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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Bilateral Labour Migration Agreements 
(BLMAs) Southern Corridor Assessment 
provides a snapshot of the current situation for 
migrant workers traveling along the Southern 
Corridor (Ethiopians moving through Kenya, 
Tanzania, down to South Africa and beyond) as 
well as the current operational status of BLMAs, 
and all agreements that fall under this umbrella, 
throughout the corridor. 1 The assessment, 
conducted from June to September 2021, looked 
at the current country experience with BLMAs 
in actuality, identifying gaps in implementation 
and areas for improved facilitation. The 
methodology included a comprehensive Desk 
Review of the most up-to-date literature on 
BLMAs and the movement of Ethiopian migrant 
workers through the Southern Corridor, 
Key Informant Interviews with government 
stakeholders involved in writing, negotiating, 
implementing, and reviewing these BLMAs as 
well as organizations working in the labour 
migration sector, and Focus Group Discussions 
with male and female Ethiopian migrant workers 
in Countries of Transit and Destination as well 
as those who had returned to Ethiopia. 

Key findings were that out migration from 
Southern Ethiopia is complicated and region-
specific. In other words, migrant workers 
won’t stop moving until other issues such as 
unemployment, landownership, and access to 
quality education are addressed at home. As of  
this juncture and current BLMAs in effect, there 
has been little capacity within governments to 
monitor implementation of BLMAs as intended, 
but all informants know this is necessary to 
successful implementation. 2 There is unequal 
negotiating power among African governments 
with EU and Gulf countries, and extremely 
disparate perspectives on the value of BLMAs 
within the African Region. More collaboration 
between African Union (AU) and Regional 
Economic Community (REC) Member States 
(MS) can help address this. Some countries that 
are further along in their BLMAs process may act 
as mentors to countries beginning negotiations. 

1.  Bilateral Labour Migration Agreements (BLMAs) is the overarching term use throughout this report. It is an “umbrella” term or is inclusive of Bilateral 
Labour Agreements (BLAs), Memorandum of Understanding (MoUs), other bilateral agreements addressing labour migration, and framework agreements or 
cooperation agreements addressing labour migration and other migration topics.
2. All stakeholders interviewed for this study noted that there have been relatively few resources allocated within Ministries to the monitoring of BLMAs.

Some officials interviewed expressed interest in 
agreements outside of BLAs that might better 
meet their country’s labour migration needs, 
for instance country to international company 
agreements. Increased collaboration between 
MS can serve to strengthen their bargaining 
power and knowledge when negotiating future 
agreements. 

The Regional Ministerial Forum on Migration 
(RMFM) is the first ever Ministerial Forum 
bringing together two Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs), the Intergovernmental 
Authority for Development (IGAD) and the 
East African Community (EAC), for a United 
Approach on Safe, Regular and Humane Labour 
Migration in the region covered by the two 
RECs. The Forum takes cognizance of the 
fact that while a significant number of migrant 
workers from the region look toward other 
destinations such as the European Union and 
the Gulf Cooperation Council for economic 
reasons, the majority of labour movements is 
intra-regional. The RMFM’s first Communique 
Objective, which this study directly feeds into, 
is to support Member States and regional 
Economic Communities to develop, adopt, 
and implement bilateral and multilateral labour 
migration agreements within and from Africa 
with destination countries. The RMFM will next 
meet in January 2022 in Kigali, Rwanda. There 
are opportunities for additional assessments 
in other corridors in the EHOA region and 
potentially a second phase of assessment along 
the Southern Corridor, in which data collection 
is enhanced both in transit countries within 
Southern Africa and South Africa itself, in order 
to obtain more government support in the 
future. 

The project was generously funded by the U.S. 
Department of State Bureau of Population, 
Refugees, and Migration (PRM). The PRM-
funded regional migration programs are 
characterized by three pillars: migration 
management, partnerships, and migration crisis 
response.
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INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

A young Ethiopian migrant stands near her home in an 
informal settlement in Hargeisa, Somaliland, on 8 July 
2021. Photo: ©Photo: Tobin Jones / IOM

The Southern Corridor, representing migrant 
workers traveling from Ethiopia, Eritrea, and 
Somalia, through largely informal networks and 
routes to South Africa and beyond, remains a 
principally unexplored labour migrant corridor, 
with little labour migration data showing who is 
moving and why, and with few paths for regular 
labour migration. This study is a snapshot of the 
Southern corridor, looking at who is migrating, 
why they are migrating, and their experience 
in countries of origin, transit, and destination. 
The study is two-pronged, the first aimed 
at understanding the characteristics of the 
Southern Corridor as they currently stand and 
how the Covid-19 pandemic may have affected 
labour migration along this route. 

The second avenue of the study seeks 
to examine the existing infrastructure of 
Bilateral Labour Migration Agreements, how 
they were negotiated, and on-the-ground 
implementation, including all agreements falling 
under this umbrella. This is inclusive of MoUs 

and Bilateral Labour Agreements. The study  
then seeks to make recommendations for 
future implementation of agreements meant 
to formalize migrant workers pathways to 
South Africa and beyond, ultimately leading to 
a decrease in overall vulnerabilities for migrant 
workers and their families within the region. 

There is a continued lack of quality data 
regarding the Southern labour migration route 
from Ethiopia through Kenya, Tanzania, and 
further on to South Africa as a destination and 
transit country. In order to assist governments 
and governing bodies in enacting meaningful 
agreements aimed at bettering the facilitation 
of movement between countries of origin and 
countries of destination, more information is 
needed both in obtaining a snapshot perspective 
of the current Southern Route situation as well 
as barriers to establishing and enacting Bilateral 
Labour Migration Agreements (BLMAs) and 
other bilateral and multilateral arrangements 
that fall under this umbrella.
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BACKGROUND 

The EHoA Region remains highly mobile, with 
almost 820,000 movements tracked at 70 
flow monitoring points in the region between 
January and June 2021, the majority of which 
(67 percent) were motivated by economic 
reasons.3 The second largest reason given for 
migrating was stated at 10 percent and due 
to forced movements due to various reasons.  
For this time period (January to June 2021), 
the Southern corridor comprised 8 percent of 
movements in the EHoA Region.4 The Southern 
corridor includes migration from East and Horn 
of Africa through  Kenya, the United Republic 
of Tanzania, and further, towards South Africa. 
Many migrant workers do not consider South 
Africa their final destination and may use 
travel to South Africa as a jumping off point 
for further migration towards either Europe or 
North America. While the Southern Corridor 
comprised only 3 percent  of observed 
migration in the first half of 2020, it comprised 
8 percent from the first half of 2021. This 
corridor is believed to be much more highly 
traveled than figures suggest. Due to limited 
data capacity along this route, movements 
remain largely unmonitored.5 In 2009, IOM 
estimated that as many as 20,000 migrants from 
the EHoA use this route per year.6  In 2017, the 
Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat (RMMS – 
now Mixed Migration Centre, MMC) estimated 
that between 14,750 and 16,850 migrants 
travel along this route annually.7 During the first 
half of 2021, 28,090 movements were tracked 
along the Southern Route, which is more than 
twice the movements tracked in the latter half 
of 2020 (12,376).8 It is estimated that migrants 

3.  IOM, “Mid-year Mobility Overview January-June 2021”(Nairobi, 2020). Available from: https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources. /IOM_
EHoA_RoMR_Mid-2021.pdf.
4. Ibid. 
5. IOM, Regional Strategy 2020-2024 (Nairobi, 2020). Available at East and Horn of Africa Regional Strategy 2020-2024_0.pdf (iom.int).
6. per year
7. RMMS Horn of Africa & Yemen, Smuggled South: An updated overview of mixed migration from the Horn of Africa to southern Africa with specific focus 
on protections risks, human smuggling and trafficking, March 2017. Available from http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/016_
smuggled_south.pdf
8. IOM Mid-Year Mobility Overview January-June 2021.
9. IOM, Mid-Year Mobility Overview Jan-June 2020 (Nairobi, 2021). Available at IOM_RoMR_2020_MidYear.pdf (reliefweb.int).
10.  Ibid
11. Ibid
12.  2020 Mobility Overview in the East and Horn of Africa and the Arabian Peninsula (Nairobi, 2021). Available from:  https://ronairobi.iom.int/sites/
ronairobi/files/document/publications/IOM_RoMR_EHoA_2020_0.pdf.

traveling along this corridor consist mainly 
of Ethiopians (65 percent) and Somalis (33 
percent), respectively.9 The most recent data 
showed that 78 percent of migrant workers 
were going towards Kenya and 16 percent 
towards South Africa.10  Ninety-eight percent 
of migrants interviewed between January and 
June 2021 at IOM FMPs that were moving 
towards South Africa were Ethiopian.

The Southern Corridor has long been 
characterized by mixed migration flows as 
migrants migrating for economic reasons travel 
alongside asylum-seekers. The Republic of 
South Africa, as a more affluent African country, 
is perceived to be a beneficial destination for 
migrant workers looking for greater economic 
opportunities and higher pay, and finding 
employment at the destination is facilitated 
by the robust networks that exist between 
communities in the EHoA and South Africa.11 
Another pull factor unique to South Africa is 
the liberal asylum legislation that South Africa 
maintains, including freedom of movement, 
access to employment, and the provision 
of many health and education services for 
refugees and asylum seekers. This has led some 
migrant workers to claim asylum in an effort to 
gain access to labour markets and not due to 
humanitarian aspects. 

Migration along the Southern corridor tends 
to be comprised largely of young men, aged 
between 18 and 35 years old, the average 
age being 27 years old.12 Strong and long-
established Ethiopian and Somali networks to 
their homeland link the Ethiopian and Somali 



migrant communities in the Republic of South 
Africa, creating demand for a steady movement 
of labourers to work in their businesses. 

Young female migrant workers make the journey 
to the Republic of South Africa mostly to re-
join family or to get married.13 Most migrants 
workers are aided in their travel in some manner, 
either through smugglers, recruiters, family, or 
community members. Depending on the route 
selected by the smugglers or recruiters, migrant 
workers might travel through Malawi, Zambia, 
Zimbabwe, Botswana, Uganda, Burundi, or 
Rwanda to reach their final destination in 
South Africa. Many travel even further to 
Europe or North America. The Kenyan capital 
as well as Johannesburg are considered major 
hubs, where brokers or smugglers meet the 
migrant workers and plan the next phases of 
the journey. Nairobi’s Eastleigh neighborhood 
is widely used as a transit center for refugee 
and migrant communities, predominantly from 
Somalia and Ethiopia, who desire to migrate to 
South Africa for work or business.14

A major challenge in the EHoA region is the 
fact that a significant part of labour migration 
occurs outside of regulated channels. As a result, 
migrant workers face violence, harassment, and 
abuse during their journey, on arrival in the 
countries of destination, and upon their return. 
This violence is perpetrated by both local and 
foreign brokers or smugglers, recruitment 
agencies, and by their employers. 

EHoA countries have been increasingly adopting 
bilateral labour migration agreements (BLMAs) 
among Member States (MS) and externally to 
better regulate and manage labour migration 
and enhance migration benefits through greater 
cooperation. Several countries have concluded 
or begun negotiating bilateral agreements and 
MoUs with GCC and Middle Eastern countries 
such as Kenya and Ethiopia. BLMAs have also 
been used by EHoA countries to fill structural 
shortages in specific sectors, particularly highly 
skilled workers. For example, Rwanda entered 

13.  IOM, Mid-Year Mobility Overview Jan-June 2020 (Nairobi, 2021). 
Available at IOM_RoMR_2020_MidYear.pdf (reliefweb.int).
14. Ibid.
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into cooperation agreement with Kenya to 
supply English teachers following the change 
in its official language policy from French to 
English. Ethiopia has a MoU/BLA with Djibouti, 
Sudan, and South Sudan on free movement 
of people and goods. Tanzania also has a 
MoU with South Sudan for Secondment of 
Civil Servants. Although the currently existing 
BLMAs and MoUs provide a much-needed legal 
framework, these and other national, regional, 
and international frameworks and instruments 
still must prove their potential to govern 
labour migration and to substantively advance 
the protection of migrant workers’ rights as 
development and implementation of these 
agreements is still limited in the region. 

Furthermore, to better counteract the irregular 
migration from the East and Horn of Africa to 
southern Africa and to ensure that the human 
rights of migrant workers are respected and 
protected, the Governments of Ethiopia, Kenya, 
and the United Republic of Tanzania have held 
several bilateral and trilateral technical meetings 
since 2014. The latest had taken place in April 
2019 between the three countries in partnership 
with the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) and the European Union (EU). 
Upon completion of the meeting, the tripartite 
meeting delivered a final comprehensive 
roadmap to address the situation of stranded 
migrants on the Southern route. The tripartite 
roadmap contained recommendations to 
address detention conditions and to consider 
alternatives to detention, as well to prevent 
irregular migration and to support sustainable 
approaches to return and reintegration, in line 
with the objectives of the Global Compact for 
Migration.15

Concurrently, and to a larger scale, The Regional 
Ministerial Forum for Migration (RMFM), seeks 
to bring together IGAD and the EAC to take 
steps towards the harmonization of labour 
policies across both economic blocs and the 
region. 

15.“Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania Seek Solutions to Irregular Migration on 
Southern Route”IOM, 2019. Available from: https://www.iom.int/news/
ethiopia-kenya-tanzania-seek-solutions-irregular-migration-southern-
route. 
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The RMFM’s objectives are in line with:
• The Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) 8 (promote economic growth, 
productive employment, and decent work 
for all, including Target 8.8. that establishes 
protection of labour rights and promotion 
of safe and secure working environments 
for migrant workers, in particular women 
migrants) and SDG 10 (urges countries 
to reduce inequality within and among 
countries by facilitating safe, orderly, and 
regular migration and mobility of people, 
including through planned and well-managed 
migration policies). 

• Agenda 2063 for Africa.

• Revised Migration Policy Framework for 
Africa; and 

• Global Compact for Migration (GCM), 
particularly strengthening international 
cooperation and global partnership for safe, 
orderly, and regular migration (Objective 
23) as well as facilitation of fair and ethical 
recruitment and safeguarding conditions 
that ensure decent work (objective 6) are 
also resonated in the above-mentioned key 
themes and supplemented by the Migration 
Governance Framework (Mogo). 

The RMFM is also aligned to the African Union 
Constitutive Act, 2000, which recognizes 
the right to free movement of people as 
a fundamental part of integration at the 
continental and operationalized at the regional 
level through the EAC Common Market 
Protocol and the recently endorsed IGAD Free 
Movement Protocol.

To build on this Road Map and the RMFM 
Draft Roadmap for the Implementation of 
the Regional Ministerial Forum on Migration  
and other initiatives undertaken by the 
governments, IOM, and other implementing 
partners aim to regularize labour migration and 
improve protection of migrant workers along 
the southern route,  the IOM EHoA regional 
office recognized the need to conduct a study 

16. Tool for the Assessment of Bilateral Migration, 2019. Available from: https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/
documents/publication/wcms_722208.pdf.
17. Regional Ministerial Forum on Migration on “Harmonizing Labour Migration Policies in East and Horn of Africa – A United Approach on Safe, Regular and 
Humane Labour Migration.

to assess the characteristics of labour migration 
in the Southern corridor (from Ethiopia through 
Kenya and Tanzania and further onwards to 
South Africa and beyond) and labour migration 
governance frameworks at regional and national 
levels, inclusive of BLMAs, and to identify 
challenges encountered in drafting, negotiating, 
and implementing these migration governance 
instruments or frameworks using the IOM/ILO 
Assessment Tool for BLMAs.16The purpose of 
the Southern Corridor BLMAs rapid assessment 
is to contribute to the strengthening of regional 
guidance and architecture to govern labour 
migration through BLMAs as a tangible step 
towards effective implementation of the Global 
Compact on Safe, Orderly and Regular migration 
(GCM), Sustainable Development Goals (targets 
8.8 and 10.7), African Union`s Vision 2063, and 
EAC and IGAD protocols on Free Movement 
of Persons and Regional Ministerial Forum on 
Migration (RMFM)17 Objectives, and other 
relevant regional cooperation and development 
frameworks.

It must also be noted that the ongoing Covid-19 
pandemic has pushed Southern Corridor 
countries to close borders and restrict mobility, 
severely limiting migration as a livelihood 
option for thousands of people and narrowing 
its potential as an engine for socioeconomic 
growth. These restrictions could, over time, 
come to undermine free movement protocols 
in the region and potentially reverse earlier 
gains. For this reason, the study also posed the 
question of how the pandemic had altered the 
Southern corridor migration pathways or the 
perspectives of government stakeholders. 

SCOPE 
The scope of the rapid assessment focused on 
bilateral labour migration agreements, both 
in drafting, development, and in negotiation 
processes, or those concluded by the selected 
EHoA countries (Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania) 
covering labour migration between the three 
countries and towards South Africa. 
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The rapid assessment examined a broad 
range of bilateral cooperation tools for labour 
migration governance, including Bilateral 
Labour Agreements (BLAs), memoranda of 
understanding (MOUs), or other framework 
agreements or protocols for cooperation. 
The rapid assessment took stock of emerging 
trends, challenges, and promising practices 
in the preparation and drafting, negotiating, 
implementing, monitoring, evaluating, and 
revision of such (labour migration related) 
migration agreements. The rapid assessment 
analyzed the main obstacles and roadblocks 
for successful implementation of BLMAs 
and provided the basis for preliminary 
recommendations or guidance for achieving 
greater impact from BLMAs in relation to 
improving the governance of labour migration 
and strengthening the protection of migrant 
workers and members of their families. 

The rapid assessment is expected to:

• strengthen national and regional migration 
governance in accordance with the global 
and regional frameworks. 

• provide a basis for implementing partners 
and government stakeholders to strengthen 
their existing BLMAs. 

• combine with the African Union BLA 
Guidance to form a solid base for the 
establishment of new BLMAs. 

• and increase national and cross-border 
cooperation on trafficking and smuggling 
cases between investigation, prosecution, 
judiciary , and other state as well as non-
state actors.  

METHODOLOGY AND TOOLS

The research questions posted for the 
rapid assessment were centered around 
collecting additional qualitative data along 
the Southern corridor in addition gaining a 
greater understanding of the challenges and 
bottlenecks affecting both the negotiation and 
implementation of existing and future bilateral 

18. While every endeavor was made to ensure equal representation of men and women migrant workers for FGDs, 4 women (vs 9 men) in Eastleigh and 
only 1 woman in Hosanna (vs 12 men) were included in the discussions. In Hosanna, this is representative of the heavily male characteristics of Southbound 
migrant workers and even more so in terms of returns to SNNPR.

labour migration agreements.  It seeks to 
examine how governments may functionally 
reexamine existing BLMAs or enter into 
different kinds of arrangements in order to 
facilitate safe and secure labour migration for 
its citizens. 

The study utilizes the 2019 IOM/ILO BLMAs 
Assessment Tool. The tool is a joint International 
Labour Organization (ILO) and International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) endeavor. It 
was piloted in the Egypt-Italy migration corridor 
as well as the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) region to assess labour 
migration agreements from Zimbabwe and 
Lesotho to South Africa. This report seeks to 
build on the information gathered in the SADC 
report given the recency of the SADC study 
and the overlapping regions and interests. 

Data Collection Methods 

The study used qualitative methods based 
on the IOM/ILO BLMAs Assessment tool, 
including Focus Group Discussion (FGD) 
Guides for Countries of Destination (CoD) and 
Countries of Origin (CoO) as well as standard 
Key Informant Interview (KII) questionnaires 
for COOs and CODs. The questionnaires 
focused on the experiences of government and 
non-government stakeholders in the migration 
context in the countries of focus in order to 
understand the challenges that host country 
governments face in providing services to 
migrant workers, both formal and informal. 
The questionnaires also sought a more holistic 
understanding of stakeholder experiences 
when developing and implementing BLMAs. 
Each questionnaire was individually tailored to 
the interviewee to ascertain their insights into 
the Southern corridor and additional pertinent 
information to the study. In total, 48 Key 
Informants were interviewed and 2 focus group 
discussions took place; one in Hosanna, in 
Southern Ethiopia, and one in Eastleigh, Nairobi, 
Kenya.18 Due to the Covid-19 pandemic and 
other factors, including government willingness 
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to take part in interviews, on the ground data 
collection occurred in Ethiopia and Kenya only. 
Virtual sessions were endeavored in South 
Africa Tanzania and in lieu of FGDs in South 
Africa, individual phone calls and interviews with 
both migrant workers and migrant associations 
took place. 

Key Informant Interviews were targeted 
based on required questions in the BLMAs 
Assessment Tool and were tailored depending 
on if a country was a Country of Origin (CoO) 
or Country of Destination (CoD). Countries 
of transit, like Kenya and Tanzania might be 
considered either. Interviews were sought with 
representatives from the following Ministries 
and organizations:

• Ministries of Labour

• Ministries of Foreign Affairs

• Ministries of Interior

• Ministries of Education 

• Ministries of Health19 

• Public and Private Recruitment Agencies or 
Employment Agencies

• Training Institutions such as the National 
Industrial Training Authority in Kenya

• Ambassadors or Consular Representatives

• Migration focused researchers 
knowledgeable about the corridor 

• NGOs and Human Rights workers with 
knowledge of migrant worker experiences

• UN/IOM colleagues in the Nairobi Regional 
Office, the South Africa Regional Office, 
JLMP Colleagues, AVRR, DTM, RDH, IBM, 
MPA, and relevant experts in Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Tanzania, and South Africa offices. 

Every effort was made to reach out to all 
relevant stakeholders in all four countries and 
all introductions went through the appropriate 
channels within the IOM Country Offices. 
Ultimately, data collection progressed much 
further in Ethiopia and Kenya as well as with 
Ethiopian migrant workers or NGO workers 
in South Africa. Unfortunately, there were very 

19. MoHs were not included in the BLMAs Assessment Tool but were added to this study in order to garner a greater perspective in migrant worker access to 
health services and the effect of the Covid-19 pandemic on migration along the Southern corridor.

few Ministry officials in Tanzania (1) and South 
Africa (0) that availed themselves for this study. 

LIMITATIONS

Some of the limitations of the study included 
a short time frame with which to collect 
data, and limitations of government officials’ 
responsiveness and availability for informational 
interviews, in particular considering various 
restrictions on meetings and movement due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic, and the difficulty 
in identifying the right stakeholders for the 
questions from the data collection tool. The 
researchers were not able to successfully 
interview RSA government officials, which 
presents a key data limitation and loss of 
important perspective. Additional limitations 
were that the study was relegated to the 
corridor countries but did not include the 
perspectives of other countries of transit such 
as Mozambique, Zambia, and Malawi. Many 
migrant workers still travel through these 
countries. Future data collection should also 
seek to collect information from stakeholders in 
these countries to gain a better understanding 
of the overall picture of the Southern Corridor. 

The participation of so few government 
stakeholders in Tanzania and South Africa 
may offer additional opportunities in the 
future that will  focus on the inclusion of 
more government officials, fostered through 
enhanced collaboration between Country 
Offices and government stakeholders. Research 
studies such as this one can foster enhanced 
collaboration  between IOM Country Offices 
and government Ministries to ensure that rapid 
assessments or other data collection exercises 
have a well-rounded and representative voice, 
leading to more evidence-based decision-
making and strategy development in the future. 
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ANALYSIS: SNAPSHOT OF THE SOUTHERN CORRIDOR: INFORMAL AND 
UNDOCUMENTED MIGRANT WORKERS

One of the key questions arising from this study 
is what makes the Southern Corridor different 
from other labour migration corridors? In order 
to appropriately examine why migrant workers 
choose to leave home to journey south, one 
must examine the factors from Countries of 
Origin, in this case, Ethiopia.

Most migrant workers in South Africa, those 
in detention or who had been detained in 
Tanzania, and those who have returned to 
Ethiopia were found to have originated from 
the SNNPR Region, or the Southern Nations, 
Nationalities, and Peoples’ Region of Ethiopia. 
It is important to note the regional differences 
in Countries of Destination and the types of 
families that are generally migrating. In some 
senses, it may be more descriptive to name 
the corridor South Ethiopia to South Africa, 
as sending communities in Ethiopia are hardly 
homogenous. 

Why they traveled

There are some important characteristics about 
SNNPR that may facilitate southward migration 
and that are integral to laying the basis for 
understanding the motivations behind leaving 
Ethiopia. SNNPR is the third largest region in 
Ethiopia but by far the most densely populated. 
It holds some of the most densely populated 
Weredas, or districts, in Ethiopia, with two-
thirds of the 75 weredas listed in SNNPR having 
a population density of well over 100 persons 
per square kilometer.20 Wenago wereda, in 
SNNPR, hosts nearly 1000 persons per square 
kilometer. This is a population density not 
found elsewhere in the country. Notably, the 

20.  Ethiopian Demography and Health. http://www.ethiodemographyandhealth.org/SNNPR.html.
21. “Unemployment Rate in Ethiopia increased to 19.10 percent in 2018 from 16.90 percent in 2016. Central Statistical Agency of Ethiopia. https://
tradingeconomics.com/ethiopia/unemployment-rate.
22. IOM, 2017. “SCALING UP FORMAL REMITTANCES TO ETHIOPIA: The Executive Summary of a Research Study to Enhance the Volume and Value of 
Formal Remittances to Ethiopia”. https://www.developingmarkets.com/sites/default/files/Ethiopiapercent 20Executivepercent 20Summarypercent 2018.
pdf. 
23. Adugna, 2019. https://comparativemigrationstudies.springeropen.com/track/pdf/10.1186/s40878-018-0107-1.pdf.
24. Adugna, 2019. “Migration patterns and emigrants’ transnational activities: comparative findings from two migrant origin areas in Ethiopia”. Available from: 
https://comparativemigrationstudies.springeropen.com/track/pdf/10.1186/s40878-018-0107-1.pdf.

area is known for its agricultural focus but has a 
scarcity of available farmland, which may act as 
an additional “push” factor for young, landless 
youth. 

The region also hosts a high unemployment 
rate and higher youth unemployment rate as 
compared with the rest of the country. Overall 
unemployment for Ethiopia is 19.1 percent.21 
Interviews conducted under this study with 
migrant workers and researchers collecting data 
on these migrants overwhelmingly shows that 
migrants traveling along the Southern corridor 
are largely young men between the ages of 18 
and 35, are traveling from the SNNPR region, 
and are migrating for economic purposes, 
including sending remittances back home. 

The National Bank of Ethiopia states that 
Ethiopia received over $4.5 billion USD in 
remittances in 2019. Remittances from South 
Africa alone are estimated to reach a lower limit 
of $51 million and an upper limit of $157 million 
USD.22  SNNPR receives a higher number of 
remittances than other areas of Ethiopia, 
adding to the mythology around successful 
immigrants who have “made it” in South Africa 
as migrant origin households may show visible 
economic improvement in communities. Socio-
economic changes in these origin households, 
coupled with powerful stories from South 
Africa provide potent incentives to migrate. 
“Future remittances serve as collateral for a 
loan, especially for the poor, and it is used to 
finance migration.”23  Furthermore, remittances 
area seen as a structured way of diversifying 
economic means for families in Southern 
Ethiopia.24



Data collection on this population proves difficult due to the clandestine nature of movement, 
so information on numbers of migrants traveling is largely unreliable and based on conjecture. 
We do know that Ethiopians traveling along this route largely do so with the support of family 
members or members in their community. This exhibits itself both in encouraging migration as well 
as monetary and networking support. The Ethiopian Embassy estimate of Ethiopians living in the 
Republic of South Africa was approximately 50,000 in 2009, with most researchers interviewed for 
this study citing 200,000 as a more realistic estimate.25  

Below are some of the study findings, based on interviews with Ethiopian migrants in South Africa 
as well as those returned to Ethiopia, on why migrants traveled towards South Africa:

• Some Ethiopian returnees felt that education in the region is not prioritized as a means to 
overcome poverty, and that religious leaders, family members, and public servants all encourage 
and facilitate migration in some cases, as a means to economic improvement and support for 
their family members.

• There is a substantial, almost mythological focus on Ethiopians, many from their own 
communities, who have become successful in South Africa. 

• Smugglers have monetized the “South African Dream” and created networks connected to or 
not dissimilar from Transnational Organized Crime syndicates. 

• Reasons were mostly economic, but some also cited political factors. 

• Social media plays a catalyzing role in selling the South African dream. Posts may go viral that 
feature someone in the community pictured with a Range Rover. This sells the success story 
and provides further impetus for migration. 

Ultimately, the South African dream is different for Ethiopians because they already have substantial 
support networks there. This will always make it more appealing. The offers for opportunity and 
entrepreneurship are embedded in the community mythology in Southern Ethiopia. Concurrently, 
family members, church members, even teachers were cited as suggesting that young people move 
abroad to find a better life and support their families in Ethiopia. Family members may scrape 
together the money to travel or sell assets to support the migration to South Africa. They know 
that social networks, familial connections, and community success stories await them at the end 
of the journey. Interviews also showed a preference by Ethiopians for employing Ethiopians within 
South Africa, creating an almost constant need for additional labourers. In some cases, Ethiopian 
businesses in South Africa paid brokers to identify workers who could migrate from Ethiopia and 
paid these brokers for the cost of their travel. At the point of arrival, these migrants are essentially 
indentured to these businesses that paid the cost of their travel until their debts were paid. Some 
migrants told stories of others being held captive in containers on the outskirts of urban areas until 
their work had paid off their travel “loans”. 

25. In Pursuit of the Southern Dream: Victims of Necessity, Assessment of the irregular movement of men from East Africa and the Horn to South Africa. IOM, 
2009. Available from: https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iomresearchassessment.pdf. 
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“Most of the youth do not want to engage in crime so 
the only option left is migration.” Interviewee on why 

they traveled 
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One aspect of the Southern Corridor that makes it stand out from other outward migration 
destinations for Ethiopians is the profile of those traveling. 

Who is traveling 

The average Ethiopian traveling to South Africa is:

• Likely male (most informants said that 90-95 percent of migrant workers traveling are male).

• A few women are seen, but they travel in different ways.

• There is an upward trend in the number of female migrant workers to South Africa.

• They are between the ages of 18 and 35, there are some discrepancies here as there is a trend 
of stating a younger age when detained, as migrant workers know that minors are treated 
differently in the system and may be processed more quickly. 

• The vast majority are from the SNNPR region. 

The numbers of overall migrant workers traveling as well as the percentage of women who are 
traveling was a major point of discussion for all key informants. The study found a few more 
nuanced positions. 

The numbers of overall migrant workers traveling as well as the percentage of women who are 
traveling was a major point of discussion for all key informants. The study found a few more 
nuanced positions. 

Women Migrating South

1. Women are traveling, they are just traveling in smaller numbers and using different methods. 

2. Most women are traveling for marriage. 

3. Most women travel in a more clandestine manner or fly into a Southern African country such as 
Mozambique, to be processed into South Africa by smugglers there. The journey is faster, safer, and 
thus more expensive. The faster journey that doesn’t go overland is also considered much safer. 3 
days vs. 3 months. 

4. Immigration officials or those working with Ethiopians in detention state that there are almost no 
women. Almost all returnees (who were mostly returned from detention abroad) were men. 

5. Women may travel using even more embedded networks, so traveling to Kenya to stay for a few 
weeks, staying with a “brother”, or travel to a more southern town to pose as someone’s new wife. 
They may travel from family to family along the coast over longer periods of time than the men. 
This may be one reason why there are not as many women in detention in countries of transit like 
Tanzania. 

6. One researcher noted that some women traveling by land have mentioned the trade of sex as a 
means to cross borders. 

7. Women were also less likely to return home as they often would establish families and business 
ties in South Africa. The ones who had returned home did so because of experiences with divorce, 
abuse, or robbery in South Africa.
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“Women melt into households and then travel slowly down south.” 
Country of Transit NGO

8. For those women traveling for marriage, or the majority, expenses for their travel were paid either by 
the groom or by family members in SNNPR. 

9. Chain migration occurs, whereby men will first travel by land, with their wives and potentially 
families following later, after enough money has been raise for their journey. 

10. Some returnees noted that there is a shifting trend where more women are traveling to RSA, as 
women are believed to be more reliable in sending money back to Ethiopia.

11. One male FGD participant noted that there were only 4 Ethiopian female migrants among the 
230 male migrants who boarded his boat from Tanzania. He did not see the women after that. He 
noted that brokers keep women away from the rest of the male migrants and that they are much 
more prone to both sexual and physical abuse by brokers. 

“Female migrants who have a partner in SA, they can travel within 3 
days, others take 3 months and can end up in prison, it depends on if 
the families of migrants are well respected  - they have the probability 
to reach SA in a short time, depending on the broker.” Ethiopian 
researcher  

“A huge majority of women are no longer using S Route by land  - it’s 
absolutely easier to take flights from Nairobi to Cape Town – then 
can get travel documents and passports there.” Country of Transit 
NGO worker

“Women fly directly from Addis to Kenya but you have to pay a lot to 
180,000 rand per person – in Ethiopian money it’s maybe 700,000 Bir, 
this is constant figure every time.” Ethiopian researcher 

 *180,000 Rand is approximately $12,000 USD and 700,000 Birr, approximately $15,000. 
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For the majority of migrant workers moving 
south (men), the trip could often take 3 or more 
weeks and exposed them to extreme weather, 
abuse, and various vulnerabilities. Each country 
often had their own brokers, one in Kenya that 
would hand the migrant workers over to the 
person in Tanzania. Travel may be facilitated by 
a combination of family members and brokers, 
with a different broker in each country. This 
also exposes the migrant workers to additional 
pressure points for payment or blackmail as 
brokers in each country may often extort 
additional funds. Borders between Southern 
corridor countries are often very long and very 
porous. In Kenya, Ethiopians are not required 
to obtain a visa to travel in country, so in some 
ways this may further facilitate their movement 
south to Tanzania. 

How they traveled

• Majority are going overland through Moyale 
and then further down to Isiolo, then further 
to “down Kenya” in Nairobi then further 
south. Malawi, Zambia, Mozambique were 
all countries of transit that were noted. 

• Some paid brokers 100,000 – 200,000 ETB. 
Other quotations from more recently were 
200,000-300,000 Bir.26  

• Travel was often legitimized or “sanitized” in 
Southern Africa as a means of moving on to 
Europe or North America. Legal documents 
such as visas  obtained in South Africa, 
Mozambique, etc. 

• Travel may be regular at some point, irregular 
at others. Not all or nothing. 

• Lorries, foot, and land transport were the 
main methods of travel, with some maritime 
smuggling. 

• Several informants noted that migrant 
workers who make it to South Africa will 
need to undergo mandatory labour services 
in order to pay back the amount for their 
travel. In some cases, migrant workers were 
kept in closed facilities in townships in order 
to pay off their debt. 

26. $2000-$4000 USD and $4000-$6400 Bir, respectively for land travel.
27.  The concept of vulnerability can be understood to mean that some people are more susceptible to harm, relative to others, because of exposure to some 
form of risk. The type of harm to which they are more susceptible varies it may be psychological, physical, environmental, etc. Risk factors depend on the type 
of harm being examined and may or may not overlap. (IOM, The Determinants of Migrant Vulnerability, https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/
our_work/DMM/MPA/1-part1-thedomv.pdf).

• Some migrant workers may spend the first 
few years paying off their expenses for 
traveling.

Arrival in the Republic of South Africa 

South Africa is the only African country with 
a progressive, urban refugee policy, where 
refugees are not confined to camps. This 
may serve as initial attraction for migrant 
workers moving there. Ethiopians may apply 
for asylum at border offices, or in country. 
The Department of Home Affairs is entirely 
electronic at the moment and all services are 
conducted virtually. This creates pressure points 
as these people do not have access to services 
and may lead to additional criminal activities 
such as those procuring legal documents.  Most 
migrant workers interviewed did not hold any 
legal status in country, and a few had their 
asylum cards. The majority of migrant workers 
remain undocumented for significant lengths of 
time, and in the case of some interviewees, up 
to 28 years. 

The issue of banking in South Africa presents 
an important hurdle for Ethiopians in country. 
Within asylum or refugee status, one is 
not authorized to open a banking account. 
Solutions geared towards obtaining legal status 
and therefore the ability to open bank accounts 
would be an effective way of regularizing the 
mostly informal remittance sector. Because of 
the informality in keeping wealth, it is spread 
between various businesses and in cash. 
When unrest targeted some Ethiopians in 
urban townships, some lost everything they 
had accumulated over many years, sometimes 
decades of work in South Africa.  

Vulnerabilities Faced When Traveling 

Migrant workers traveling over land face a 
plethora of vulnerabilities as they travel, women 
often facing more risks than men.27  Some of the 
vulnerabilities mentioned by informants were:
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• Detention was one of the most frequent 
vulnerabilities mentioned. 

• Physical, verbal, and sexual abuse. Both 
men and women reported being physically 
abused by their brokers. 

• Very little, if any access to medical services. 
Most migrant workers in detention were 
held in very poor conditions with little to 
no protection against Covid-19.   

• Men returned to Ethiopia reported physical 
and verbal abuse, starvation, stress, 
hardships while travel, including walking long 
distances in 40-degree heat, and exposure 
to the elements and wild animals.

• There are added vulnerabilities faced with 
detention, including lack of communication 
with family, lack of sanitary items, etc. 

• Women faced rape and sexual and physical 
abuse by their brokers.

The varying approaches of countries of 
transit were of particular note, in Kenya, one 
representative from the Ministry of Interior 
mentioned that “we don’t put victims of human 
trafficking in detention”. Migrant workers are 
keenly aware of the differences in approach to 
undocumented immigrants in each country and 
they and brokers choose pathways with this 
knowledge. 

Systemic characteristics of travel along 
the Southern Corridor 

There were some systemic characteristics 
of travel and how different countries treat 
undocumented migrant workers that are 
of note. Most migrant worker do not carry 
or present documentation, citing EAC free 
movement protocol in some circumstances. 

In Kenya, it was mentioned that the community 
often plays a role in helping to move people, 
transporting on motorcycles or through 
fields, where in Tanzania, it was noted that 
the community serves as the main source 
for turning unlawful immigrants into the 
immigration or police. This is one prohibitive 
factor that prevents migrant workers from 
integrating into the community in Tanzania as 

well, as they are viewed as unlawful and often 
turned in. 

Kenya views unlawful entry more as an 
administrative offense, Tanzania as a criminal 
offense, and this is very explicit to migrant 
workers. In Kenya, one official noted that Kenya 
made it an administrative offense because they 
know they are a country of transit. In Tanzania, 
migrant workers are detained and sentenced, 
with little consistency or uniformity in the time 
that people are sentenced to, some ranging 
from 3 months to 2 years. After serving their 
sentence, however, migrant workers were not 
released into the community but often left to 
languish in prison until some mechanism of 
return is raised by donors or the Ethiopian 
government to return them to their place of 
origin. 

In Kenya, some informants noted that there is 
also a systemic lack of capacity to ensure that 
migrant workers detained are given services or 
rights enshrined in the constitution. They may 
be asked to wait longer in detention without 
being sentenced and lack interpreters to fully 
understand what and why they are being 
indicted. One informant noted that they may 
be held for 48 hours or even longer while the 
judicial system works through caseloads or 
looks for interpreters. 

There are varying capacities for dealing with 
migrant workers in each country. A country 
of transit immigration official noted that 
some Ethiopian migrant workers were found 
in a neighboring country, whipped, and then 
brought to their country, where they integrated 
into the communities around there. 

Much of law enforcement is not equipped to 
determine whether or not someone is being 
smuggled or trafficked, so the tendency is to 
detain in these circumstances. South Africa and 
other countries in Southern Africa often hold 
a greater focus on immigration as opposed to 
irregular migration. Several informants noted 
that sensitization training on smuggling and 
human trafficking as well as vulnerabilities that 
migrant workers face en route considerably 



aids in the capacity of immigration officials in 
day-to-day dealings with migrant workers. 
Those that have been trained or have more 
experience notice when a lorry that is filled 
with animals may actually contain smuggled 
migrant workers. It is with these checks that 
the more astute immigration officials may find 
30 people being smuggled inside the lorry. 

Tanzania takes a regimented, purely legal 
approach when it comes to unlawful entry, 
counter-smuggling, and trafficking, etc. When 
asked how they are viewing countertrafficking 
and attempting to address irregular migration, 
the replies center around the legality or non-
legality of entry. “We have laws against this” 
quoted one official. 

Regardless of the vulnerabilities that migrant 
workers face along the way, there is a larger 
question as to whether the “pull” to South 
Africa is so great that migrant workers detained 
and forcibly returned will seek to raise money 
and attempt the endeavor a second time. There 
is evidence of this occurring, with IOM and 
NGO workers who focus on detained migrant 
workers along this route having seen second-
timers. This speaks greatly to the desire to 
travel. 

Because of the irregular and clandestine 
movement along this corridor, it is difficult to 
ascertain how many migrant workers make 
it and how many are detained and forcibly 
returned along the way. Once in South Africa 
there does seem to be a focus on at least trying 
to obtain legal documentation or asylum or 
refugee status, but it is generally recognized that 
few and far between actually obtain it. Most 
migrant workers interviewed noted feelings of 
futility when discussing any hope of obtaining 
legal resident  status in South Africa, some after 
many years of attempts, even decades.  

Arrival and experience - Access to 
services in South Africa

Because of the informal nature of travel and the 
continued undocumented status of Ethiopians 
in South Africa, almost every informant noted 
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that it is difficult to comprehend the accurate 
number of Ethiopians residing in South Africa. 
One informant conducting research on 
Ethiopians in South Africa estimated that 5 
percent  of Ethiopians in SA have a work permit 
or steady permit; the rest being categorized 
under asylum or refugee status or without 
documentation. These are estimates, however, 
so the true number of Ethiopians living in RSA 
remains unknown. 

Another Ethiopian migrant worker in SA 
revealed that he had applied for refugee status 
beginning in 2008, received that status one year 
later, had applied for residency after 5 years, 
but even with constant follow-up with DHA 
has gained little traction.

Migrant workers continue to be vulnerable 
to hardship once in South Africa. The vast 
majority, if not all migrant workers go into small 
business, starting from the bottom of the ladder 
in terms of rights. The labour can be demanding 
and risky, particularly within the context 
of xenophobia in South Africa. Ethiopians 
were noted by interviewees as extremely 
shrewd businesspeople, with generally good 
relations among host communities because of 
the understood acumen for business. Many 
informants noted that even with a small amount 
of money, businesses in RSA can flourish. One 
Ethiopian researcher noted that there have been 
substantial increases of Ethiopians and Eritreans 
at South African universities, exhibiting upward 
mobility in Ethiopian populations within South 
Africa and attraction of different educational 
levels of migrant workers  to South Africa. 

Many interviewees noted that the majority 
of Ethiopians in South Africa are men, one 
mentioning that “Even in my church, it looked 
like an army.” There is an upward trend of more 
chain migration of women traveling either to 
meet their husbands or those traveling for 
marriage. There is also now a visible second 
generation of children born to Ethiopian 
migrant workers in South Africa. Birth in South 
Africa does not automatically confer citizenship, 
and most births from undocumented parents 
go unrecorded. 

Rapid Assessment Southern Corridor
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The nature of Ethiopian business in South 
Africa warrants further study of its own. 
IOM found that approximately 5 percent  of 
migrant-owned businesses in 2020 were owned 
by Ethiopians.28 The study also established 
that most respondents did not have regular 
documentation status that would allow them 
to reside and legally run businesses or hold 
bank accounts in South Africa. Only 6 percent  
of respondents had business permits, with 
12 percent  having work permits.29 Again, a 
consequence of not being registered means 
that most migrant workers and their businesses 
are not able to hold bank accounts, meaning 
they also have little to no knowledge of direct 
tax payments like VAT. This may lead to added 
perceptions by South African citizens that 
immigrants do not make a positive economic 
contribution to their host communities.30 

Many informants mentioned the power of social 
capital in growing Ethiopian businesses in South 
Africa. One researcher mentioned that because 
of the informal business sector, Ethiopians are 
able to override the formal sector because 
of their social capital, networks, and bonding. 
Informants also mentioned groceries as the 
newer line of business for most Ethiopian 
migrant workers. Once a migrant worker starts 
a shop, they can use social networks to move 
stock from elsewhere. Community members 
can also provide loan services based on trust. 
The formal sector in South Africa is unable to 
compete with this type of capital, just because 
of administrative costs alone, often giving 
Ethiopian migrant workers a leg up on other 
local businesses. This was also mentioned to 
have consequences down the line in terms of 
providing further reasoning for xenophobic 
rhetoric. 

28. International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2021. The socioeconomic contributions of migrant business owners in South Africa’s informal urban 
settlements and inner-city areas: A case study of the city of Johannesburg. IOM Pretoria. 
29. Ibid.
30. Ibid. 
31. Statistics South Africa, 2018.
32. Statistics, SA, 2020a.
33. Statistics, SA, 2021. Available from: http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=14415.

Consequences of Success and 
Economic Hardship in South Africa 

South Africa, particularly over the course 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, faces substantial 
socioeconomic issues among its own 
population. Statistics SA reported that in 2015, 
55.5 percent of the South African population 
could not afford to meet their basic needs.31 
South Africa ranks number one in the world 
for income inequality, with unemployment 
rising to 30.1 percent in the first quarter of 
2020.32 Youth unemployment in South Africa 
is even higher, marking those aged 15-24 as the 
most vulnerable in the South African labour 
market with over 63 percent unemployment 
in the 1st quarter of 2021.33  More recently, 
unemployment has continued to rise to a 
record-breaking 44.4 percent , which includes 
people who are available for work but not 
looking for jobs.

“They have that community that 
works closely together and if you 
look at nature of business – looks 
like they operate in cartels. Even 
when they buy things they buy in 
bulk as a group and even here in 
Durban there’s a whole street of 
shops for Ethiopians. Somehow 
it draws attention to them – so 

it almost makes them more 
vulnerable to xenophobic attacks.” 

Migrant and Refugee service 
provider in South Africa
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This has profound effects on the perception of 
all immigrants in South Africa by South African 
citizens, and especially those there informally, 
or considered by many, unlawfully. This has 
exhibited itself in xenophobic rhetoric, attacks, 
and legislation

The South Africa Refugee Amendment Act, 
effective as of January 1, 2020, requires that 
asylum seekers report to the Refugee Reception 
Office within five days of arriving in South 
Africa, otherwise they may be excluded from 
refugee status. Those who enter South Africa 
‘illegally’ risk being excluded from applying 

for asylum as well.34  It also bans them from 
engaging in political activity both in South Africa 
and in their home countries. While proponents 
note that the amendment is in response to 
fraud in the application system and therefore 
a security consideration, critics call the 
amendment a “paper wall”, effectively removing 
most opportunities for undocumented migrant 
workers to gain legal status. 

Most migrant workers contacted for interviews 
were both undocumented and had tried 
many times, sometimes over the course of 
decades to obtain legal resident status. There 
is a perception that the Department of Home 
Affairs purposefully does not process Ethiopian 
paperwork efficiently, specifically, because of 
perceived prejudice against them. 

While South Africa’s auditor general estimates 
the backlog at the initial asylum application 
stage as being seven years, asylum seekers 
may wait anywhere from between one to ten 
years in order to have their claim to asylum 
finalized, which typically results in final rejection 

34.  “Refugee Amendment Act Explainer”. Available from: https://scalabrini.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Refugee-Amendment-Act-Explainer.pdf.
35. South Africa: Living in limbo: Rights of asylum seekers denied | Amnesty International. 2019.

considering the 96% rejection rate of asylum 
applications.35 This means that refugees and 
asylum seekers are left to their own self-reliance. 

Because of waiting times with DHA, just 
having an appointment in and of itself may 

become a person’s legal paperwork. This will 
still preclude, however, a migrant worker from 
opening a bank account. The government will 
provide them with a document only if they have  
first procured that appointment. Additionally, 
this leaves considerable space for corruption 
and the targeting of these migrant workers via 
extortion over lacking the appropriate business 
and personal paperwork. Many migrant workers 
mentioned having to pay bribes and that police 
officers in certain areas consistently targeted 
their shops for both extortion and looting. 

“Getting a legal document from 
home affairs is really a nightmare. 
The process has been tightened – 
become so restrictive.” Ethiopian 
migrant worker in South Africa

“Sometimes it’s a bit difficult 
to justify our existence here.” 

Ethiopian in SA

“It’s very difficult to stay- in this 
time of times in South Africa it’s 
changing from day to day, and 
personally, myself, I’m someone 
who is on the spot all the time 
with local business associations 

and sometimes I clash with police. 
Life is in danger most of the time. 
I don’t really encourage Ethiopians 
to come from East Africa because 
some people are exposed due to 

xenophobia and hate of foreigners. 
The country is changing from bad 
to worse.” Ethiopian migrant in SA.
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The pandemic has wrought additional economic 
instability throughout the region, culminating 
in unrest in 2020 and 2021. Ethiopian migrant 
workers and their businesses were targeted in 
some urban areas in this unrest. One community 
leader in Durban stated that 80 percent of the 
Ethiopians he knew in and around Durban had 
their shops burned or vandalized in recent 
looting and rioting. 

Some informants noted that there are now 
various reasons that Ethiopians might want to 
travel back to Ethiopia. For some, the violence 
and targeted xenophobic attacks have made the 
South African dream untenable. 

There were notes of kidnapping for ransom, 
constant harassment, and bribe requirements 
by police, in addition to general insecurity 
throughout the country. Some migrant workers 
who had been involuntarily returned to Ethiopia 
said they would not likely re-migrate to South 
Africa – others said they would if it got bad 
enough. This is unlikely, however, to stop the 
flow of Ethiopians coming from the Southern 
regions.

Access to Social Services along the 
Southern Corridor and in Country of 
Destination

All interviewees noted that Ethiopian migrant 
workers have an extensive network of support 
in South Africa. They take care of themselves, 
recreating social services in many aspects when 
the undocumented nature of most migrant 
workers prohibits them from accessing services 
in SA. When a person is sick, money is collected 
from the community. Because most migrant 
workers are not documented, they cannot 
go for maternity and delivery or access freely 
available public health services. They are forced 
to fundraise for private doctors, giving birth as 
some migrant workers noted, in the house if 
they cannot raise the funds. 

The Ethiopian consulate in South Africa covers 

36. Benton, Meghan, Jeanne Batalova, Samuel Davidoff-Gore and Timo Schmidt. 2021. COVID-19 and the State of Global Mobility in 2020. Washington, D.C., 
and Geneva: Migration Policy Institute and International Organization for Migration.
37. Ibid.

7 countries and provides a range of services 
from consular, to diaspora and legal services. 
Consulate support often extends to translation 
for those caught in detention. The Ethiopian 
community in South Africa is aware and grateful 
for the services provided by the Consulate 
there. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and the 
Fallout 

The Covid-19 pandemic is likely the most drastic 
worldwide disruptor of migration patterns in 
modern history. It has dramatically changed 
the broader context in which people travel and 
considerations for what a “protected” border 
entails. It has also magnified the importance of 
cross-border travel for migrant workers and 
the role of formal and informal intermediaries, 
such as smugglers, brokers, and employment 
agencies.36   By mid-July 2020, IOM estimated 
that the pandemic had left nearly 3 million people 
stranded (likely an underestimate). In Sub-
Saharan Africa, the restrictions on movement 
coupled with detention and quarantine measures 
have left thousands of stranded migrant workers 
in precarious situations.37    

Some informants noted that migration along 
this corridor slowed to at least less than half 
what it was at the start of the pandemic. Likely 
taking longer and becoming more expensive 
for migrant workers wishing to move. For 
migrant workers abroad, many contracts were 
not honored, workers were sent back to their 
country of origin or chose to return to their 
home countries, feeling that it was better to face 
this new threat at home than abroad. Many left 
their places of employment without receiving 
compensation for services rendered in the rush 
to close borders.  One person working for a 
recruitment agency noted that at the outset of 
the pandemic, when borders were closed, some 
of the people they had recruited to send to 
GCC countries were grounded and decided to 
travel informally regardless. 
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Access to personal protective equipment (PPE) 
is few and far between when traveling along the 
Southern corridor and conditions along the way, 
especially for men traveling in crowded spaces, 
are often extremely conducive to the spread of 
Covid-19. In some cases, interviewed migrant 
workers were given masks or other PPE by 
their brokers facilitating their movement south. 
Migrant workers are inherently more at risk and 
less likely to receive both tests and vaccines. 
Most countries along the southern corridor did 
not have free and available testing. When testing 
was available, it was too costly or only given by 
the government in the instance that a person 
had symptoms. The government in Ethiopia 
was noted to have made a substantial effort 
to ensure that the shelters holding returned 
migrant workers were up to standard and in 
adherence to Covid-19 mitigation protocol. 

South Africa instituted non-pharmaceutical 
interventions against the pandemic as early 
as March 26, 2020, otherwise known as 
lockdowns. Undocumented migrant workers 
in South Africa had little access to public 
services or protection before these stringent 
lockdowns, which further deteriorated their 
situation in-country. With the allowance of 
only essential services, those who operated 
outside of those essential services, especially 
day labourers, were left without a source of 
income. In April of 2020, 47% of households 
in South Africa reported running out of money 
to buy food. It is estimated that approximately 
90 percent of Ethiopians residing in some 
South African urban areas were self-employed, 
so the population was hit particularly hard by 
the economic downturn. Some businesses also 
collapsed due to the breakdown in supply chain 
within South Africa. Service providers noted 
that the need for assistance was so great that 
migrant workers that were previously self-
sufficient or skilled workers, also sought out 
assistance from the Ethiopian community due 
to economic hardship. 

Testing along the route for informal migrant 
workers would have been very rarely available. 
In Kenya and Tanzania, Covid-19 tests would 

have been too costly for traveling migrant 
workers if available at all. In South Africa, 
Ethiopian migrant workers stated they did 
not know where to get a covid test, but some 
service providers noted that tests are free to 
those who report symptoms. 

In South Africa, some services are free and if 
you have asylum or refugee status you may 
access them, but this would have affected few 
Ethiopians if only 5 percent of them in urban 
locations hold any kind of formal status. Under 
the South African Constitution, all have access 
to health services, but practice on the ground 
is quite different with issues of discrimination 
or challenges in irregular migrant workers 
accessing services. Migrant workers are much 
more likely to forego medical treatment when 
residing in a country informally. This may lead 
to further vulnerability from suffering from and 
spreading Covid-19, working against the best 
interests of the state administered public health 
efforts. Yet still, some community providers 
felt it an uphill battle with the Department of 
Health in South Africa to obtain services for 
refugees and migrants. Covid-19 presented 
and still does present governments with the 
opportunity to increase migrant worker and 
family access to medical institutions and social 
protection measures, given the government 
knowledge that denial of access to health 
services can be self-defeating in mitigating the 
spread of the pandemic. 

Ethiopians, however, still had the tight-knit 
community to serve as an ad hoc healthcare 
provider for private services in the event of 
illness, which may account for why there were 
few perceptions of fellow community members 
suffering or dying from Covid-19. 

On-going lockdown restrictions, however, did 
not stop the movement of people. Rather, it 
has created a new informal economy around 
the forging of PCR tests to circumvent payment 
for those needed for travel. 

Vaccine availability is increasing throughout the 
continent and the corridor. As of the writing 
of this report, the continent has vaccinated 



8.67 people against Covid-19 per 100 people. 
South Africa, hit considerably harder than the 
rest of the continent is at 24.4 doses per 100 
people, Kenya at 5.51 doses per 100 people, 
and Tanzania at 0.5 doses per 100 people, given 
one of the most delayed vaccination campaigns 
starts in the world.38 

Currently in South Africa, anyone may walk 
into a facility to obtain a vaccine. Focus on 
increasing uptake among Ethiopian community 
members should be community oriented and 
derived. Most Ethiopians interviewed in South 
Africa had not been vaccinated yet but they had 
known of a few people who were on their way 
to get theirs or received theirs. Personally, they 
did not see an available path for themselves, 
presenting itself as a highly potential entryway 
into reaching this community in vaccination 
campaigns. 

For informants of this study there was a 
perception that smugglers might have halted 
efforts at the beginning of the pandemic, 
regrouped, retrenched, and reinvented 
themselves to begin smuggling migrant workers 
southward again. Some informants noted a 
perception that the Ethiopians in detention had 
all been sent back to Ethiopia, and then hearing 
of a sudden influx of these migrant workers in 
detention again. This was mentioned by several 
interviewees, alluding to the perception that 
the pandemic may have further commoditized 
the southward smuggling trade. 

There was an enhanced call by many parties 
to include access to health services in future 
BLMAs. 

Overall,  workers in transit along the Southern 
Corridor have very little access to health 
services. Once they arrive in South Africa, 
they are left to their own capacities and that 
of the community to access private services, 
if they remain informal migrant workers 
without paperwork. There is no international 
instrument protecting the rights of health for 
migrant workers. Numerous international 
instruments, international law, and many 

38.  Number of administered coronavirus (COVID-19) vaccine doses per 100 people in Africa as of September 11, 2021, by country. https://www.statista.
com/statistics/1221298/covid-19-vaccination-rate-in-african-countries/
39. IOM Regional Report currently under publication (2021).

national constitutions, and laws, however, 
recognize and/or refer to the right to health and 
social security and they can be used to apply 
the principle of health protection and rights 
moving forward.39 In South Africa, the right to 
have access to health care services is a basic 
human right guaranteed by the Constitution. 
Section 27 of the Constitution provides that 
everyone has the right to have access to health 
care services, including reproductive health care 
services and no one may be refused emergency 
medical treatment.  Again, this does not always 
translate into access on the ground, however, 
and some migrant workers reported challenges 
in accessing treatment and care without legal 
documentation. 

Political Will and Opportunity of the 
Moment 

The Ethiopian Prime Minister, Ahmed Abiy, 
spoke in South Africa in January 2020 just before 
the pandemic hit to the Ethiopian diaspora in 
South Africa. Here there were also discussions 
around creating a Joint Task Force to come up 
with solutions for the informal movement of 
Ethiopians to South Africa. 

From the South African side and according 
to many key informants, it is not viewed as 
politically feasible to openly discuss labour 
migration in South Africa. There is hope 
that once the Ethiopian labour migration 
policy has been completed this may be 
more feasible as there are likely going to 
be relevant action points within this policy.   
There did seem to be, however, a mutual 
recognition of the issues that arise with more 
informal movement between Ethiopia and 
South Africa. There may, in the future, be a 
common desire to formalize these pathways 
both in the interest of protecting migrant 
workers and addressing the illicit sectors and 
actors that come into play when movement 
is rendered informal and underground.  There 
does seem to be a degree of goodwill between 
the countries as they recognize the issues each 
other are facing. 
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LABOUR MIGRATION GOVERNANCE AND FRAMEWORK OVERVIEW 
IN SOUTHERN CORRIDOR 

“The government of South Africa tried their level best to 
accommodate some of the challenges facing undocumented 
Ethiopian migrants in SA.” Ethiopian Key Informant on South 
Africa response to undocumented migrant workers

BLMAs and other arrangements are listed 
below, recognizing the multifaceted ways 
that CoOs and CoDs may seek to formalize 
labour migration between them. BLMAs create 
legally binding rights and obligations governed 
by international law and describe in detail the 
specific responsibilities of, and actions to be 
taken by, each of the parties to accomplish their 
goals. MoUs are usually non-binding frameworks 
which may be more general in content, referring 
to broad principles of cooperation, concepts of 
mutual understanding, goals, and plans shared by 
the parties. Framework agreements may cover 
a broad range of migration topics in addition 
to labour migration, such as irregular migration, 
readmission, and development cooperation.40  
It is generally recognized that BLAs represent 
the more ideal agreements based on the legally 
binding nature and preferably, detailed guidelines 
on the implementation of these agreements. 

Bilateral labour agreements, according to the 
IOM/ILO tool, create legally binding obligations 
governed within international law and are 
more specific and action-oriented than other 
agreements. Memoranda of Understanding 
usually are non-binding agreements, which 
set out a broad framework of cooperation 
to address common concerns. There may be 
a preference for MoUs in some areas because 
they are easier to negotiate and implement, 
as they do not require ratification. As MoUs 
and BLAs are a type of BLMA, the inputs 
necessary for formulation and implementation, 

40. Bilateral Labour Migration Agreements in African Union States: taking stock and the way forward. Available from: https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/
public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/wcms_721949.pdf. 
41. The EAC is comprised of 6 states: the Republics of Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan, the United Republic of Tanzania, and the Republic of Uganda, 
with its headquarters in Arusha, Tanzania.

are similar to BLAs or other arrangements. All 
are theoretically tailored to the nature of the 
needs of CoOs and CoDs. They may include 
seasonal workers agreements; contract worker 
and project-linked worker agreements; trainee 
agreements or other short-term training 
programmer; cross-border worker agreements; 
working holiday maker schemes; sector-based 
schemes; and skill-based schemes, such as the 
Kenya/UK BLA on Health workers. 

To understand the study analysis of how 
BLMAs are currently being implemented along 
the Southern corridor, it is necessary to first 
lay the groundwork on the ways the Regional 
Economic Communities, or RECs are set up 
in their migration governance framework, how 
they interact with each other, and how this may 
affect the future implementation of BLMAs or 
other types of agreements. 

The African Union recognizes 8 different 
Regional Economic Communities (RECs): 

• Arab Maghreb Union (UMA)

• Common Market for Eastern and Southern 
Africa (COMESA)

• Community of Sahel–Saharan States (CEN–
SAD)

• East African Community (EAC)41 

• Economic Community of Central African 
States (ECCAS)

• Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS)
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Iftin Musa, an Ethiopian migrant, stands 
outside of her home in one of Hargeisa's 
informal settlements in Somaliland on 7 
June 2021. Photo: Tobin Jones / IOM
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• Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development (IGAD)

• Southern African Development Community 
(SADC).

• Southern African Development Community 
(SADC).

The EAC is viewed as the most integrated 
regional economic block based on the African 
Regional Integration Index (ARII) 2019, 
measuring REC integration based on five 
dimensions:

• Free movement of people

• Infrastructure integration

• Macroeconomic integration

• Productive integration

• Trade integration

The EAC scored particularly high on the free 
movement of people indicator – the highest on 
the continent. This is attributed to the fact that 
EAC citizens are able to move freely within the 
region with valid travel documents. Additionally, 
very few EAC Partner States require visa before 
arrival for non-citizens.42 Conversely, SADC 
ranked lowest on REC integration. 

The Global Compact on Safe, Orderly, and 
Regular Migration (GCM) lays the groundwork 
for Regional Economic Community integration 
as well as partnership between Member States 
and extra continental partners such as other 
countries or companies. Under the auspices 
of the United Nations, the GCM covers all 
dimensions of international migration in a 
holistic and comprehensive manner. The non-
binding document respects states’ sovereign 
right to determine who enters and stays in 
their territory while demonstrating a global 
commitment to international cooperation 
on migration.43  In 2018 more than 160 
world governments unanimously adopted the 
historic GCM framework, which is consistent 
with target 10.7 of the 2030 Agenda for 

42. “EAC Takes the Lead as the Most Integrated Block in Africa”. https://www.eac.int/press-releases/1764-eac-takes-the-lead-as-the-most-integrated-
bloc-in-africa.
43.  Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration, IOM. https://www.iom.int/global-compact-migration.
44. Sustainable Development Goal 10.7 is to facilitate orderly, safe, and responsible migration and mobility of people, including through implementation of 
planned and well-managed migration policies.
45. As of the writing of this report, 33 out of 55 countries have signed the FMP and 4 have ratified it.

Sustainable Development.44 Furthermore, 
migration is cross-cutting across all Sustainable 
Development Goals, with at least ten out of 17 
goals containing targets and indicators that are 
directly relevant to migration or mobility. 

The GCM Framework is designed to support 
international cooperation on the governance 
of international migration; provide a 
comprehensive menu of options for States from 
which they can select policy options to address 
pressing issues around international migration; 
and to give states space and flexibility to pursue 
implementation based on their own migration 
realities and capacities. As a follow up to the  
GCM, the International Migration Review Forum 
(IMRF)  is set to meet again in 2022, presenting 
an opportunity for more action-oriented 
planning towards implementation. The IMRF will 
(1) provide an opportunity for Member States 
and other relevant stakeholders to discuss and 
share progress on the implementation of all 
aspects of the GCM; (2) provide a space for 
a policy debate focusing on challenges in the 
implementation of the GCM; and (3) result in a 
Progress Declaration.

African Union 

African Union Frameworks where BLMAs 
may fall under include the African Union 
Agenda 2063, the AU revised Migration Policy 
Framework, and the AU Free Movement of 
Persons Protocol.45 A key concern requiring 
attention by the African Union and a common 
approach across the AU membership is 
promoting rights-based bilateral labour 
migration arrangements (BLMAs) that ensure 
protection and decent work for all Africans. 
The AU wished to develop guidelines that will 
assist the Member States and the Races in 
concluding appropriate BLMAs.

The Draft Guidelines on Developing Bilateral 
Labour Agreements were validated by AU 
Member States, RECs and Workers and 
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Employers Organizations on the July 22, 2021. 
ILO is currently working on the translation 
into AU languages in preparation for the AU 
Specialized Technical Committee on  Social 
Development, Labour, and Employment for 
approval in October or November.

The Revised Migration Policy Framework for 
Africa (Revised MPFA) was endorsed by the 
AU Member States and Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs) in 2016. This provided 
for the establishment of regular, transparent, 
comprehensive, and gender-responsive labour 
migration policies, legislation, and structures 
at the national and regional levels aimed at 
resulting in significant benefits for countries of 
origin and destination.46 Ethiopia, Kenya, and 
Tanzania are all participating states.  

EAC Migration Governance Framework 

The EAC Free Movement Protocol may serve 
as a model for other RECs in Africa. The East 
African Common Market Protocol (CMP), 
which provides the free movement of labour, 
has helped to facilitate labour mobility within 
the sub-region. From the Situational Analysis 
for Labour Migration in the East African 
Community (2021): 

“The free movement of persons and labour was 
initially a founding principle of the East African 
High Commission in 1967 and was reaffirmed 
in article 104 of the EAC Treaty in 1999, which 
makes express provision for the free movement 
of persons, labour, services, and the right of 
establishment and residence.47 In 1999, the 
EAC also launched its community passport 
which permits nationals of EAC Partner States 
to travel within the EAC and to a multi stay 
of six months validity in any of the Partner 
States.48  In 2017 the electronic East African 
46. Draft Roadmap for the Implementation of the RMFM 2020.
47. EC Regional Migration Report above n 69 at p. 33 and article 104 of the EAC Treaty above n 71.
48. EC Regional Migration Report id at p. 33.
49. EAC, EAC to start issuing EA e-Passports January 2018, (7 April 2017), accessible at: https://www.eac.int/press-releases/148-immigration-and-labour/754-
eac-to-start-issuing-ea-epassport-january-2018.
50. The East African, Rwanda to phase out old passports in June 2021, (14 August 2020, ), accessible at: https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/news/east-
africa/rwanda-to-replace-passports-with-east-african-e-permits-1919136. 
51. Ibid. 
52. SIHMA Report above n 7 at p. 34.
53. Ibid.
54. East African Community One-Stop Border Posts Act (2016) (OSBPs Act).
55. Ibid, Section 3.
56. East African Community Common Market (Free Movement of Persons) Regulations (2009).

passport was introduced and is to replace 
national passports of the Partner States and 
further boost the free movement of persons 
in the region.49  It has been rolled out by the 
majority of Partner States.50  The timeframes 
for the phasing out of old passports is unclear 
and is likely to vary in each Partner State — for 
example, in Rwanda, the electronic passport 
will replace old passports by June 2021. 51”

“Allied to the free movement of persons and 
labour framework within the EAC, Partner 
States have agreed to harmonize labour and 
employment legislation and to progressively 
achieve the right of establishment for EAC 
nationals through the development of 
complementary policies.52 These include the 
recognition of educational attainments, the 
harmonization of social security benefits, the 
regulation of the movement of family members, 
and the creation of an East African central 
for productivity and employment promotion.53 
The EAC has also enacted the East African 
Community One-Stop Border Posts Act54  
(OSBP Act), with the stated objective of 
enhancing “trade through the efficient 
movement of goods, persons, and services” 
within the EAC.55 Separately, the movement 
of refugees within the EAC is governed by the 
East African Community Common Market 
(Free Movement of Persons) Regulations.” 
Regulations.56” 

Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development 

IGAD, or the Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development, has also recently endorsed the 
“Protocol on Free Movement of Persons in 
the IGAD Region.” The REC has formulated 
two migration policy frameworks, both of 
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which aim to realize the development potential 
of migration. These are the IGAD Regional 
Migration Policy Framework (IGAD-RMPF), 
adopted in 2012, and the IGAD Regional 
Migration Action Plan (MAP) 2015-2020 
formulated in 2013. The Protocol on Free 
Movement of Persons in the IGAD region 
adopted by the 72nd extra-ordinary session 
of the IGAD Council of Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs of IGAD members states, under Article 3 
General Principles, states that citizens of IGAD 
MS shall enjoy the protection of the law of the 
host Member State guided by the fundamental 
principles and rights at work, equal treatment 
regarding working conditions. It further states 
that such protections under the law shall be 
gender-responsive and child-sensitive regarding 
rights to education, health, and other services. 
It calls for Member States and IGAD to devise 
instruments and mechanisms for protection 
of migrant workers against unfair recruitment 
practices including by intermediary bodies 
including private recruitment agencies and 
public employment services. 

South African Development 
Community 

The Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) has adopted a new Labour Migration 
Action Plan (2020-2025) as part of efforts to 
promote skills transfer and match labour supply 
and demand for regional development and 
integration.

The Action Plan, adopted through the 
Employment and Labour Sector in the Region, 
is in line with the new SADC Employment and 
Labour Policy Framework 2020-2030, which 
seeks to address decent work deficits, including 
unemployment and underemployment, 
which continue to undermine prospects of 
productive structural transformation and 
poverty eradication in the Region. Member 
States committed to do this through enhanced 
application of fair labour standards and more 

57. “SADC convenes virtual meeting of Ministers of Employment and Labour and Social Partners”. Available from:
58. “Bilateral labour migration arrangements in two Southern African Development Community corridors”. IOM, 2020. https://www.sadc.int/news-events/
news/sadc-convenes-virtual-meeting-ministers-employment-and-labour-and-social-partners/.

effective cooperation between governments 
and the organizations of employers and workers, 
while considering the pressing challenges such 
as increased inequality, climate change and 
labour migration.57 

BLMAs have been employed by South Africa 
as a Country of Destination sparingly and 
previously, as a mechanism for addressing 
labour shortages in South African mines. At the 
writing of the BLMAs Assessment in the two 
corridors in the SADC Region, South Africa 
indicated that the country had no intention 
to conclude new bilateral labour agreements 
and that they prefer MoUs, as many countries 
now do, as the primary vehicle to establish and 
maintain bilateral labour migration relations.  
58Accordingly, some government officials 
view BLMAs as obsolete instruments lacking 
the flexibility and relevance to current issues 
affecting the labour market system in Southern 
Africa. 

Analysis from the Southern Corridor study 
shows that some informants view the free 
movement protocol both as a help and as a 
hindrance in the effort to formalize migration 
pathways. Migrant workers are freer to move for 
at least part of the journey because neighboring 
countries may not require visas for a certain 
period of time, but once traveling further south, 
these migrants are often forced underground 
at some point along the corridor. As countries 
along the corridor treat migrant workers 
disparately from one another, the more migrant 
workers move under clandestine conditions, 
the more they are open to obtaining forged 
documentation. This further allows for the 
increased ease of obtaining forged documents 
and can complicate efforts to formalize these 
labour mobility pathways in the future.  

Regional Ministerial Forum on 
Migration (RMFM)

The Regional Ministerial Forum on Migration 
involved Member State Ministers from Kenya, 



Uganda, The Republic of South Sudan, The 
Republic of the Sudan, Ethiopia, the Federal 
Republic of Somalia, Djibouti, The Republic of 
Rwanda, and The Republic of Burundi together 
working with other high-level government 
representatives to harmonize labour migration 
policies in the region.59 It was established to 
accelerate the free movement agendas, and to 
provide a platform for dialogue intra-regionally 
and inter-regionally particularly with the Gulf 
States (as well as EU and others in the long run). 
Participating States signed a Communique and 
a Call for Action Priorities (2020-2023), with 
a Draft Road Map setting priority actions for 
harmonization of labour migration policies for 
safe, orderly, and humane labour migration. 

 The RMFM is a platform to elaborate common 
approaches and build on good practices 
generated by countries like Kenya, Uganda, 
Ethiopia, and Rwanda. These countries have 
made significant efforts towards strengthening 
labour migration policies, regulating private 
recruitment agencies, negotiating Bilateral 
Labour Mobility Agreements (BLMAs), 
and establishing labour market information 
systems. They have also strengthened 
education and TVET systems used for skilling 
and reskilling, to address the needs of both the 
labour market and their migrant workforce. 

“The RMFM calls on countries to cooperate 
towards establishing a common platform for 
engagement between countries of origin, 
transit, and destination on labour migration, 
as well as to enhance inter-state, intra and 
inter-regional cooperation for strengthening 
the protection of the labour, social and 
human rights of African migrant workers in 
destination countries.” stated Mohammed 
Abdiker, the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM)’s Regional Director for East 
and Horn of Africa.60 

The six objectives of the RMFM for 2020-
2023 include:61

59. “Regional Ministerial Forum on Migration”. IOM. Available from: https://www.iom.int/regional-ministerial-forum-migration-east-and-horn-africa-rmfm.
60. “Ministers from East and Horn of Africa Pledge to Harmonize Labour Migration Laws to Protect Migrant Workers’ Rights”, IOM, 2020. https://reliefweb.
int/report/world/ministers-east-and-horn-africa-pledge-harmonize-labour-migration-laws-protect-migrant.
61. https://www.iom.int/regional-ministerial-forum-migration-east-and-horn-africa-rmfm.

1. Support Member States and Regional 
Economic Communities (RECs) to 
develop, adopt and implement bilateral and 
multilateral labour migration agreements 
(BLMAs).

2. Promote common African policy 
responses to implement existing legal and 
policy frameworks; formulate new policy 
responses where protection gaps have 
been identified and involve multilateral 
stakeholders and development partners to 
protect the human, social, economic, and 
labour rights of African migrant workers in 
countries of origin, transit, and countries 
of destination.

3. Establish or reinforce existing labour 
market information systems within Africa 
to identify labour market needs for migrant 
workers and strengthen the capacity 
of labour market institutions on labour 
migration.

4. Introduce harmonized standards and tools 
for data collection, analysis and monitoring 
on international labour migration in Africa 
to encourage quantitative and qualitative 
research on labour migration and its inter-
correlated issues and facilitate evidence-
based labour migration policymaking.

5. Governments to enhance inter-State; 
intra and inter-regional cooperation for 
implementation of the AUC/IOM/ILO Joint 
Labour Migration Program.

6. Governments to support the overall 
strengthening of social security and welfare 
institutions in Member States in order to 
extend social security to migrant workers, 
promoting in particular the mainstreaming 
of gender and disability issues, induced 
mental health and psychosocial issues 
through access and portability regimes 
compatible with international standards 
and good practice.

26
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The harmonization of labour migration laws 
across the region, which will allow for the free 
movement of people here and beyond, will 
also ignite economic development and boost 
transfer of skills within the region. Harmonizing 
these regulations would also serve to increase 
migrant worker protections and prevent 
exploitation of labour through unfair practices 
such as excessive working hours, passport and 
document confiscation, confinement, denial of 
salary, and physical and/or sexual abuse.  

The COVID 19 crisis presents us with an 
opportunity to reimagine human mobility 
for the benefit of all while advancing the 
commitment of the 2030 Agenda of leaving 
no one behind and the Agenda 2063 
Aspirations for a prosperous Africa. Through 
the support of our international partners, 
the NP is committed to working with 
stakeholders towards the implementation of 
the GCM through a whole of government 
and society approach. The Global Compact 
on Migration provides an effective framework 
for international migration in all its dimensions 
which can be leveraged to help states respond 
to the mobility aspects of the COVID 19 crisis 

through inclusive preparedness, prevention, 
response and recovery measures that protect 
migrants’ human rights and enhance the 
positive development of human mobility. . 

Tripartite Roadmap  - Ethiopia, Kenya, 
and Tanzania on Irregular Migration & 
Cross-Border Cooperation

In 2019, the Joint Initiative ( JI) funded a 
tripartite meeting between Ethiopia, Kenya, 
and Tanzania on irregular migration. All 
signatories signed off on a “Roadmap” to initiate 
further collaboration.  The Roadmap outlined 
next steps to improve detention conditions 
and alternatives to detention, to strengthen 
efforts to prevent irregular and dangerous 
migration, to further identify sustainable 
approaches to return and reintegration, 
and to identify follow-up mechanisms for 
the trilateral meetings. There has not been 
a formal follow-up to this Roadmap but 
individual signatories have made efforts to 
adapt some of the strategies mentioned. This 
presents an excellent opportunity for further 
discussion and collaboration. 
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Overview of current BLMAs and other umbrella agreements  

Table of existing BLMAs among Southern Corridor Countries

Country BLMAs State of Implementation Other Labour 
Migration Strategies 
or Policies

Ethiopia Qatar

Jordan

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
(KSA)

Bahrain

Lebanon (draft)

MoU with Djibouti, Sudan, 
& South Sudan 

BLMAs for domestic workers are 
currently in implementation with 
workers traveling abroad, even with 
the slowdown from covid. 

There are not sufficient 
mechanisms to ensure adherence 
to migrant protections and correct 
implementation of BLMAs. 

Proclamation on 
Overseas Employment 

Kenya BLAs with Qatar, KSA, 
UAE, Rwanda for sending 
teachers, and new 
healthcare worker BLA with 
UK. 

BLAs with GCC countries are 
currently in implementation with 
workers traveling abroad, even during 
covid. 

There are not sufficient 
mechanisms to ensure adherence 
to migrant protections and correct 
implementation of provisions within 
the BLAs. 

The new agreement with the UK 
was facilitated by the MoH and MoL 
and has fairly extensive provisions for 
migrant protection. 

Tanzania BLAs with Jordan, Qatar, 
KSA, UAE

Could not determine functionality 
on the ground but 

*South Africa currently has standing, older BLAs and MoUs with some regional entities but 
researchers were not able to gain access to government officials for this study to gain a more 
complete picture. 

BLMAs Assessment Findings

Existing Agreements

The Draft Roadmap for Implementation of the Regional Ministerial Forum on Migration (RMFM) 
recognizes the potential of Bilateral Labour migration agreements to serve as a primary instrument 
through which labour mobility may be formalized.62  It also recognizes, however, the alignment 
gaps between existing BLMAs on the African continent and international standards, particularly 
with regard to the provision of adequate social protection for migrant workers. An examination 
of how BLMAs are currently being implemented in the countries along the Southern corridor, 
is of particular interest. This also lends itself to a greater understanding of the barriers to 

62. This falls under Objective 1: “Support Member States and Regional Economic Communities (RECs) to develop, adopt and implement bilateral and 
multilateral labour migration agreements (BLMAs), within and from Africa with destination countries, investing in institutional mechanisms and arrangements 
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implementation of BLMAs other arrangements in the countries along this corridor, given that no 
current agreements are in motion. 

As there are no existing BLMAs between countries along the Southern Corridor, this study first 
examined stakeholder experiences with existing agreements in order to extrapolate what might be 
necessary for future implementation. A greater understanding of the experience of Ministries and 
migrants working under existing BLMAs also gives insight into the political appetite, or lack thereof 
for implementation of future BLMAs. Annex A contains a general line of questioning regarding the 
BLMAs throughout the lifecycle of their implementation: General BLMAs Questions, Preparation, 
Negotiation, Implementation, Monitoring, and Evaluation.

BLMAs Implementation Cycle

The BLMAs Implementation Cycle must be viewed in concurrence with the Cycle of Migration, 
both illustrated below. 

BLMAs Implementation Cycle 

Cycle of Migration 

by establishing appropriate institutional, inter-institutional, and cross-border institutional mechanisms and arrangements to support and facilitate labour 
mobility agreements which incorporate reference to health and wellbeing of migrants during all phases of migration.”

Preparation 
and Drafting

Negotiation

Implementation
Monitoring 
& Evaluation 

Revision 

BLMAs
IML and Human 

Rights Law
Migrant 

Worker Health 
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The study analysis is presented within the entirety of the BLMAs cycle, however the bulk of analysis 
is centered in the implementation part of the cycle, as this speaks the most relevant conversations 
with BLMAs stakeholders along the corridor. In fact, because there is a dearth of existing BLMAs 
as well as collaboration throughout the process, many informants felt ill-equipped and unlicensed 
to discuss BLMAs freely, either because they felt it was not within their purview or because they 
did not have knowledge of these processes. 

This speaks greatly to a major finding of the study that more stakeholder inclusivity is necessary 
for the successful implementation of BLMAs. The BLMAs Assessment tool will be more useful in 
the future implementation, as many of the questions in the current tool would not apply to many 
stakeholders given the current status of BLMAs implementation. There is great promise that this 
tool can serve as a benchmark for future agreements. 

Recommendations for the implementation of future BLMAs are presented in concert with the 
BLMAs cycle and the following areas of engagement:

1. Content of BLMAs

2. Participatory development of BLMAs

3. Implementation of BLMAs

4. Cooperation and interaction between the parties

5. Ethical Recruitment and Skills/Pre-departure

6. And Monitoring, Evaluation, and Review

BLMAs
IML and Human 

Rights Law
Migrant Worker 

Health 

Identification of 
Job Opportunities 

Abroad

Preparation for 
Migration

Return to the 
Country of Origin 

Pre-departure 
TrainingWork Abroad 

Travel



Rapid Assessment Southern Corridor

31

Content of BLMAs

Unfortunately, BLMAs have not often resulted 
in improving migration governance and 
protection on the ground. While the more 
recent UK/Kenya Health Worker agreement 
has fairly extensive guidelines for provisions 
aimed at migrant worker protection, many 
agreements lack this context and specificity. 
In the case of some agreements, the language 
used may seem non-committal or lacking 
“teeth” in terms of specific contractual 
provisions, responsible parties, or mechanisms 
of redress. Some informants noted that early 
BLMAs with GCC countries, in particular, lack 
appropriate guidelines for how contracts and 
the agreements should be administered. Kenya 
made considerable progress in this area with 
the more recent UK/Kenya Health worker 
BLA signed in August 2021 that includes such 
guidelines for these provisions. This includes 
the types of recruitment agencies required, 
treatment of Kenyan health professionals that 
should be on par with health professionals from 
the UK, provision for the Joint Implementation 
Committee, dispute resolutions, and process 
requirements for amendments. 

Information sharing by Countries of Origin with 
the general public is a notable area of concern 
in all countries surveyed. Most agreements, 
once signed, are not available to general 
stakeholders such as recruitment agencies, let 
along the migrant workers themselves, who 

are purported to be benefitting from these 
agreements. Ministries seem to be amenable to 
sharing copies of these agreements but these 
are sometimes difficult to locate and even more 
difficult to share.  

Participatory Development of BLMAs 

Transparency is one of the main challenges 
identified in examining how current BLMAs are 
being implemented. Many stakeholders felt 

their organizations were purposely left on the 
outskirts of negotiations, perhaps intentionally 
so as to facilitate the forward movement 
and quick signing of the agreements with the 
idea that organizations with migrant worker 
protection interests at the forefront may slow 
down the signing process. 

Most often, coordination is primarily between 
representative parties from the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Labour. In 
Kenya, the National Employment Agency plays 
a significant role as well, and recently were 
instrumental in establishing the guidelines for 
the BLA signed between Kenya and the UK 
government regarding healthcare workers. 
If stakeholders are to be consulted on the 
components of a new agreement, they are 
often done so once the first draft has already 
been finalized, with little room for additions.

Social partners may in future agreements 
be brought on at earlier stages to ensure 
inclusiveness of migrant workers AND their 
families into BLMAs considerations. There are 
provisions that these entities may serve to 
advise well on. For instance, are  workers able 
to join schemes in order to pay their school 
fees to ensure that their and their family’s needs 
are met?

Some interviewees lamented that the Ministry 
of Labour might not always have a Human Rights 
Based Approach in mind when negotiating 

these terms. Negotiation of BLMAs was noted 
as often being unstructured, hurried, and purely 
government to government. Private actors or 
workers’ associations were not often involved. 
Additionally, changes in leadership often have 
a halting effect on the progress of BLMAs 
implementation and negotiation. 

There have been promising process changes 
in the newer BLMAs such as the new Health 

“We need to go beyond statements and generosity of creating jobs.” – 
Southern Corridor Ministry Official
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workers BLA between Kenya and the UK. 
This was primarily a negotiation with the 
Ministry of Health, Ministry of Labour, and 
the UK government. Those involved in the 
process admitted that this was one of the 
shorter BLMAs negotiation processes – 
around 2 months, whereas some of the other 
existing BLMAs had taken years to negotiate. 
This speaks to both the growing capacity of 
countries like Kenya to negotiate and implement 
these BLMAs in addition to the slowly changing 
power dynamics, whereas Kenya was able to 
include Guidance outlining far more migrant 
worker protections than those enshrined in 
previous agreements. Informants noted that 
all drafts to be reviewed and endorsed were 
written or paper copy. This does tend to limit 
the breadth of entities that might be able to 
review or comment on drafts. MoL could bring 
in actors well versed in the Human Rights 
Based Approach during negotiation in order 
to ensure this approach is included and given 
an appropriate monitoring mechanism. These 
organizations are meant to act as a sort of 
watchdog to ensure migrant workers’ rights 
and can do so more effectively and hand-in-
hand with government counterparts if they 
have a seat at the table from the very beginning.  

Because some countries often felt that 
other regional partners were occasionally 
undercutting each other, in terms of agreeing 
to lower wage standards or protection 
requirements, collaboration between MS and 
discussions around negotiating as REC blocs 
may be useful in the future for conferring 
additional negotiation parity to all member 
states within RECs that will have benefits for 
all Countries of Origin, and thus the migrant 
workers themselves.

Implementation 

Most of the issues noted by stakeholders take 
place where the “rubber meets the road”, in how 
bilateral agreements are being implemented 
and monitored. Almost always, in the cases 
of African countries, there has been unequal 
negotiating power between CoOs and CoDs, 
resulting in poor terms for sending countries 
and little recourse for governments to ensure 
adherence to protocol meant to protect their 
citizens abroad. In some cases, countries have 
accepted substandard conditions for their 
workers in an effort to send willing migrant 
workers abroad. This has resulted in extremely 
abusive and exploitative conditions experienced 
by African migrant workers, most often in the 
Middle East and Europe. Some of the conditions 
mentioned by CoOs officials were physical and 
sexual abuse, the garnishing or confiscation of 
wages, confiscation of documents, unlawful 
dismissal, movement to another employer 
without the employee consent, and refusal of 
communications. This has led to some migrant 
workers or families taking to social media, 
and in the instance of Kenya, a complete 
moratorium on sending domestic workers 
to Gulf countries in 2014. Women domestic 
workers are particularly at risk, so at the advent 
of fostering migration towards the Middle East 
again, Kenya signed several BLAs with Qatar 
and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in order to 
begin migration again that addressed some of 
these inequalities that had precipitated the 
cessation of formal movement in the first place. 

It is illustrative that not a single Key Informant 
in Kenya, Tanzania, or Ethiopia agreed that 
BLMAs were being implemented or monitored 
effectively. With all existing agreements, 
informants identified a lack of a clear, coordinated 
approach to how these agreements are being 
negotiated. 

Many informants lamented the lack of 
workplans or comprehensive understanding of 
who is meant to do what in terms of ensuring 
implementation and review of BLMAs. There 
is a general perspective that the mechanism 
in charge of monitoring, the joint working 
committees, rarely meet and are rather 

“Everyone is responsible yet no 
one is responsible.”  Ministry 

Official from Southern corridor on 
implementation and monitoring of 

BLMAs
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amorphous, lacking a leading entity to take 
charge.

identified a lack of a clear, coordinated approach 
to how these agreements are being negotiated. 

Many informants lamented the lack of 
workplans or comprehensive understanding of 
who is meant to do what in terms of ensuring 
implementation and review of BLMAs. There 
is a general perspective that the mechanism 
in charge of monitoring, the joint working 
committees, rarely meet and are rather 
amorphous, lacking a leading entity to take 
charge. 

There is a general lack of understanding 
and capacity within those responsible 
for implementing BLMAs on the ground. 
Informants noted that labour officers on the 
ground aren’t well capacitated to implement 
existing agreements, nor are they aware of how 
to do this. They have never had to implement 
a “modern” agreement, so there is a desire to 
ensure that all stakeholders are on the same 
page, particularly with regard to working with 
recruitment agencies to fill the needs of new 
BLMAs. 

There is a general lack of understanding 
and capacity within those responsible 
for implementing BLMAs on the ground. 
Informants noted that labour officers on the 
ground aren’t well capacitated to implement 
existing agreements, nor are they aware of how 
to do this. They have never had to implement 
a “modern” agreement, so there is a desire to 
ensure that all stakeholders are on the same 
page, particularly with regard to working with 
recruitment agencies to fill the needs of new 
BLMAs. 

There is a pervasive perception among 
informants that enforcement of BLMAs or 
agreements on migrant worker protections is 
generally up to the goodwill of the host country. 
This leaves little room for leveraging Country of 
Origin power to include protective measures 
with clear pathways for legal recourse in future 
negotiations as there are currently few ways to 
enforce them. 

For all existing agreements with countries 
such as KSA, stakeholders noted very little 
follow-up on the ground, even though there 
are provisions in the BLMAs requiring Joint 
Technical Committees to ensure this happens. 
When there is a dearth of existing mechanisms 
for monitoring, complaints are left by the 
wayside until some migrant workers may find 
themselves in extremely vulnerable situations. 
At this point, it is too late to ensure proper 

redress or remedy from the migrant worker’s 

side and appropriate recourse or mitigation is 
left to consular services or even families aiming 
to assist on the behalf of their sons or daughters 
abroad. Many times, these complaints are 
brought to social media. Ministries of Foreign 
Affairs are often only brought in at the tail end 
of the problem, where they are asked to issue 
emergency travel documents for those being 
deported. This is more so the case for low 
skilled workers such as drivers and domestic 
workers. 

Some informants noted that migrant workers, 
even those traveling under existing BLMAs 
may be denied salaries and then report it to 
labour court. They then experience long delays 
(especially in the time of covid), and because 
they are unable to work and send money back 
home, they decide to return to their Country 
of Origin, most often signing settlement papers 
at the point of departure, giving up any hope of 
receiving payment for services rendered. 

“We believe migration is inevitable – can’t prohibit it but better to 
encourage them to follow regular pathways.” – Ethiopian Ministry Official

“There is no access to justice if 
you disagree with your employer.” 
Country of Transit or Destination 

Ministry official

“We believe migration is inevitable 
– can’t prohibit it but better to 

encourage them to follow regular 
pathways.” – Ethiopian Ministry 

Official
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There is a significant gap in ensuring that migrant 
workers have access to legal representation and 
redress against errant employers.

Ethical Recruitment and Skills and 
Predeparture Training 

Because of the informality of the Southern 
Corridor, no interviewees felt capable of 
speaking to any kind of activities regarding 
ethical recruitment or skills and predeparture 
training for this corridor. 

There are several illustrative examples, 
however, that might be useful for the future 
design of BLMAs. BLMAs with the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia at the moment are inclusive 
of an online platform used to facilitate the 
Labour Recruitment Process and to protect 
the rights of the binding parties by applying 
a comprehensive process from start to 
finish of the recruitment process. 63 Labour 
representatives in sending countries have 
access to this system (Musaned in KSA), but 
that does not necessarily confer equal power 
arrangements between sending and receiving 
countries. It allows sending countries to follow 
every migrant worker that travels on a formal 
path, allows for documentation of contracts 
and in general increases overall awareness, but 
is a platform run by the receiving country and 
does not account for migrant workers that 
traveled informally.  

For the domestic worker BLMAs between 
Kenya and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, there 
are provisions for pre-departure training. This 
training is administered by the recruitment 
agencies and certified by the National Industrial 
Training Authority (NITA) and includes 
information on Saudi culture and how to get 
in touch with consulates in country. It includes 
course units on life skills, communication, 
issues of personal development and success, 
the employer/employee relationship, issues of 
things like security, and emerging issues like 
Covid-19. 

The National Employment Authority (NEA) in 

63. Musaned.  https://tawtheeq.musaned.com.sa/.
64. “What to do before leaving for the Gulf”, National Employment Authority. Available from: https://kmw.nea.go.ke/what-to-do-before-leaving-for-gulf/.

Kenya administers licenses to the employment 
agencies that recruit under the BLMAs. NEA, 
with IOM support, has funded a portal on what 
to expect when traveling to Gulf countries.64 

This study found that most of the dissemination 
among potential migrant workers traveling under 
the BLMAs as well as any guidelines that are 
included in the BLMAs, if they are disseminated, 
are done so through social media. This allows 
for potential misinformation to promulgate 
and reduces power of the government to 
shape the narrative and communicate how the 
government is working to protect its workers 
being sent abroad. 

Monitoring Mechanisms & Evaluation, 
Review of Agreements 

One of the most relevant findings of this 
assessment is that there is much discussion on 
a potential review of BLMAs and monitoring 
but very little movement on these actions.  All 
actors saw a need for a more effective Joint 
Monitoring Committee holding power to 
address inconsistencies in BLMAs application. 
The onset of the Covid-19 pandemic did not 
help in this arena, and both the Ethiopian 
Ministries of Labour as well as the Kenya 
Ministry of Labour lamented that there were 
no specific budget lines to assist in Joint 
Technical Committee implementation. This, 
coupled with a lack of human resource capacity 
within the Ministries renders monitoring of 
existing BLMAs quite difficult, feeding into the 
pervasive feelings amongst stakeholders that 
there is no one ensuring that the agreements 
are appropriately being implemented. 

When there are joint meetings involving all 
actors, like private recruitment agencies, human 
rights agencies, government line ministries, it is 
more of an information sharing platform rather 
than one that is geared toward actionable 
collaboration. In practice, these meetings were 
identified as opportunities to showcase what 
various stakeholders are doing rather than 
collaborative, actionable policy work.

For all existing agreements with countries 
such as KSA, stakeholders noted very little 
follow-up on the ground, even though there 
are provisions in the BLMAs requiring Joint 
Technical Committees to ensure this happens. 
When there is a dearth of existing mechanisms 
for monitoring, complaints are left by the 
wayside until some migrant workers may find 
themselves in extremely vulnerable situations. 
At this point, it is too late to ensure proper 

redress or remedy from the migrant worker’s 

side and appropriate recourse or mitigation is 
left to consular services or even families aiming 
to assist on the behalf of their sons or daughters 
abroad. Many times, these complaints are 
brought to social media. Ministries of Foreign 
Affairs are often only brought in at the tail end 
of the problem, where they are asked to issue 
emergency travel documents for those being 
deported. This is more so the case for low 
skilled workers such as drivers and domestic 
workers. 

Some informants noted that migrant workers, 
even those traveling under existing BLMAs 
may be denied salaries and then report it to 
labour court. They then experience long delays 
(especially in the time of covid), and because 
they are unable to work and send money back 
home, they decide to return to their Country 
of Origin, most often signing settlement papers 
at the point of departure, giving up any hope of 
receiving payment for services rendered. 

“We believe migration is inevitable – can’t prohibit it but better to 
encourage them to follow regular pathways.” – Ethiopian Ministry Official
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Monitoring Mechanisms & 
Evaluation, Review of Agreements 

One of the most relevant findings of this 
assessment is that there is much discussion 
on a potential review of BLMAs and 
monitoring but very little movement on 
these actions.  All actors saw a need for a 
more effective Joint Monitoring Committee 
holding power to address inconsistencies 
in BLMAs application. The onset of the 
Covid-19 pandemic did not help in this arena, 
and both the Ethiopian Ministries of Labour 
as well as the Kenya Ministry of Labour 
lamented that there were no specific budget 
lines to assist in Joint Technical Committee 
implementation. This, coupled with a lack 
of human resource capacity within the 
Ministries renders monitoring of existing 
BLMAs quite difficult, feeding into the 
pervasive feelings amongst stakeholders that 
there is no one ensuring that the agreements 
are appropriately being implemented. 

When there are joint meetings involving all 
actors, like private recruitment agencies, 
human rights agencies, government line 
ministries, it is more of an information 
sharing platform rather than one that is 
geared toward actionable collaboration. 
In practice, these meetings were identified 
as opportunities to showcase what 
various stakeholders are doing rather than 
collaborative, actionable policy work. 

Emerging Trends 

“Don’t be in a hurry to do it. If you 
do it in a hurry, you’ll get a raw deal. 
Don’t do it during a time of crisis. 
Take your time, benchmark with other 
countries. You can sign an agreement 
for a salary of $1000 only to find 
out the Filipinos are making $1500. 
Consult widely and reach a consensus 
before you go there so you are 
speaking as one.” Ministry Official on 
Recommendations for future BLMAs

An area that warrants further discussion with 
MS is the preferred mechanisms for formalizing 
labour migration pathways. Kenya representatives 
discussed a movement towards additional BLMAs, 
and the desire to establish them with each CoD. 
The recent UK/Health worker BLA may serve as 
a potential model for the establishment of near-
future BLMAs. While the agreement is general, 
the guidelines are specific. The Guidelines 
included in this agreement are specific with regard 
to migrant worker protection as well as pre-
departure training and certification and discusses 
skills recognition. There is also a specific provision 
with regards to dissemination of the information 
in the BLMAs and Guidelines but it remains to 
be seen how this is applied in the day-to-day 
context. Informants from Ethiopia, however, did 
not seem to find as much utility in the BLMAs 
as they currently stand, and may benefit from 
a creative approach to regularization of some 
of the informal pathways. It is not expected, 
however, that BLMAs will be established with 
Southern Corridor countries any time in the near 
future. There is room for analysis of what may 
be feasible in terms of an agreement that creates 
more formalized migration pathways between 
the government of RSA and Ethiopia. There may 
be potential for Memorandum of Understanding 
or other arrangements of cooperation. 

Stakeholders are very aware of the unequal 
negotiating power they have and they are in 
general agreement that they are being taken 
advantage of by some countries because their 
policies are not harmonized with others in the 
region. For this reason, there is considerable 
interest in establishing a common approach in 
terms of negotiating BLMAs and increasing their 
overall negotiation power. Some informants 
mentioned that if one country is negotiation 
with a Destination country at the same time as 
another one within their own REC or region, 
one may underbid the other in terms of contract 
negotiation, harming both countries migrant 
workers in the long run. 
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Recommendations for real world 
application of BLMAs Guidance

The African Union “Guiding Principles for 
the Development and Implementation of 
BLAs” presents guiding principles for the 
development, negotiation, implementation, 
and monitoring and evaluation of BLMAs 
and other arrangements or agreements. The 
guiding principles include the following:

• A rights-based approach, in line with 
African regional and international 
instruments. 

• Gender-sensitive and gender-responsive 
agreements 

• Agreements should cover all stages of 
the Migration process

• Social partner and multi-stakeholder 
participation 

• Shared responsibility between origin and 
destination countries

• BLMAs should be based on solid evidence 

The Guidelines go on to state that in order 
for BLMAs to be effective in addressing 
migrant worker protection, they must 
clearly state goals and objectives and provide 
for legally binding rights and obligations.65 

These guidelines are instructive and also 
lay the framework for the body and 
text of the BLMAs. Annex B includes 
the components recommended in the 
guidelines. The Guidelines also contain 
parameters for ensuring equal power 
dynamics in BLMAs negotiation between 
countries. The Guidelines also establish the 
following principles to be enacted prior to 
establishment of new BLMAs. They are as 
follows: 

1. Establish a coordination unit for bilateral 
labour agreements in the lead ministry.

2. Institute or revitalize  a Steering 
Committee on labour migration including 
bilateral labour agreements for inter-
ministerial coordination.

3. An Advisory Committee on Labour 
65. Draft AU BLA Guidelines, 2021.

Migration representing all important 
stakeholders.

4. Conduct a needs assessment for a BLA 
or other BLMAs and baseline information 
forming the rationale for establishing a BLA 
or MOU. 

5. Collect baseline migration situation 
information prior to the agreement.

These are important and excellent guiding 
principles, and the BLMAs Guideline document 
does acknowledge the reality in implementation 
by providing additional guidance for addressing 
sustainability issues. This includes model practices 
for establishing a Joint Committee for monitoring 
of BLMAs and steps for effective implementation 
of the agreements. 

The recommendations below concur with 
the AU BLA Guidelines and seek to further 
elucidate opportunities that may enhance 
the implementation of BLMAs and eventually, 
migrant worker protection. One of the first 
recommendations from this study is to adopt 
the AU BLA Guidelines and take steps to 
operationalize them as soon as possible. In the 
process of adopting these guidelines, it may be 
necessary to identify points of contention among 
MS in order to address these points and continue 
to move forward. 

Recommendations for this study are divided based 
on the part of the cycle of BLMAs development 
and implementation, finishing with longer-term 
structural or regional recommendations that may 
lay the groundwork for increasing the appetite 
and capacity to negotiate and implement BLMAs 
moving forward.  

Preparation & Drafting 
Recommendations 

The study found that most BLMAs were under 
development for a period of time less than a 
year but more than a few months. It was noted 
that the recent UK/Kenya Health Worker BLA 
had the shortest development time at 2 months. 
Preparation and planning that is inclusive of all 
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relevant parties takes longer but will yield 
a more well-rounded and inclusive BLMAs 
in the future. It also may serve to increase a 
CoO’s negotiating power and will allow for 
a broader evidence base for the writing of 
BLMAs. This may be especially pertinent if 
there is consultation with other member states 
throughout the process. 

First and foremost, a working group should be 
established with all relevant stakeholders, once 
the initial interest has been noted. This working 
group may be different or the same as Joint 
Committees tasked with monitoring existing 
BLMAs and should include representatives from 
the frontline ministries (Ministries of Labour and 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs). If there are existing 
mechanisms in place already, such as the National 
Coordination Mechanism on Migration in 
Kenya, this may offer a functioning group where 
focal points can be tapped from. In Ethiopia, the 
new Overseas Employment Board, established 
by Proclamation Amendment 1246/2021 
presents the ideal opportunity for establishing 
a functioning oversight committee. Expanding 
the scope and mandate of these mechanisms 
will build capacity within members and ensure 
a more inclusive process. Other stakeholders 
with expertise in labour migration and firsthand 
knowledge of current trends are essential as 
technical advisors. Civil Society Organizations, 
NGOs and social partners, training centers or 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
(TVETs) Institutions, public employment 
services, private employment agencies, and 
those involved in social protection schemes 
would all be beneficial additions. 

Ministries of Labour or Labour and Social Affairs 
are the lead agencies in drafting, implementing, 
and monitoring and revising existing BLMAs. 
These Ministries do not have dedicated 
persons or budget lines to this process. A 
major recommendation would be to work with 
MOLs or MOLSAs to create budget lines for a 
section within the Ministry that can explicit be 
in charge of coordinating BLMAs. 

Understanding the reality on the ground and 
what may be achievable in the short, medium, and 

long-term would be beneficial to a coordinating 
mechanism, particularly when developing a 
workplan. Identifying low-hanging fruit in terms 
of effective implementation and identifying 
opportunities for regional collaboration will lay 
the groundwork for a smooth and consultative 
process for more BLMAs moving forward. 

Enhanced discourse between Ethiopia and 
South Africa on addressing irregularity, providing 
protections, and eventually the creation of 
more regular pathways  would be beneficial for 
next steps. 

An appropriate needs assessment, inclusive of a 
stakeholder analysis and gender-analysis should 
be conducted at the outset of discussions. 
The TWG responsible for BLMAs should be 
responsible for implementing this, with the 
costs shared by the CoD and CoO. The needs 
assessment should be consultative, identifying 
what the agreement would aim to achieve, 
where it might address existing employment 
disparities, and how it might build upon 
previous agreements, and establish ground 
rules for a comprehensive workplan outlining 
roles and responsibilities. Capacity of the CoO 
government to appropriately conduct these 
needs assessment should be addressed at the 
outset.  

Additionally, each country will have its preferred 
type of agreement. Countries of Origin should 
have an established and agreed upon strategy 
among all stakeholders prior to drafting and 
agreement with Countries of Destination. 
While BLAs may be preferred because of the 
legally binding nature, some countries may wish 
to have more flexibility in the arrangements. 
If an MoU is the preferred type of agreement, 
CoOs may also establish guidelines in order 
to strengthen the agreement to ensure 
migrant worker protections are included and 
comprehensive. 

Ensuring a working group representative of 
all stakeholders and experts will go further 
towards ensuring a whole-of-government, 
whole-of-society approach. 



Negotiation Recommendations 

As outlined in the AU BLA Guidelines, rushed 
negotiations often reflect the disproportionate 
power dynamics between countries of origin 
and countries of destination. Capacity building 
within the negotiating ministries prior to 
completion of the first draft will be essential to 
leveling the playing field. 

In the long-term, it may be more prudent for 
RECs to conduct this capacity building in order 
to foster harmonization and regional knowledge 
of BLMAs negotiation in an effort to strengthen 
the bargaining power of REC MS as opposed to 
pitting one another against each other. 

Familiarization with and establishment of 
something similar to the Colombo process will 
be useful for RECs in Africa over the coming 
years.  

Through a more inclusive, multi-stakeholder 
approach, CoOs will have a wider swath 
of evidence as to labour market supply and 
strategies for meeting the labour market needs 
of CoDs. This will also increase negotiating 
power for Countries of Origin. 

Implementation Recommendations 

As previously reported, no key informant 
interviewed for this study believed that 
BLMAs are appropriately being implemented 
or monitored. This part of the BLMAs 
cycle presents the largest opportunity for 
improvement. There are varying reasons for 
the lack of organized implementation, much 
because of capacity of funding within the 
implementing Ministries. It would not be useful 
to make recommendations for improvement 
of implementation without working with 
CoO governments to establish the necessity 
of providing for appropriate budget lines and 
technical capacity for BLMAs implementation. 
Ministries of Labour and/or Social Affairs must 
identify the best ways to request for these 
types of budget lines, presenting the benefits 
that would be derived from appropriate 
implementation. 

In the short-term, BLMAs implementing 
TWGs may create a work plan or BLMAs 
implementation matrix. This should include 
responsible parties, timelines, TWG planned 
meetings, etc. This working group should also 
be responsible for the knowledge management 
of BLMAs and creating an internal, systemic 
approach to keeping and dissemination of 
BLMAs. Given that almost no stakeholder 
mentioned free access to the BLMAs, there 
must be one entity, preferably within the MoL 
because of their leading role, that establishes a 
dissemination plan for all BLMAs. This should be 
inclusive of ensuring dissemination information 
is part of the pre-departure training and that 
all BLMAs agreements and Guidelines can be 
found online. This may act as a repository for 
previous and existing agreements in order to 
ensure transparency. Another function of the 
team responsible for dissemination would be 
to share workplans appropriately with labour 
migration stakeholders in order to ensure 
transparency in all stakeholders understanding 
roles and responsibilities.

Ultimately, the most effective means of 
strengthening existing BLMAs and ensuring 
adequate implementation and monitoring will be 
to establish a fully functional and representative 
Joint Committee. The Joint Committee (JC) will 
largely be comprised of representatives from 
the main negotiating Ministries in both of the 
signing countries, usually the MFA and the MoL, 
a public employment or recruitment oversight 
mechanism representative, and a representative 
from the private recruitment sector. The JC 
should also ideally have someone from the 
Civil Society or NGO sector with knowledge 
of the labour migration context in-country and 
who can advise on ensuring migrant worker 
rights are adhered to and that BLMAs are 
imbued with a gender responsive lens. The AU 
Guidelines for BLA Implementation establish 
appropriate functions of the Joint Committee, 
good practices, and considerations for ensuring 
appropriate resource allocation for the support 
of these committees and their monitoring.
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Monitoring & Evaluation and Revision 
Recommendations

Following the establishment of a functioning 
and representative Joint Committee or other 
Mechanism  to  oversee BLMAs, it will be 
necessary to establish workplans and an 
implementation matrix outlining roles and 
responsibilities. Each relevant Ministry should 
have a single focal point responsible for BLMAs. 
The Ministry of Health should also be considered 
as a key Ministry, necessitating inclusion, 
particularly given the effects of the pandemic 
on both outward and inward migration and 
the travel requirements now required by many 
Countries of Destination. This will also aid in 
preparation for future pandemics. Expanded 
membership and increasing functional capacity 
will have the added benefit of improving existing 
BLMAs implementation and ensuring a more 
efficient development of future BLMAs. It will 
also serve to greatly improve data collection 
on migrant workers moving under the existing 
agreements. Labour Migration systems that 
are Country-of-Origin-led will also give CoOs 
the data needed to trouble shoot issues and 
respond to the needs of citizens abroad more 
quickly and with considerably more forethought 
than the mostly defensive, after-the fact process 
now. 

Revision or the review of existing BLMAs should 
be included in the workplans and M&E plans for 
effective BLMAs implementation. Timelines for 
Joint Committee meetings and CoO to CoD 
monitoring trips if there is not consulate or 
labour attaché in the CoD will be necessary to 
schedule and budget for from the beginning. 

Data  collection and monitoring of current 
BLMAs implementation needs to be 
strengthened and applied consistently across all 
BLMAs. The establishment of a single platform, 
such as Musaned with KSA is empowering 
for CoO to find aggregated data at any time. 
In the future, it may be beneficial for each 
CoO to establish their own systems in order 
to appropriately monitor outward labour 
migration occurring under the BLMAs. Uganda 
is currently working on their own 

labour migration information system and may 
share lessons learned with other countries 
in the region. Data collected should include 
recruitment fees (meant to be borne by 
the employer), migration costs, complaints, 
workplace location specifics, including trainings 
and qualifications met in order to travel, and 
contract specifics such as compensation and 
benefit transference. 

In the long-term, the inclusion of midterm and 
final evaluations based on the BLMAs timeline 
may offer the opportunity for revision within 
the agreement timeline and should be agreed 
upon at the outset of BLMAs drafting. 

While the above recommendations are 
derived from the key informant interviews in 
countries along the Southern Corridor, the 
recommendations are applicable to all BLMAs 
establishment and implementation in the 
region and concur strongly with the AU BLAs 
Guidelines. The following recommendations 
are aimed more specifically with regard to the 
Southern Corridor and focus on regularizing 
labour migration pathways and increasing 
migrant worker protections as a result. The 
recommendations also seek to strengthen 
regional collaboration, with the intent of 
increasing the harmonization of labour 
migration frameworks, strategies, and policies, 
thus increasing CoO negotiating power in 
the future establishment of BLMAs and their 
umbrella agreements. 
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LONG TERM RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SOUTHERN CORRIDOR

10. Increase capacity of local law enforcement 
officials and other facilitators of mobility such 
as immigration and border officials and social 
service providers to ensure legal protection of 
migrant workers and their families is adhered 
to.

11. Foster capacity building within MS to better 
understand and coherently implement free 
movement principles consistently in order 
to effectively leverage the opportunities that 
come with free movement.

12. Use the RMFM Roadmap to transform it into 
policy decisions and concrete examples of on-
the-ground implementation of methods to 
regularize migration. An example of concrete 
policies is the establishment of One Stop 
Border posts. 

13. Establish additional points of collaboration 
between countries along this route, including 
Zambia, Malawi, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, 
Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania. 

14. Seek alternatives to tighter border control 
policies and detention. 

15. If the tools developed under JLMP are yet to 
be adopted, this is an excellent opportunity 
to have the MS engaged under this initiative 
become champions of the tools, to facilitate 
smooth adoption.

16. Identify activities already being implemented 
in the Roadmap to address Irregular Migration 
(Eth/Ken/Tz) and areas for follow-up for 
further collaboration.

17. Assist MS with identifying agreements most 
suited to their circumstances, creatively 
identifying mechanisms that empower MS 
to protect migrant workers working abroad 
while meeting the labour needs of CoDs.

1. Identify other areas where the scope may 
broaden or expand to include migrant 
worker protection. For example, in 
actions or strategies meant to lessen the 
effects of Transnational Organized Crime 
organizations.

2. Layer free movement of people onto free 
trade agreements.

3. Include labour migration in pandemic 
preparedness plans, and advocate for 
migrant worker inclusion into Ministry of 
Health strategies. 

4. Identify areas of support and or 
collaboration for other countries in RECs, 
such as consular support whereas one 
country may serve as consular support 
for other MS constituencies.

5. Initiate conversations with Civil Society 
Organizations to develop action plans for 
implementation of the Global Compact 
for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration. 

6. Utilize private recruitment agency 
associations and regulatory agencies 
more in the governance of private 
recruitment agencies. 

7. Reduce red tape around government 
regulations for outward migration 
under BLMAs, allow private recruitment 
agencies (under appropriate monitoring), 
to facilitate movement under BLMAs 
channels.

8. Encourage the adoption of Free 
Movement Protocols by EAC MS 
(Tanzania and Burundi) and SADC 
Member States. 

9. Increase collaboration with community 
leaders and communities in regions of 
origin to better understand and mitigate 
informal migration. 
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ANNEX A. GENERAL BLMAS ASSESSMENT TOOL QUESTIONS 

General Matters for Existing BLMAs

1. What are the existing BLMAs (BLAs, MoU, 
CA, etc) that Ethiopia is a part of? This may 
be any bilateral agreement that involved labour 
migration in countries of origin and countries 
of destination.   

a. Are they currently being implemented?

b. Are they currently being implemented 
effectively, as you see it? Which BLMAs 
Ethiopia is a part of that could be 
considered as a good practice and why?  

c. Which of the provisions of the BLMAs 
worked well and which did not? Why?

d. Are there BLMAs monitoring and 
evaluation reports? Are they available for 
public consumption?

e. Does it include topics of competence 
under your institution? 

f. If yes, which topics and how are they 
regulated?

i. Do you cooperate with other 
institutions for the implementation of 
the BLMAs? If yes, which institutions?

ii. Has any specific budget been 
attached to BLMAs? If yes, has 
it been enough for the intended 
purpose?

2. Have the BLMAs been coordinated with any 
national policies/strategies (e.g., migration, 
employment, training, etc.)

a. If yes, which ones?

b. If not, why?

3. Are there any supporting programmes to 
accompany the BLMAs implementation?

a. If yes, which programmes?

b. How have they facilitated the 
implementation of the BLMAs?

4. Are there other BLAs under implementation 
with other countries that can be considered as 
a good practice and reference?  

a. If yes, why?

b. If not, why?

5. Is recognition of skills part of the BLMAs 
provisions?  

a. If yes, how is it organized?

6. What are the major lessons learned from 
the existing BLMAs and do you see them as 
applicable to the Southern Route?

7. Have the provisions of the BLMAs been 
effective in addressing the needs of the country 
in protecting migrant workers?

a. If not, what is missing? 

b. If yes, why?

8. What are some of the challenges in ensuring 
the protection of migrant workers traveling 
through Kenya, TZ, and SA?

a. How might this be different for female 
workers, in particular?

b. What are your suggestions to address 
these protection challenges? 

c. How has the pandemic altered the 
landscape for ensuring protection of 
migrants traveling along this route?

9. How has the Covid-19 pandemic effected 
migrants seeking employment in Kenya, 
Tanzania, or SA?

10. What should be considered as a priority in a 
BLMAs in the field of education and training of 
migrant workers?

11. Which of the BLMAs provisions have been 
successful in terms of achieving the agreement’s 
objectives and which ones have not, and why?

General Matters to be considered for a 
New Agreement

12. Do the parties intend any future agreements 
to be a labour migration agreement, a MOU, 
or a different kind of agreement?

13. Has the impact of other relevant regulatory 
and operational agreements applicable to one 
or both of the parties been considered, in 
particular:

a. Other bilateral agreements (e.g., sectoral 
and other bilateral labour agreements; 
bilateral social security agreements; 
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bilateral trade agreements; bilateral 
investment treaties) and 

b. Multilateral agreements (e.g., international, 
continental and regional free trade, trade 
in services, free movement, human rights, 
labour and social security and regional 
integration instruments; higher order 
regional regulatory frameworks)?

BLMAs Preparation

14. What is your idea of the nature, scope, and 
focus of the migration flow from Ethiopia 
through Kenya, Tanzania, eventually to SA? For 
instance:

c. Who typically migrates?

d. What is the duration of migration/how 
long are migrants usually gone from their 
CoO?

e. Is migration regular/irregular in nature?

f. Why do workers migrate to Kenya, 
Tanzania and SA?

g. Skills and education levels of persons who 
migrate.

h. Gendered context of migration

15. Is there discussion about BLMAs or other type 
of agreement with Kenya, Tanzania, or SA? 

i. If yes, do the parties intend the agreement 
to be a labour migration agreement, 
a memorandum of understanding, 
Trade Agreement, or a different kind of 
agreement? 

j. What is your Ministry’s involvement in this 
process?

16. Is there a legal, policy and/or operational 
framework in place informing the management 
of bilateral labour migration and the sending 
and receiving of migrant workers between 
Ethiopia and Kenya, Tanzania, or SA?  

k. If yes, is it possible to get a soft or hard 
copy of this framework? 

l. If a copy is not available, could you tell us 
a bit about what the policy frameworks 
include and how implementation is going?

17. Are there legislative and administrative 
provisions and requirements regarding entry, 

employment, residence and return, and 
documentation known in the country of 
destination, and have they been shared with:

m. The parties

n. Made available to interested and selected 
candidates/ Migrants moving out of 
Ethiopia? 

o. If no, why not?

18. Is there a system of skills and qualifications 
recognition existing in Ethiopia that can inform 
the movement of migrant workers to the 
CoDs? If yes, how does the process work?    

19. Has a gender-responsive stakeholder analysis 
and needs assessment been undertaken to 
identify interested and needed stakeholders 
and the needs and views?

20. Is there any permanent tripartite committee on 
labour migration established and operational 
in your country? If yes, please provide details.

21. Which institutions have been involved in the 
design of the BLMAs?

22. Have the existing BLMAs created any 
imbalances in labour supply and demand in 
the domestic labour market? If yes, what 
are the imbalances and how have they been 
addressed?

23. How have the BLMAs contributed to 
promoting equal opportunities between men 
and women to migrate for employment?

24. Has there been any analyses of skills supply 
and demand in the domestic labour market, 
identifying skills oversupply and unfilled 
vacancies to assess potential impacts of 
current or future BLMAs?

25. Are there requirements for migrants traveling 
under the existing BLMAs to have access to 
healthcare? If yes, have they been respected by 
the COD? If not, why not? 

p. Are there relevant requirements for 
migrants traveling along the Southern 
Route? For example, TB testing. Please 
elaborate. 

26. Is free covid-19 testing and/or treatment 
available to departing migrants? If it is not free, 
who will pay for the testing? 
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BLMAs Negotiation 

27. Has the negotiation process of existing BLMAs 
been conducted directly by the two negotiating 
delegations or prepared throughout the 
exchange of written drafts?

28. Which authority has taken the lead on the 
negotiation process and the signature of the 
existing BLMAs?

29. In case of written proposals, how have the 
different stakeholders been consulted before 
accepting them or making counterproposals?

30. Which phases of the migration cycle 
(departure, stay in the destination country, 
and return) have been covered in the BLMAs?

31. Has the negotiation team requested the other 
party to refer to any international instruments 
(e.g., UN or ILO Conventions) in the BLMAs? 
If yes, which instruments?

32. .Has the team referred to a model 
agreement, such as the ILO model agreement 
annexed to the Migration for Employment 
Recommendation (revised), 1949 (No. 86)?

33. Has an employment contract containing clear 
terms and conditions that comply with both 
the labour, social security, and other laws of 
the country of destination and international 
labour and social security standards been 
agreed upon and, where relevant, vetted/
approved by ones or more government and/
or other indicated institutions in the country 
of destination and/or country of origin?

34. Has a supportive regime been developed to 
ensure portability of social security and other 
benefits? What might be improved? 

35. Have measures been adopted to ease labour 
market integration, including recognition of 
skills and experience required, skills training 
opportunities, and job-placing services upon 
return?

36. Have the institutional partners with the 
necessary mandate in both countries been 
identified that should negotiate, conclude, 
and implement the agreement, based on 
consultation and cooperation? (Is it clear who 
all the institutional partners are?)

37. Have provision been made for decent living 

and working conditions, including occupational 
safety and health agreements and access to 
basic services, such as needed healthcare? If 
yes, have they been respected by the COD? 
If not, why not? 

BLMAs Implementation 

38. Has the information on current BLMAs 
been disseminated among main beneficiaries 
(migrant workers)?

q. If it has, how was it done?

39. Has there been a need to adapt national 
legislation to comply with the obligations in 
existing BLMAs?

r. If yes, to what extent?

40. Do you know how many migrants have been 
sent abroad using the provisions of the current 
BLMAs?

41. How many migrant workers have been able to 
receive compensation in case of occupational 
injury?

s. Do you know about this aspect of the 
Southern Route?

42. Do measures and institutions, known to the 
worker, and established by the CoO exist 
to assist the worker with advice, support, 
physical and mental protection and complaints, 
grievances and dispute resolution?

43. What kind of arrangement has been 
necessary to involve local authorities, holding 
decentralized power, in the recruitment 
process under the existing BLMAs?

44. What is the skills level of migrant workers 
targeted by the BLMAs?

t. What skills would you likely target with 
potential BLMAs along the Southern 
Route?

45. What mechanism for the skills matching 
of migrant workers has been put in place 
under the BLMAs? Has this ensured that the 
BLMAs capitalizes on the skills of both men 
and women migrants? How so?

46. Are there any provisions for pre-employment 
and pre-departure training? If so, how is it 
organized and what aspect does it focus on 
(e.g., occupation-specific training, language 
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training, and cultural orientation, etc.)? Are 
there programmes specifically targeting women 
migrant workers?

47. How many migrants, (men and women) 
have been trained in preparation for labour 
migration under the BLMAs provisions?

48. Is support given to migrant workers to freely 
use and inexpensively transmit earnings? If yes, 
by whom? 

49. Is there clarity regarding recruitment, 
placement, and travel cost, between parties in 
Ethiopia and destination countries of Kenya, 
TZ, and SA?

50. Has the direct involvement of the government 
or other indicated intermediaries of the 
country of origin or/and destination in the 
recruitment, selection and placing of candidates 
been determined?

51. Are there measures in place in Ethiopia to 
ensure that departing migrants have received 
necessary health clearances? If yes, who pays 
for health check-up? 

52. What about qualifications required for the 
job, security checks, insurance, language, 
documentary items, and other requirements 
imposed by the country of destination and 
if relevant the country of origin and is there 
assistance available to help with this?

53. Is sufficient provision made for appropriate pre-
departure sensitization and equipment, as well 
as on-arrival induction of selected candidates? 
Are the specific and differentiated needs and 
concerns of women and men considered?

54. Is assistance available to workers to plan their 
return and reintegration? If yes, what are the 
assistances available? 

Monitoring

55. Do existing BLMAs have a monitoring 
mechanism? If so, what type?

56. Is there a BLMAs Monitoring Committee, how 
many times has it met since the BLA entered 
into force?

57. If there is a BLMAs Monitoring Committee, has 
the Committee produced any interpretation of 
specific BLMAs clauses? If yes, please provide 
details?

58. Has BLMAs implementation information 
collected by key stakeholders (e.g., social 
partners, Diaspora orgs, etc.) been used for 
monitoring purposes?

59. Are the necessary operating systems and 
processes, backed by needed data exchange 
measures in place to implement the agreement?

60. Is it agreed how often cross-border 
institutions shall meet to monitor and review 
implementation of the agreement?

61. Does a mutually agreed framework exist to deal 
with disputes arising from the implementation 
and/or interpretation of the agreement?

62. Does a legal and operational institutional 
framework for fair and ethical recruitment, 
selection, and placement of candidates exist?

63. Is Ethiopia able to monitor and supervise the 
operation of recruitment agencies facilitating 
labour migration between Ethiopia and Kenya/
TZ/or SA? If yes, please explain how?

64. Do Ethiopia and CoDs have law, mechanisms, 
and procedures in place, in relation to 
documentation, to enable workers to enter, 
reside and work, and access services, in the 
CoDs?

u. What are they?

Evaluation 

65. Has any internal or independent evaluation 
of the BLMAs been undertaken? If yes, is it 
possible to share the results?

66. Are the outcomes of monitoring and evaluation 
activities used for the purpose of proposing 
adjustments or revisions to the existing BLMAs? 

v. If yes, what’s the process?

67. Are BLMAs monitoring and evaluation reports 
available for public consultation?w. Would you be 
able to share one?

68. What are the greatest lessons learned from 
the BLMAs and how can they be useful for the 
design of future agreements?

69. Does baseline information exist in your 
organization on challenges and complaints met 
by nationals working abroad? If yes, what are 
the major complaints and challenges?  
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ANNEX B. GUIDELINES FOR BLMAS CONTENTS FROM AU “GUIDING 
PRINCIPLES FOR THE DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION OF 
BLAS”

Number Article Title 

Title (specific title of the agreement)

Preamble 

A.1
Scope of the agreement: (Coverage: migrant worker categories, employment sectors and skills; 
time periods; etc.)

A.2 Purposes/Objectives 

A.3 Definitions of key terms used

A.4 Applicable laws and standards

A.5 Competent authorities and division of responsibilities between the two parties 

A.6 Exchange of information between the parties

A.6 bis
Exchange of data between parties with and participation in the African labour migration data 
system

A.7 Organization of recruitment, introduction and placement

A.8 Information and assistance to migrant workers

A.9
Contract of employment, including (where applicable) a Standard Employment Contract (SEC) 
attached as a binding annex

A.10
Rights to entry, residence, employment/work, and establishment, including permit modalities, 
in accordance with applicable legislation, free movement regimes and regional integration 
instruments

A.11 Change of employment and facilitating mobility including during loss of employment 

A.12 Equality of treatment and non-discrimination 

A.13 Ensuring decent conditions of work including occupational safety and health 

A.14 Protection of wages

A.15 Decent living conditions: housing, nutrition and leisure

A.16
Access to and portability of social protection/social security including health coverage; 
protection during pandemics

A.17 Employment and treatment of women workers

A.18 Protection against violence and harassment, particularly against women migrant workers

A.19 Supervision of working and living terms and conditions, and role of labour inspection
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A.20 Freedom of association and collective bargaining rights and access to civil society support

A.21 Dispute settlement, access to justice and effective remedies (worker/employer)

A.22 Access to training and skills development and skills recognition

A.23 Facilitation of transfer of savings and remittances 

A.24
Admission, residence and establishment of family members, in accordance with applicable 
standards 

A.25 Return, repatriation and reintegration

A.26 Provisions for emergency and force majeure situations including pandemics

A.27 Joint Committee/Joint Technical Group/ Joint Working Group 

A.28 Dissemination, Implementation, Monitoring and Evaluation procedures

A.29 Amendment and settlement of disputes relating to the Agreement

A.30 Language versions and signature

A.31 Effective date and termination clause

From the Draft AU BLA Guidelines, 2021. 






