South – – 19,794 – – 19,659 – – 135

Kgalagadi North – – 11,340 – – 11,312 – – 28

Total 574,094 941,027 1,326,796 563,214 925,324  1,297,239 10,880 15,703 29,557

Note: * For 1981 Ngamiland includes Okavango



than one-fifth of these females were rural-urban migrants (compared
with 9.2% of males) and 20.3 percent were urban-urban movers (com-
pared with 11.8% of males).19 This is yet another feature that is incon-
sistent with the situation in most Sub-Saharan countries where males
dominate both types of internal migration.20

LEGAL INWARD MIGRATION

The concept of “inward migration” is sometimes seen as synonymous with
“immigration”, though the latter is generally limited to documented per-
manent migration, and tends to understate temporary migration into a
country. This section analyses two forms of legal inward migration: (a)
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Table 1.2: Population Size and Annual Growth Rate of Urban Population, 1971-1991

Settlement Population Size Annual Growth Rate Migrant (%) Migration Percent of Urban Population

1971 1981 1991 1971-81 1981-91 Population Ratio (%) 1981* 1981 1991

Gaborone 18,799 59,657 133,468 12.24 8.39 51,876 70.3 38.9 17.4 35.9 22.0

Francistown 21,083 31,065 65,244 3.95 7.70 19,267 56.4 29.5 9.1 18.7 10.8

Lobatse 12,362 19,034 26,052 4.41 3.19 1,923 27.4 7.4 5.6 11.4 4.3

Selebi Phikwe 5,259 29,469 39,772 18.81 3.04 2,647 25.7 6.7 8.6 17.7 6.6

Orapa 1,222 5,229 8,827 15.65 5.38 1,937 53.8 21.9 1.5 3.1 1.5

Jwaneng – 5,567 11,188 7.23 3,574 63.6 31.9 1.6 3.3 1.8

Sowa – – 2,228 – – – – – –

Tlokweng 6,653 12,486 6.50 3,562 61.1 28.5 1.9 2.1

Ramotswa 13,009 18,682 3.69 614 10.8 3.3 3.8 3.1

Gabane 2,688 5,975 8.32 1,783 54.2 29.8 0.8 1.0

Mogoditshane 3,125 14,246 16.38 6,832 61.4 48.0 0.9 2.3

Thamaga 6,520 13,026 7.17 2,574 39.6 19.8 1.9 2.1

Molepolole 20,565 36,931 6.03 5,556 33.9 15.0 6.0 6.1

Kanye 20,215 31,354 4.49 3,076 27.6 9.8 5.9 5.2

Moshupa 6,612 11,444 5.64 1,559 32.3 13.6 1.9 1.9

Mochudi 18,386 25,542 3.34 857 12.0 3.4 5.3 4.2

Mahalapye 20,712 28,078 3.09 308 5.2 1.4 6.0 4.6

Palapye 9,593 17,362 6.11 3,647 46.9 21.0 2.8 2.9

Serowe 23,661 30,260 2.49 -486 -7.4 -1.6 6.9 5.0

Bobonong 4,711 7,708 5.05 781 26.1 10.1 1.4 1.3

Tutume 3,736 9,997 10.34 2,890 46.2 28.9 1.1 1.6

Tonota 6,566 11,129 5.42 1,867 40.9 16.8 1.9 1.8

Letlhakane 5,169 8,583 5.20 1,508 44.2 17.6 1.5 1.4

Maun 14,925 26,769 6.02 5,190 43.8 19.4 4.3 4.4

Kasane 2,317 4,336 6.47 1,349 66.8 31.1 0.7 0.7

Ghanzi 3,281 5,552 5.40 1,241 54.6 22.4 1.0 0.9

Total 54,416 166,268 606,239 11.80 13.80 124,490**

Source: Republic of Botswana (1991) Population and Housing Census: Administrative/Technical Report and National

Statistical Tables, table A5, p. 209; E.K. Campbell (1995), table 3, p. 70.













OUTWARD MIGRATION

“Outward migration” refers to movements from Botswana, both perma-
nent emigration and temporary departure. The latter can be either (a)
legal or (b) unauthorized. Census data for Botswana distinguish between
not only de jure and de facto populations but also absentee citizens and
those enumerated as resident in censuses.

LEGAL OUTWARD MIGRATION

The number of Botswana citizens abroad dropped from 54,735 in 1971 to
42,015 in 1981 (representing an average annual rate of decline of 0.84%
in the decade)26 and dropped further to 38,606 in 1991.27 According to
the 1991 census, the vast majority (18,200 or 47.1% of the total) of
Batswana abroad were male migrants working on legal contracts in the
South African mines. The total number (38,626) of emigrant Botswana
citizens in 1991 represented 2.9% of the country’s population, of whom
72% were male. In 1981, some 6.1% of Botswana’s population was resid-
ing outside the country.28

Because census data does not distinguish between permanent “emi-
gration” and “temporary out-migration”, it is impossible to arrive at a
meaningful interpretation of the differences in Botswana. Comparison
of Tables 1.5 and 1.6 with Table 1.8 indicate that, in total, out-migra-
tion from Botswana in 1991 outweighed inward migration (38,624 emi-
grants versus 29,373 migrants). Table 1.8 provides useful insights into
the destinations and gender breakdown of out-migration from
Botswana. South Africa was by far the most popular destination, consti-
tuting 80% of all departures (62% of which were people working on
farms or in the mines). This was followed by Namibia and Zimbabwe at
just 6% of departures each. Women were much less likely to go to
South Africa then men (due in large part to the male-dominated mine
workforce), twice as likely to go to Namibia, and almost five times as
likely to go to Zimbabwe. It should also be noted that non-SADC
African states were cited as a destination by less than 1% of the census.

Outside Africa, Botswana emigrants were mainly in Europe, more
than three-fifths of whom were in the United Kingdom and 86% of
whom went for training and education. America was a close second to
Europe, with most again going for education. The past and current poli-
cy of the Government of Botswana is to sponsor its nationals for job-
related post-graduate training overseas in an effort to try and meet the
human resources shortage in the country. 

Several developments since 1991 lead to the conclusion that the
current picture may be rather different from that prevailing at the
beginning of the decade. The end of apartheid and the advent of
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had lived in South Africa since at least 1991 shows that the number is
quite small. There were only 1,626 applications for permanent residence
from Batswana, of which 1,321 (80%) were granted. Most of the appli-
cants were resident in Gauteng (1,365).

CONCLUSION

This chapter has provided a summary picture of inward and outward
migration to and from Botswana using official statistics from Botswana
and South Africa. While general trends and dynamics can be identified,
there are many information gaps. Data on urbanization and internal
migration is also quite dated and does not allow for a complete under-
standing of the changes of the 1990s. The chapters that follow report the
results of SAMP research in Botswana that was explicitly designed to fill
in many of the gaps through surveying inward and outward migrants
themselves.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE ATTITUDES OF BATSWANA TO CROSS-BORDER MIGRATION:
A NATIONAL SURVEY

ELIZABETH MUKAMAAMBO

T
his chapter presents the findings of the first national opin-
ion survey ever undertaken in Botswana on cross-border
migration. Based on interviews with a representative sam-
ple of 939 people from all parts of the country, the survey
provides a comprehensive overview of people’s experiences

with, and attitudes towards, out-migration. The survey also allows for
comparisons with the same survey undertaken in Lesotho, Mozambique,
Namibia and Zimbabwe and helps to provide a better regional under-
standing of migration patterns and expectations. 

The first part of this chapter describes the methodology employed to
conduct the survey. Given the size of the sample and the importance of
the topic it is crucial that a reliable and rigorous methodology be
employed and that the reader is aware of how the sample was selected.
The report then provides a detailed demographic and socio-economic
breakdown of the sample itself.

The second part of the chapter provides information on the migra-
tion histories of the interviewees (and their families) and provides
details on length of stay outside the country, purpose of
departure/return, number of visits, country of destination and modes of
entry. Section Three discusses decision-making factors around migration
and the relative importance of different variables. Section Four discusses
the desire (or lack thereof) of Batswana to leave the country on a short-
or long-term basis and discusses the “migration potential” of Batswana
as a whole. The last two sections of the chapter look at the attitudes of
Batswana towards residence in South Africa and that country’s immi-
gration policies.

In general, the findings in Botswana coincide with those of the other
SADC countries surveyed by SAMP.36 Batswana travel outside of the
country on a regular basis – and this is true of young and old, men and
women – but they tend to do so on a short-term basis for purpose-ori-
ented trips and have little interest in leaving the country on a long-
term or permanent basis. For the most part, Batswana are satisfied with
conditions in the country. South Africa is seen to be a particularly
attractive destination for economic activities, but the general impres-
sion is that Batswana prefer their home country in other respects.
Importantly, these conclusions also help to challenge the common per-
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ception in South Africa that citizens of neighbouring countries will do
anything to enter, work and live in South Africa in order to flee social
and economic chaos at home.37

SURVEY METHODOLOGY

Botswana is a relatively large country of 582,00 square kilometres, but has
a population of only one and a half million people. Moreover, 80% of this
population is concentrated in the eastern quarter of the country with the
rest of the population distributed in pockets over the remaining three
quarters of the landmass.

Apart from the general distribution, the settlement pattern is such
that most Batswana have three homes: one in their village; one in “the
lands” where agricultural activities take place; and one at their cattle
post. An increasing number of Batswana now have four homes with the
growth of large towns and cities. The movement between these areas
(especially between lands and village) is seasonal and dependent on the
level of rainfall. With 80% of the population of Botswana still depen-
dent on agriculture, most people in villages migrate to the lands areas
during the agricultural season of November-July for the purposes of
planting. They normally would remain at the lands through the planti-
ng season except for short visits to villages to get supplies or to attend
social functions like burials and marriage ceremonies. During the slack
period in agricultural activities, most people would be in villages where
no large-scale agricultural activity is permitted apart from back yard gar-
dening.

The 1997/98 agricultural year was a drought year in Botswana. As a
result, there was very little agricultural activity and most people were in
large villages or district centres during the time the fieldwork for this
survey was undertaken (June to August 1998). This made it possible to
target villages and administrative centres and sample a large number of
people in a cost effective and statistically-representative manner. Target
areas were selected on a random basis from a list of villages and admin-
istrative centres with the number of interviewees being proportional to
the population size of the stratum. Areas where the sample size turned
out to be less than 20 households were dropped from the sample to min-
imise travel costs. As a result, Masunga, which is the administrative
centre for North East District, and Tsabong, which is a centre for
Kgalagadi District, were left out from the sample. Table 2.1 provides a
breakdown of the sample by district. 

Within the selected survey centres, there were two selection proce-
dures. In the villages, where the population is more homogenous, inter-
viewers started the interviewing from the centre of the village and
worked their way outward in a spiral fashion selecting every nth
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PROFILE OF THE SAMPLE POPULATION

The one anomaly in the sample is that the gender distribution was
skewed in favour of women (56%). This is due in part to the fact that
none of the predominantly male mining areas of Orapa, Jwaneng and
Sowa were selected in the random selection procedure and that cattle
posts, which are also predominantly male, were left out of the sample.
This gender bias may also be because women are more likely to be
involved in agricultural activities which would lesson their chance of
being interviewed in villages and towns. Table 2.2 provides a breakdown
of this and other demographic data.

In terms of age, most of the respondents interviewed were in the
broad age group 20-39, accounting for 67% of the total population
interviewed. The elderly population, as represented by those 65 years
and above was only 5.5%. This is also consistent with national projec-
tions.

For the purposes of the survey, rural areas were defined as the villages
selected for survey even though at times they could be classified as
urban areas when taking into consideration their population and level
of facilities (e.g. the “village” of Ramotswa has over 20,000 residents).
Urban areas were taken as the four towns selected for the survey:
Gaborone, Francistown, Lobatse and Selibe-Phikwe. Since the selection
was based on the locality size, it is therefore not surprising that urban
areas have a larger representation than villages. As a result, 62% of
respondents were from urban and 38 % from rural areas.

A relatively low number of interviewees reported that they were
married (22%), with an additional 12% saying they were cohabitating.
Previous censuses have in fact recorded a decline in the percentage of
population in marital unions over the years, with only 23% of the popu-
lation reported to have been in marital unions in 1991. Those not mar-
ried were in the majority, making up 60% of the total sample popula-
tion, an indication of attitudes to marriage as a social institution in
Botswana. 

MIGRATION FEATURES AND FACTORS

For many generations, South Africa was a magnet for migrant labourers
from Botswana, most of whom were miners, agricultural workers and
domestic servants. The majority of these migrants were unskilled or semi-
skilled. Employment opportunities in Botswana were few. As a result, it
was assumed that at one point or another a person would find his or her
way to South Africa in search of employment. These assumptions are sup-
ported by the survey findings for this research which show that 40% of
respondents said that they have been to South Africa at least once in
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Visits to Zimbabwe were also reasonably high, with 26% of the popu-
lation saying they have visited that country on at least one occasion.
This level of visits to a SADC country other than South Africa is note-
worthy, given that results in the other countries were much lower. In
Lesotho, for example, only 1% of the sample had been to a SADC
country other than South Africa. No doubt this is a reflection of the
close connections between residents of north-eastern Botswana and
western Zimbabwe and the relative ease with which people can cross
this border. 

The frequency of visits to South Africa is another indication of the
strong cross-border activity between the two countries, with 22% of the
sample having been to South Africa ten or more times in their lives.
However, half of the sample (50%) have been less than five times and
38% of the sample stays for less than a month when they do visit, once
again underscoring the temporary nature of these cross-border move-
ments (see Table 2.4).

PURPOSE OF MIGRATION

Unlike in the past when employment featured prominently as a reason for
Batswana to visit South Africa, the most important reasons given in this
survey for visiting South Africa were shopping, visiting friends and family
and holiday/tourism (Table 2.5). Shopping may be a euphemism for buy-
ing goods in South Africa to sell in Botswana but it is likely that the
majority of these responses referred to traveling to South Africa to buy
durable goods that are either not available in Botswana or cheaper in
South Africa. Given the relative strength of the Pula against the Rand
and the intermediary charges involved with buying retail goods from
South Africa in Botswana this may be an attractive option. The high per-
cent of respondents who last went to South Africa to visit family and
friends reflects the strength of familial and cultural connections between
the two countries (particularly in the predominantly Setswana-speaking
South African province of the North West which borders Botswana), as
does the number of people who visited for travel/tourism purposes. 

Only 10% of respondents went to South Africa to work or to look
for work on their last visit. This contrasts dramatically with other
SADC countries that border South Africa. The comparable figures are
67% of Mozambicans, 29% of Zimbabweans, 25% of Basotho and 13%
of Namibians.39 Clearly South Africans have little to fear from Batswana
in terms of job competition.

The reasons for visiting Zimbabwe were similar, with the notable
exception that the highest single response was holiday/tourism with
34% of respondents giving this as the reason for their last visit to that
country. Interestingly, only 5% of respondents went to Zimbabwe to
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work or buy and sell goods and only 1% went to look for work. 
When asked why they returned to Botswana, the vast majority

(79%) simply said that their visit/holiday had ended and they wanted to
come home. Others returned home because their studies had ended,
their work contract was over, or they had sold out of their goods. Not a
single respondent said they were deported from South Africa.

MODES OF ENTRY INTO SOUTH AFRICA

One of the most prevalent stereotypes in South Africa about migrants
coming from other African countries is that they are entering South
Africa clandestinely – sneaking across the border on foot, under fences
and across rivers without proper documentation and/or overstaying their
visas. The data from these surveys presents a very different picture. As
outlined in Table 2.6, it is clear that the vast majority of Batswana cross
the border into South Africa by regular modes of transport and have
proper documentation. Fully 98% of the sample who had been to South
Africa had a valid passport on their last trip and 87% had a valid visa. It
is possible that these numbers are inflated due to interviewees not wanti-
ng to appear to have done something “illegal”, but there is no reason to
believe that these figures are not reasonable approximations of how
Batswana enter South Africa.

MIGRANT DECISION MAKING

Decisions about whether or not to leave one’s country – even for a short
period of time – are never taken easily. There are myriad factors that go
into the decision-making process and often more than one decision
maker. A large survey of this kind with pre-defined questions and
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Table 2.5: Reason for most recent visit to South Africa and Zimbabwe

South Africa % Zimbabwe %

Looking for work 3 1

To work 7 2

Buy and sell goods 2 3

Education 3 2

Shopping 24 15

Business 6 4

Visit family/friends 23 26

Holiday/Tourism 14 34

Medical treatment 5 5

Other 12 9

N=423 N=247









around the world, young male respondents were the most likely to say
that they want to migrate to South Africa on a permanent basis, with
age being the most important variable. Sixteen percent of those under
the age of 25 said it was “likely” or “very likely” that they would leave
for South Africa permanently, as opposed to only 9% of the rest of the
sample. As expected, those who are unemployed were slightly more
likely to say they want to live in South Africa than those who are
employed (13% versus 7%). The only finding that perhaps contradicts
the migration stereotype is that respondents with higher levels of educa-
tion were also more likely to want to migrate. This is no doubt partly a
reflection of the so-called “brain drain” from Botswana to South Africa
of people with university and graduate degrees, but it is also true that
those with high school education are more likely than those with only
primary or no education to want to migrate to South Africa.

ATTITUDES TO BORDERS

When it comes to questions about borders and the rights of migrants who
are in South Africa there was something of a dichotomy. On the one
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Table 2.9: Pride of Citizenship and Attitudes Towards the Government

Botswana Lesotho Mozambique Zimbabwe Namibia

It makes me proud to be called a citizen of my country (%)

Agree 97 95 98 95 96

Disagree 2 4 2 3 2

Don’t know 1 1 1 2 1

Being a citizen of my country is a very important part of how I see myself (%)

Agree 94 92 98 95 95

Disagree 3 7 2 3 1

Don’t know 3 1 1 2 2

Do you approve or disapprove of the way that your national government has performed its job

in the past year? (%)

Approve 69 45 25 62 67

Disapprove 24 44 57 28 31

Don’t know 6 10 17 10 3

How much can you trust the national government to do what is right? (%)

Just about always 33 21 17 11 15

Most of the time 24 12 17 36 36

Only some of the time 24 40 48 34 37

Never 11 23 8 8 6

Don’t know 8 4 9 9 5

Are you dissatisfied or satisfied with the way democracy works in your country? (%)

Satisfied 75 40 52 54 68

Dissatisfied 22 56 28 27 26

Don’t know 3 5 20 19 5



hand, most felt that non-citizens in South Africa should have full access
to social services like health care and housing. But these sentiments are
countered by strong support for the sanctity of borders and the right of
the South African government to determine its own immigration poli-
cies. As outlined in Table 2.11, a strong majority felt that the South
African government should have the right to place some kind of limits on
the number of people who enter the country and do not think that non-
citizens should be allowed to vote in South African elections. In other
words, non-citizens should be granted certain economic, social and
human rights but should not necessarily be granted the same political
rights as citizens of South Africa. 

These results are consistent with the findings in Lesotho,
Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Namibia and support the arguments made
in the research reports on these four countries that people from neigh-
bouring SADC nations do not simply expect the South African govern-
ment to throw open its doors to immigrants and to grant them every
right that citizens have.40 People in the region are much more sophisti-
cated in their attitudes towards sovereignty and the rights of migrants
than popular myth in South Africa would have it, and Batswana would
appear to be no different in this regard. Nor do Batswana expect special
treatment from the government of Botswana with respect to immigra-
tion rights in South Africa. 

CONCLUSIONS

The general picture that emerges from the survey is of a long history of
migration to other parts of the region and a high degree of satisfaction on
the part of Batswana with their quality of life in the country and the way
the country is being governed. In other words, cross-border migration has
been, and remains, an important past of the social and economic matrix
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Table 2.10: Likelihood of Migrating to South Africa on a Permanent Basis

How likely or unlikely is it that you would ever actually leave Botswana and go and live permanently in

South Africa in the foreseeable future? (%)

Very likely 3

Likely 6

Unlikely 18

Very Unlikely 62

Neither/Don’t know 8

Yes (%) No (%)

Desire to become a permanent resident of South Africa? 13 87

Desire to become a citizen of South Africa? 12 88

Desire to retire in South Africa? 6 94

Desire to be buried in South Africa? 4 96





of the country, but Botswana is not a place where mass, long-term migra-
tion is likely to happen in the near future.

At most, Botswana will continue to see reasonably high levels of
movement to South Africa (and to a lesser extent, Zimbabwe) for short-
term, purpose-oriented trips. These trips will likely continue to be relat-
ed to social services like health and education and/or for shopping.
Given the relatively small size of Botswana and the proximity of the
very diverse South African job and consumer market, it is unlikely that
Botswana will be able to match its neighbour in these kinds of services
in the foreseeable future. 

With respect to immigration legislation, Batswana clearly want, and
expect, to be able to travel with relative ease to South Africa and to
have full access to that county’s job market and social services, but are
also willing to accept the sovereign right of the government of South
Africa to determine its own immigration policies and to limit certain
rights of non-nationals (e.g. the right to vote in elections).

Most important of all, perhaps, is the fact that cross-border migra-
tion from Botswana to South Africa and Zimbabwe is largely legal,
using formal modes of transportation and crossing through formal bor-
der posts. It is important to try and capitalize on this regularity and to
facilitate rather than obstruct people’s temporary movements in the
region in order to try and build a humane and manageable immigration
regime for the region as a whole in the long term. 
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CHAPTER THREE: TO STAY OR NOT TO STAY

THE EMIGRATION POTENTIAL OF SKILLED BATSWANA

EUGENE K. CAMPBELL

W
hen Botswana attained independence in 1966 there
were very few “highly skilled” nationals to fill tech-
nological, managerial and other positions deemed
critical to development. The commencement of dia-
mond mining in the 1970s, and the related econom-

ic growth and development activities that followed, necessitated consid-
erable importation of foreign skilled labour to assist in the nation build-
ing process. At the same time, the government of Botswana also imple-
mented a strategy of human resource development for Botswana citi-
zens. Between 1979 and 1989, primary school enrolment increased by
66% while secondary school and University of Botswana (degree) enrol-
ment increased by 247% and 335%, respectively. Between 1991 and
1997 about P379 million was spent on human resource development,
increasing annually by 9%.41

These educational policies have managed to localize a wide range of
positions previously held by expatriates. However, income and posi-
tion/rank held by nationals do not appear to be commensurate with
that of expatriate staff. Meanwhile, job opportunities in South Africa
are often more appealing. Vacant positions in Botswana that require a
Masters degree may only require a Bachelors degree in South Africa and
salaries are often better. A further source of frustration amongst skilled
Batswana is the perceived failure of many recent University of
Botswana graduates to realize their dreams of accelerated promotion in
Botswana. 

These concerns are strictly anecdotal, however. Statistical data on
permanent emigration does not exist in Botswana (Botswana citizens
are not required to complete immigration forms when leaving or enter-
ing the country) and there has never been any systematic or representa-
tive empirical research on the more qualitative aspects of skilled emi-
gration from the country.

This study is an attempt to redress this research gap by providing
baseline data on what skilled Batswana are thinking about emigration,
whether they have emigrated in the past, and what their plans are for
the future. After a brief outline of the methodologies used, and a
description of the interview sample, the chapter discusses the “emigra-
tion potential” of skilled Batswana: i.e. how likely is it that skilled
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Batswana will leave the country, how often have they considered leav-
ing, where would they go, and so on? The chapter then assesses whether
or not this emigration potential is a concern. In other words, does
Botswana face an emigration exodus in the foreseeable future? The final
section of the chapter looks at the decision-making factors related to
emigration: what is it that keeps people in Botswana and what is it that
may motivate them to leave? 

In sum, it would appear that Botswana is not facing an immediate
“brain drain” crisis. Ongoing efforts to localize skilled positions in both
the public and private sector, continued investments in higher educa-
tion and a relatively strong economy and currency serve to encourage
skilled Batswana to stay in the country and to attract back foreign-
trained Batswana. Nevertheless, strong economies in South Africa and
Namibia, as well as opportunities in Europe and North America, com-
bined with frustrations about the lack of income parity with expatriates
and limited upward mobility could create the conditions for increased
emigration in the near future. The Government of Botswana would be
advised to monitor this situation and to generate regular and useful
information on emigration statistics and expectations.

SURVEY METHODOLOGY

The intent of the survey was to interview a wide range of public and pri-
vate sector professionals in areas deemed to be important to the develop-
ment of Botswana. For logistical and budgetary reasons it was not possible
to include every sector of the economy but the sample frame did include
the private sector, the Ministries of Education, Health, Finance and
Development Planning, the University of Botswana, the Botswana
Institute of Accounting, the Botswana Institution of Engineers, and the
Botswana Law Society. All these organizations were informed about the
study and were requested to furnish a complete list of all their members
and skilled personnel, nationwide. The information provided included
names, rank, postal address and telephone numbers. The information
from government ministries also included pay scales which helped distin-
guish between “skilled” and “unskilled” employees. 

A smaller list of interviewees was then drawn from the master list
using random selection methods, with the exception of the University
of Botswana where random sample selection was done using the inter-
nal telephone directory. This initial sampling procedure gave a list of
900 possible interviewees, 80% of whom were sent a questionnaire by
mail and 20% of whom received a hand-delivered questionnaire.

The research assistants were university students. After a week of
training, the research assistants did the actual selection of samples,
stamped, addressed and posted or hand-delivered the questionnaire

BOTSWANA: MIGRATION PERSPECTIVES AND PROSPECTS

38



packages and made follow-up telephone calls and visits to retrieve com-
pleted questionnaires within Gaborone. Each questionnaire package
included a stamped envelope for easy return of completed question-
naires to the researchers. With very few exceptions, respondents pre-
ferred to complete the questionnaires themselves. Thus the canvasser
method of enumeration was not applied, as was initially intended.
Though attempts were made to retrieve completed questionnaires from
respondents working outside Gaborone, almost all of them were
returned by post. The survey was done between 10th August and 30th
October, 1998 and the waiting period for completed questionnaires was
up to the end of November 1998.

A total of 226 people returned the completed questionnaires for a
response rate of 25.1% – a normal response rate for mail-out surveys.
The data were then entered into an SPSS database. 

PROFILE OF THE SAMPLE

As outlined in Table 3.1, the sample is drawn from a wide range of profes-
sions in the country. Education, health care and accounting make up the
bulk of the interviewees, but there are also dentists, lawyers, graphic
designers, radio producers and public relations officers included in the
sample.  

In terms of gender, 38% of the sample were men and 62% were
women (Table 3.2). This gender ratio is due in large part to the high
number of (female) nurses that responded to the questionnaire, 
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Table 3.1: Current Occupation of Respondents

Occupation Number Percent

Nursing 50 22

Accounting/auditing/finance 36 16

Other 28 12

Education (administration) 25 11

Lecturer/Professor 22 10

Teacher 16 7

Management 12 5

Statistician 12 5

Lawyer 11 5

Engineering 5 2

Dental/medical 5 2

Lab technician/analyst 4 2

TOTAL 226 99

Note: Percent columns do not add to 100% due to rounding.



however, and is not necessarily representative of the gender profile of
skilled Batswana in general. 

The average age of the sample is 37.5 years and just over half (53%)
of the sample are either married or co-habitating with a partner, sug-
gesting a relatively established demographic profile for the sample as a
whole. Respondents also have an average of 4.1 dependents and 3.2 par-
tial dependents, implying a significant degree of domestic responsibility
(financial and otherwise). 

Income levels of the sample vary considerably, from less than P2700
per month in joint household earnings to over P53,000 per month
(before tax). One in five of the respondents interviewed reported house-
hold earnings of more than P16,700 per month – a considerable income
by any Southern African standards, particularly when one takes into
account the strength of the national currency (the Pula) relative to
other currencies in the region. However, 43% of the sample is earning
less than P4,300 per month in joint household income and 36% of the
respondents said they only made it through the last 12 months by
spending some of their savings and/or borrowing additional cash. It
should also be noted that the modal point for joint monthly incomes is
approximately P6000 per month – P4000 per month lower than that of
skilled immigrants living in Botswana (see Chapter 4), giving credence
to the oft heard complaint amongst skilled Batswana that they are paid
less than skilled migrants in the country. However, the samples used in
the two studies are not directly comparable in terms of occupations so it
is difficult to draw a firm conclusion in this regard.

In terms of education, the largest portion of the sample (32%) hold a
diploma from a college while a further 26% hold a bachelors degree,
and 21% a Masters degree. Only 1% of the sample has a doctoral
degree. The majority (64%) received their highest educational qualifi-
cation in Botswana. Of those who obtained their certificates outside the
country, the UK was the most popular location (16%), followed by the
United States (10%). Although it costs less economically (and in terms
of cultural and psychological stress) to study in neighbouring South
Africa, only 2% of the sample completed their highest degree there. 

It should be stressed, however, that the self-selecting sample is not
entirely representative of the pool of skilled Batswana living in the
country. Doctors, for example, are not well represented and women are
disproportionately represented for the reasons described above.
Nevertheless, the sample is the largest and most widely representative
group of skilled Batswana interviewed to date and serves as a useful and
methodologically sound indicator of the experiences and attitudes of
this important group of people. 
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very little likelihood of a mass exodus of skilled Batswana in the fore-
seeable future. 

Interestingly, women were more likely than men to want to emigrate
and slightly more likely than men to say that there was a good likeli-
hood that they would emigrate. This could be due to the fact that most
of the women interviewed were in professions (i.e. nursing and educa-
tion) where there are many opportunities outside of Botswana but it
could also be a reflection of the growing mobility of women in Southern
Africa in general.42 In terms of age, younger respondents were more like-
ly to say that they want to migrate than older respondents. Similarly,
unmarried respondents were more likely to want to emigrate than mar-
ried respondents, as were those with few or no children/dependents.
These findings fit with international trends on migration, where it is
generally younger, single, and less attached people that are more likely
to migrate. 

There was also a slightly higher propensity amongst degree holders
to emigrate than non-degree holders. Interestingly, respondents with
higher incomes are slightly less likely to be interested in emigration -
perhaps because they are satisfied with their income situation in
Botswana. In terms of occupations, lawyers and accountants would
appear to be most the most likely candidates for emigration. 

When asked what would be the “most preferred” country to live and
work in if they were ever to leave Botswana, the most popular responses
were the United States (27%), South Africa (21%), Britain (19%) and
Namibia (8%). The rest of the responses were scattered amongst
Australasian, European and African states. When asked the “most like-
ly” destination if they were ever to leave Botswana, the same general set
of countries emerge, but South Africa becomes the most common
response (26%) and Britain drops to only 12%. Clearly, South Africa
looms large on the list of potential emigration destinations – unsurpris-
ingly given the physical proximity of the country, the cultural and lin-
guistic linkages between the two countries, and the wide range of
opportunity in a relatively diverse South African economy. 

When asked how long they would stay in their most likely destina-
tion if they “had to leave Botswana”, just over half (52%) said they
would want to stay for less than 2 years but a third said they would stay
for 2-5 years and 15% said they would stay for more than 5 years. 

LEVEL OF COMMITMENT TO BOTSWANA

A large majority of the respondents surveyed have a very strong attach-
ment to Botswana and are indeed quite patriotic. Over 80% expressed
strong feelings of pride in being citizens of Botswana and approximately
70% said they hope their children will have the same feelings towards the
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country. Another 80% said they have a “strong desire” to assist in build-
ing Botswana’s economy and society. This last point is reinforced by the
fact that 60% of respondents disagreed with the statement that “It really
does not matter where one is a citizen as long as the person has a good
quality of life” (although 34% of skilled nationals did agree with this
statement, with the rest being “unsure”).

The skilled Batswana interviewed are also overwhelmingly trustful of
their national government, with more than 90% saying that they “trust
the government to do what is right”. Another 82% of respondents
agreed with the statement that “it would be justified for the government
to pass legislation requiring citizens of Botswana to work in the country
for several years after completion of their education”. It should be noted
here that a policy of national service (Tirelo Sechaba43) has been in
effect in Botswana since the early 1980s, and has been generally well
received, which may have influenced these results. Nevertheless, the
highly positive responses are no doubt also a reflection of the generally
high levels of satisfaction with government performance and the role
that the state plays in development initiatives in the minds of the
respondents.

This commitment to Botswana is further illustrated by the very low
number of respondents (2%) who are interested in seeking citizenship
in another country. As many as 96% said they are unwilling to give up
their Botswana citizenship. Likewise, only a few would sell their house,
take all their savings, or take all their investments out of Botswana if
they were to leave the country (3%, 4% and 5%, respectively). 

The only point where respondents qualified their commitment to
Botswana was (revealingly) on issues of taxation. Less than 40% of
skilled Batswana feel the government would be justified in requiring its
citizens to pay a larger share of their income in taxes according to the
ability to pay. Indeed, only 36% consider the tax level in Botswana to
be better than that in South Africa, USA, UK and Australia and less
than 30% feel that their relative share of taxes paid to the government
is better than what applies in these other countries. Finally, less than
half of those surveyed (49%) feel the government of Botswana would be
justified in requiring citizens to pay taxes on income earned outside
Botswana. 

In sum, the majority of respondents are not interested in long-term
emigration but there are a significant number that say they would leave
the country if they had the opportunity (or were forced to leave for per-
sonal or economic reasons) and would stay out of the country for vari-
able periods of time. These figures are not cause for alarm – particularly
given the fact that very few respondents said they plan to leave in the
near future and so many are clearly committed to Botswana – but they
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comprised 27% of valid reasons for all skilled Batswana and 29% for
those who have considered emigrating. Income is a close second for
those who have considered migrating (27%) but is not quite as impor-
tant for the sample as a whole. Cost of living, a factor directly related to
income and taxation, appears as the third most important factor that
may influence a skilled Motswana to emigrate. 

Also not surprising is the fact that few respondents listed job security
as a possible reason for wanting to emigrate. In fact, it has zero effect on
those who have considered emigrating, once again underscoring the
high levels of job assurance for skilled nationals in the country.
Housing, personal safety and children’s future in Botswana also have lit-
tle effect on the consideration to emigrate, as do other social services
like public amenities, shopping and medical services, suggesting that
these may not be critical decision-making factors. 

It is interesting to note, however, that the ability to find good
schools for children in Botswana has much less effect (4%) on those
who have considered emigrating than those who have never considered
emigrating (11%). This may be due to the fact that those respondents
who have considered emigrating tend to have higher incomes and are
therefore not as likely to be able to send their children to expensive pri-
vate schools of their choice in Botswana. The fact that the ability to
find good medical services for one’s family and children in Botswana is
less a factor in the migration decision process among those who have
considered migrating is probably due to the same reason. Gaborone
Private Hospital and several private clinics in Gaborone and
Francistown offer very good medical service. 

POSSIBLE REASONS FOR STAYING IN BOTSWANA

The reasons given for staying in Botswana are essentially a reverse of
the reasons given for leaving (Table 3.8), with personal/family safety
and job security constituting the two most important factors. Cost of
living is the third factor and illustrates the polarization in attitudes on
this subject referred to above. It is noteworthy that the survey was con-
ducted at about the time that salaries of government staff and related
organizations were increased by 25%. The initial expectations which
followed this increase may explain at least some of the respondents’ pos-
itive view towards cost of living in the country. 

The second column in Table 3.8 gives the responses of those who
have “never considered migrating”. These responses are effectively the
same as the total sample and suggest a high degree of consensus amongst
skilled Batswana on the factors that would influence them to stay in the
country.
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THE ROLE OF INFORMATION IN THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS

Information plays a role in the migration decision-making process. As evi-
denced in Table 3.9, respondents who have given a “great deal of consider-
ation” to emigrating are far more likely to have obtained information
about living conditions and job opportunities in other countries on a regu-
lar basis. Whether the consideration to emigrate came first or the search
for information came first is impossible to determine from the data, but
there is a clear and very strong relationship between the two, with newspa-
pers and professional journals being a source of information for a large
majority of those who have given a lot of consideration to emigration.
Interestingly, a significant number of those who said they have not given
any consideration to emigration still seek information on living conditions
and job opportunities elsewhere, suggesting that there may be some latent
potential here for them to also consider migration. In total, approximately
one-third of the entire sample said they “often” use newspapers and jour-
nals for information on living conditions and jobs in other countries.

ABILITY TO LEAVE THE COUNTRY

The likelihood of migration is also a factor affecting one’s ability to
actually leave the country. We therefore asked respondents “how easy or
difficult it would be for them to go and work in another country if they
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Table 3.8: Possible Reasons for Staying in Botswana

Proportion of total Proportion of those who
sample who cited this said they have “never 

Reason for staying in Botswana as a possible reason for considered migrating”
staying in Botswana citing this as a reason for 

staying in Botswana (%)

Personal / Family Safety 36 39

Job Security 26 25

Cost of Living 11 11

Respondent’s Job 6 6

Taxation 6 4

Prospects for Professional Advancement 4 3

Income 5 4

Future of Children in Botswana 2 3

Ability to find Good Housing 2 3

Ability to find Good School for Child 1 –

Ability to find Good Medical Services 1 1

Being at Home 1 –

N 168 177







These largely positive results are not grounds for complacency, how-
ever. Rather, they should be seen as an indication of what Botswana is
doing well and what it is doing less well in terms of retaining skilled
Batswana. The results should be seen as a warning sign of what could
happen if the economy were to stumble, if the government were seen to
be corrupt or if personal safety were to become a problem.

The present study has succeeded in identifying the major concerns
(good and bad) of skilled Batswana when it comes to emigrating and
many of the key decision-making criteria. Future studies should expand
the number of professions interviewed and also interview policy makers
and public and private sector executives with the aim of obtaining
information on hiring practices/obstacles and attitudes towards policy
reform. What, for example, would policy makers and employers have to
say about the perceived limits of professional advancement or the
apparent differential between the salaries of skilled Batswana and skilled
immigrants? As Southern Africa heads towards a more unified and glob-
alized future, skilled migration is only going to grow in importance and
the government of Botswana would be well advised to monitor and
address these issues in a proactive, rather than a reactive, manner.
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CHAPTER FOUR

SKILLED MIGRANTS IN BOTSWANA: A STABLE BUT TEMPORARY

WORKFORCE

JOHN O. OUCHO

B
otswana became independent in 1966 with an economy that
revolved around animal husbandry and little more. When
diamond mining began in the 1970s, the country underwent
rapid transformation and the country’s economy began to
grow. Today, Botswana has one of the most vibrant and

fastest growing economies in Sub-Saharan Africa, and, as a result has
also become a major destination for migrants from all over the world –
particularly skilled migrants.

The purpose of this chapter is to assess the attitudes of these skilled
immigrants: why did they come to Botswana, what do they do in
Botswana, how long do they intend to stay. It is hoped that this infor-
mation will lead to a better understanding of the role that skilled for-
eigners play in the socio-economic make-up of Botswana and what their
plans are for the future. Are skilled people from outside the country
happy with Botswana? Is there anything that the government of
Botswana can do, or should be doing, to attract or retain skilled immi-
grants in the country?

Currently, the Government of Botswana has an informal policy of
“promotional entry” where it tries to attract skilled personnel from
other countries to fill critical areas of skills shortage (e.g. doctors, uni-
versity professors). Moreover, the Directorate of Public Service
Management has been sending recruitment missions all over the world
to recruit skilled personnel. It is critical, therefore, to have a better
understanding of skilled migration into the country and what the future
may hold. This research is the first attempt to systematically evaluate
the experiences and attitudes of skilled immigrants in Botswana and
sheds light on a wide range of issues.

The chapter consists of six sections. The first section provides an
overview of the country’s economy, population and government policy
as they relate to skilled immigration. The second section explains the
methodology used to select respondents, collect and analyze data, and
presents the profile of the sample in terms of their demographic and
socio-economic characteristics, economic status before and after immi-
gration into Botswana, and their work status in the country. The condi-
tions experienced by these skilled immigrants while living in Botswana
is the focus of section three. This discussion includes foreigners’ rela-
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tions with Batswana, their perceived treatment in the country, their
perceived socio-economic status, and their social relations and net-
works. Section four is a discussion of how skilled immigrants compare
Botswana with their home country and a third country. The responses
provide useful insights into the reasons for emigration from, and main-
tenance of links with, the home country, as well as the possibility of
returning there or moving to a third country. Section five reports on the
nature and extent of the maintenance of links with the home country.
Indices of such links investigated include periodic return home and
remittances made to the home country – their frequency, recipients and
value. Finally, the chapter offers some recommendations for policy as
well as future research.

BOTSWANA AS A MIGRATION DESTINATION

Most sub-Saharan African countries have been in economic decline for
the past two decades. 

Of the few African countries which have recorded economic growth,
Botswana has exhibited an unusual economic resilience, largely attribut-
able to its political stability and rich diamond deposits. In the three
decades since independence, the country’s Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) per capita has increased from P1,683 in 1966 to P7,863 in
1994/95,44 growing at an average annual rate of 6.1%.45 With the excep-
tion of Seychelles and Mauritius, the country also had the most impres-
sive Human Development Index of all the SADC member states (0.741
in 1993), although this dropped slightly to 0.678 in 1995.46

Incorporated in this impressive record is the development of infra-
structure. The length of tarred roads increased nearly twenty times from
219 kilometres in 1975 to 4,177 kilometres in 1995, while ownership of
motor vehicles went from 15,400 to 191,500 in the same time period.
Domestic electricity generation increased from 270 million kwh in 1975
to 1,040 million kwh in 1995 and the number of telephone subscribers
went from virtually nothing to 50,477 by 1995.47 These are dramatic
strides by any measure and demonstrate the relative prosperity that the
country and its nationals have enjoyed in the first thirty years of inde-
pendence while much of Sub-Saharan Africa has witnessed decline.
The National Development Plan 8 expects that this prosperity will con-
tinue, with real economic growth projected at 4.5% per annum over the
period 1995/96 to 2020/21, a rate higher than the growth rate of popu-
lation.48

SOURCE COUNTRIES OF LEGAL IN-MIGRATION

The importance of Botswana as an immigration country is attested by
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From these lists of professions, a random, unstratified sample of non-
Botswana citizens was generated and a total of 850 questionnaires were
dispatched in August 1998 in two ways. First, research assistants hand-
delivered questionnaires to the prospective respondents in the
Gaborone area. On delivery of the questionnaires, the research assis-
tants requested an appointment for face-to-face interviews. Where this
was not possible, respondents were asked to complete the questionnaires
and return them by mail to the research coordinator, using pre-stamped
and addressed envelopes. Second, the research assistants mailed ques-
tionnaires and followed them up after some time to determine whether
the questionnaires, in pre-stamped envelopes, had been mailed back to
the research office. By November, 1998, 140 surveys had been complet-
ed (either in person or sent in by mail). Of these, 15 had to be discard-
ed, leaving a total sample size of 125 individuals (or 14.7% of the initial
list). 

One possible explanation for this relatively low return rate (25% is
normal for most mail surveys) is that some skilled immigrants suspected
that the research was meant to elicit information which was either too
confidential or which could be prejudicial to their tenure as expatriate
workers in Botswana. Although some of these prospective respondents
called the research coordinator’s office for assurance, they were still
reluctant to complete and return questionnaires or have them collected.
Nonetheless, the sample size is adequate for purposes of providing
insights into skilled foreigners in Botswana and for application of infer-
ential statistical analysis where applicable. Most importantly, the sample
represents a broad cross-section of important skills areas (see below) and
thereby provides invaluable insight into this hitherto under-researched
group of non-citizens in Botswana.

A PROFILE OF THE SAMPLE POPULATION

The skilled immigrants in our sample originate mainly from African,
European and Asian countries (Table 4.3). Interestingly, despite the fact
that we did not sample by country of origin, our sample is nevertheless
similar to that of the universal sample of immigrants enumerated in the
1981 and 1991 censuses (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2), suggesting a high degree
of representivity and limited change in the 1990s. Approximately 60% of
the sample come from Africa, with South Africa emerging as the most
important country of origin, followed by Zambia, Zimbabwe, Ghana,
Tanzania and Kenya. Of the European source countries, the United
Kingdom emerges (not unexpectedly) as the single most important coun-
try of origin, but a striking feature of the European immigration is the
spread of origins in Western and Eastern Europe. Those of Asian origin
are dominated by India (also not unexpectedly), followed by Sri Lanka
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and Bangladesh. Finally, North America the Caribbean and Oceania are
unimportant origins, though the case of the United States is contradicted
by census data and may represent a low response rate. In racial terms,
50% of the sample was African, 36% white, 12% Asian and 2% coloured.

The official status of the sample is overwhelmingly “work permit
holder” (85%). Only one person among the respondents had permanent
residence, 3% had temporary residence and 11% hold exemption certifi-
cates. The reason for this pattern will become clear later.

As evidenced in Table 4.4, the occupational spread of the sample fits
with the targeted categories of “skilled” professions, with the largest
number of interviewees being in a medically-related field. It is also
worth noting that 90% of the sample were employed full-time in their
home countries before coming to Botswana, with an additional 8% and
1% being self-employed in the formal and informal sector respectively.

While the average age of internal migration in Sub-Saharan African
countries is 20-29 years, it is generally higher in international skilled
migration – a rule that is supported by this sample with a mean age of
42.49 This result is also consistent with the stepwise migration hypothesis
which suggests that most skilled foreigners must first have worked and
gained experience in their own or other countries before migrating to
Botswana.

Also unsurprising is the finding that the highest percentage of skilled
foreigners in this random sample are males, accounting for 85% of the
total. Men have traditionally dominated cross-border migration in Sub-
Saharan Africa and gender inequalities in terms of access to higher edu-
cation. Access to senior managerial and professional positions has no
doubt exacerbated these gender imbalances when it comes to skilled
migration. 

Nevertheless, it is equally evident that women are increasingly par-
ticipating in cross-border movements in the region and it is likely that
skilled women will come to feature more prominently in the area of
skilled migration as well.50 In fact, many of the spouses of the predomi-
nantly-male sample are already working in skilled or semi-skilled areas,
suggesting a considerable skilled cohort of women is already in place in
Botswana – if not by design then at least by default (Table 4.5). There is
also the possibility that skilled female immigrants self-selected them-
selves out of the survey by not returning the questionnaires.
Unfortunately, the census data does not allow us to cross-reference
these gender statistics.

Some 84% of the sample is married, once again underscoring the fact
that skilled migrants tend to be older and more established than non-
skilled migrants.

Of the 123 skilled foreigners indicating their academic qualifications,
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negative treatment by Batswana citizens and the (latent) xeno-
phobia that some perceive amongst the general pubic. Botswana
is not immune from these kinds of attitudes, and should there be
a significant downturn in the local economy there could be a
parallel reduction in the amount of goodwill shown to immi-
grants occupying key skilled positions. The government of
Botswana would be well advised to take a pro-active approach to
information generation and public education so as to avoid any
serious xenophobic sentiments and activities in the future. This
point applies to all types of migrants and refugees living in the
country, of course, but may require a particular strategic focus for
skilled immigrants.

• There is a need for the institutions from which the sample for
the study was drawn, as well as other institutions that employ
skilled people in Botswana, to quantify and qualify the roles of
skilled immigrants vis-a-vis those of nationals as a means of
undertaking strategic employment planning (for themselves and
the government of Botswana).

• As skilled migrant workers are generally a transient population,
they are inclined to keep moving wherever their personal and
their families’ conditions are likely to improve. Therefore, the
government of Botswana in general, and employers in particular,
should be sensitive to how their policies and policy changes on
migration compare to those of other SADC states in particular.
By not doing this, employers in Botswana will lose out to their
counterparts in Namibia and South Africa. The competition for
skilled personnel in the SADC region is becoming increasingly
intense as SADC member states try to improve their economies,
and in lieu of a more harmonized and/or regionalized approach
to immigration in the region, the government of Botswana will
need to be more cognizant of the policies and strategies of their
neighbours when it comes to attracting and retaining skilled
persons.

• While Botswana has provided a viable economic climate for
skilled immigrants and immediate members of their families, it
should complement this with a viable social climate (which
migrants currently consider to be better in their home coun-
tries). If skilled immigrants were sure that they could own hous-
es as easily as nationals, that their children and families would
have better access to good schools and medical services and that
socially they would mix easily with Batswana, they would have
less reason to emigrate or relocate from Botswana soon.

• The general satisfaction with the economy of Botswana
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notwithstanding, the declining trend in “Pula power” is a source
of anxiety. Should expatriates be paid in hard currencies such as
the US dollar or UK sterling? Should expatriates’ fringe benefits
be improved and those already withdrawn restored? Should
expatriates’ gratuities be taxed? These are questions which must
draw the attention of policy makers as changes take place in the
economic arena, especially because of the growing need for
human resources in fast developing countries such as Botswana.

In conclusion, skilled immigrants appear to be satisfied with their sit-
uation in Botswana, and although most intend to return to their home
country within a few years there is no reason to expect a mass exodus in
the near future. As long as the country remains economically vibrant,
politically stable and safe, it is very likely that skilled immigrants will
continue to remain in, and be attracted to, Botswana.

But despite these generally positive findings it is clear that respon-
dents in this survey show some concern with how they are perceived
and treated by the general public in Botswana. There is also some dis-
pleasure expressed with respect to social amenities like housing and
education. These latter points are too broad to make any specific policy
recommendations, but they do underscore the need for more detailed
and regular research to track the attitudes of skilled immigrants.

For policy makers in Botswana, this chapter will hopefully serve as a
benchmark of information for reviewing the country’s immigration poli-
cy and for addressing the fears and concerns of skilled foreigners. For
the research community, the study is but the beginning of a process that
should continue in international migration research in the region.
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