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Executive Summary

The Migration is one of Africa’s most pressing 
challenges. Driven by factors ranging from poverty, 
economic and political instability, conflicts and 
environmental degradation; internal and intra-Africa 
border migration flows play a significant role in 
shaping African societies. One of the many complex 
aspects of migration, ‘securitisation of migration’ 
is increasingly becoming topical among policy 
makers and academics because of concerns over 
territorial integrity and national security by various 
African states. This paradox, which this policy brief 
referred to as ‘Of Borders and a Borderless Africa’1 
complicates human mobility and development in 
the continent. The policy brief critically examines the 
complexities of migration, securitisation, and state 
dynamics in Africa, shedding light on the paradoxical 
tension between border reinforcement and the vision 
of a borderless Africa. Highlighting the limitations of 
current securitisation frameworks, the policy brief 
demonstrates the need for a holistic approach to 
Continental migration governance rooted in human 
rights, development focus, and regional cooperation. 
Key recommendations for African states, regional 
bodies, migration policymakers and decision-makers 
include:

•	 Reframing Migration Discourse: Advocating for a 
shift from Eurocentric securitization, partly driven 
by the European Union (EU) agenda to a more 
comprehensive understanding of migration, 
emphasising its multidimensional nature and 
positive contributions to host African societies.

•	 Enhancing Regional Cooperation: Strengthening 
collaboration among African states and regional 
organisations to harmonise migration policies, 
facilitate legal pathways, and address common 
challenges such as human trafficking and 
irregular migration.

•	 Promoting Rights-Based Approaches: 
Prioritising the protection and well-being of 
African migrants, combatting discrimination and 
violence through awareness campaigns, legal 
reforms, and accountability mechanisms.

•	 Addressing Migration Root Causes: Investing 
in sustainable development strategies in both 
sending and receiving African countries to tackle 
poverty, conflict, and environmental degradation, 
fostering economic opportunities and social 
cohesion.

•	 Advocating for International Solidarity: Engaging 
in diplomatic efforts to promote greater 
international solidarity and responsibility-
sharing, emphasising fair burden-sharing and 
protecting migrants’ rights and dignity.

The Challenge: Understanding the 
Complexities of Migration, Securitisation, 
and State Dynamics in Africa

Migration is one of the most pressing issues facing 
Africa today.2 The continent’s historical, socio-
economic, and political contexts have given rise 
to complex internal and cross-border migration 
patterns.3 The latest available international migrant 
data (2020) shows that around 21 million Africans 
were living in another African country, a significant 
increase from 2015, when around 18 million Africans 
were estimated to be living outside of their country 
of origin but within the region.4 Factors such as 
poverty, political instability, conflict, environmental 
degradation, and lack of opportunities continue to 
drive individuals and communities to seek better 
livelihoods and security elsewhere.5 Additionally, 
historical ties, colonial legacies, and regional 
disparities further exacerbate migratory flows within 
and across African borders.6 During the colonial 
period for example, South Africa's mining industry 
attracted workers from neighbouring countries like 
Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe.7 
These historical labour migration patterns continue 
to influence current migration trends.8

The diverse and large-scale population movements 
across the continent are increasing the securitisation 
of migration in Africa. The perception of most African 
states is that large-scale movements of people 
particularly irregular migrants and refugees pose 
threats to national security, economic stability, and 
social cohesion. African governments are responding 
to the rapid migration with increased border controls 
and restrictive policies, to manage and mitigate 
perceived risks associated with migration flows.9

This policy brief critically engages with the 
phenomenon of migration securitisation in Africa. 
Additionally, it examines the influential roles played 
by international actors, including the European Union 
(EU), the African Union (AU), and the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC), in shaping the 
landscape of migration securitisation across the 
continent. 

Drawing from the Copenhagen School of Security 
Studies, migration securitisation is conceptualised 
as a process whereby political actors construct 
migration issues as existential threats to state 
security, legitimising extraordinary measures 
to address perceived risks.10 This securitisation 
discourse is often reinforced by narratives of national 
identity, cultural homogeneity, and territorial integrity, 
shaping policies of border control, surveillance, and 
deterrence.11 At the core of most of the current African 
continental and regional migration policies lies the 
paradoxical notion of “Of borders and a borderless 
Africa”, reflecting the tension between aspirations 
for regional integration and the reality of entrenched 
borders and securitised practices.
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The securitisation of migration in Africa has significant 
domestic and international policy implications. Many 
African states like South Africa, Botswana, Kenya, 
Morrocco, Tunisia and Niger have responded to 
perceived security threats at the domestic level by 
implementing stricter border controls, adopting 
punitive measures against migrants, and prioritising 
security over human rights and development 
considerations. This securitised approach not only 
undermines the rights and dignity of migrants but also 
hampers regional integration efforts and exacerbates 
existing inequalities.12

Internationally, the influence of external actors, 
particularly the European Union (EU) and its migration 
policies, has shaped the discourse and practice of 
migration management in Africa. External funding, 
border management initiatives, and migration 
partnerships often come with conditions that 
prioritise border control and security cooperation, 
sidelining broader development and humanitarian 
concerns.

For African government policymakers and decision-
makers in continental and regional organisations, the 
challenge lies in reconciling security imperatives with 
human rights, development, and regional cooperation 
principles. Failure to address migration holistically 
not only perpetuates the marginalisation of migrants 
but also undermines the long-term stability and 
prosperity of African societies. 

Shortcomings of Current Approaches: 
A Critique of the Current Securitization 
Framework

Current approaches to migration governance in 
Africa, characterised by a heavy emphasis on 
securitisation, often overlook the underlying causes 
of migration and fail to address the rights and well-
being of migrants.13 Historically, migration was often 
viewed as a natural phenomenon, facilitating cultural 
exchange, trade, and human mobility.14 However, in 
the post-colonial era, rising concerns over territorial 
integrity, national identity, and economic stability 
led to the securitisation of migration. African states 
began framing migration through a security lens, 
perceiving it as a threat to sovereignty, stability, and 
social cohesion.15

The securitisation of migration in Africa has led to 
the militarisation of borders, heightened surveillance, 
and the criminalisation of migrants, exacerbating 
vulnerabilities and human rights abuses.16 One of the 
primary shortcomings of securitisation framing is 
the narrow framing of migration as solely a security 
issue, neglecting its broader socio-economic 
and humanitarian dimensions.17 18 Moreover, the 
securitised approach has facilitated the proliferation 
of smuggling and trafficking networks, exacerbating 
risks for migrants and further undermining their 
rights and dignity.

Cases from other African countries also reflect 
the shortcomings of current securitisation 
approaches in migration governance.19 Furthermore, 
the securitisation of migration has led to the 
criminalisation of irregular migrants, arbitrary 
detention, and deportation, further marginalising 
vulnerable communities and hindering their access 
to essential services and opportunities.20 The 
securitisation of migration has also led to the closure 
of refugee camps, such as Dadaab and Kakuma, and 
the deportation of Somali refugees, raising concerns 
about the violation of international refugee law and 
humanitarian principles.21 It is also important to note 
that refugee camps are also an act of securitization. 
In these concentrated camps, Migrants and internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) are perceived as a 'security 
threat', which leads to restrictions preventing them 
from living outside camps among the locals. South 
Africa has faced significant challenges related 
to migration securitisation, further compounded 
by widespread xenophobia and anti-immigrant 
sentiment.22 While the country has implemented 
border control measures and immigration policies 
aimed at managing migration flows, these efforts 
have often been marred by human rights abuses 
and discriminatory practices. For instance, the 
periodic outbreaks of xenophobic violence targeting 
foreign nationals, particularly in informal settlements 
and urban areas, highlight the social tensions and 
vulnerabilities faced by migrant populations.23

The securitised approach has also resulted in 
instances of violence, extortion, and abuse against 
migrants, particularly those from neighbouring 
countries like Benin and Niger. In West Africa, the lack 
of harmonisation and coherence in migration policies 
among countries within the Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) has hindered regional 
cooperation and coordination. Disparities in legal 
frameworks, migration priorities, and enforcement 
practices have created challenges for intra-regional 
mobility and the protection of migrants’ rights.24

The fragmentation of migration policies across 
African states hampers regional cooperation and 
coordination. Inconsistencies in legal frameworks, 
differing migration priorities, and a lack of 
harmonisation impede efforts to address migration 
challenges collectively.25 This fragmented approach 
also undermines the effectiveness of regional 
organisations such as the African Union (AU) and 
sub-regional bodies like the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC), the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) in 
promoting coherent migration governance.26 

In addition, the dominance of external actors, 
particularly the EU, in shaping migration policies 
in Africa perpetuates a donor-driven agenda 
that prioritises security over development and 
humanitarian concerns.27 Conditional funding and 
external partnerships often prioritise border control 



4
“Of Borders and a Borderless Africa”: Deconstructing the Interplay of Migration, 
Securitization, and State Dynamics in Africa

measures and security cooperation, sidelining 
the needs and interests of African countries and 
communities.

Summarily, the current securitisation framework of 
migration in Africa is fraught with limitations and 
shortcomings that have significant implications for 
migrants, host communities, and regional stability. A 
major limitation is its narrow focus on border security 
and control and also viewing migrants as 'threats' 
rather than contributors to host society, which often 
overlooks the root causes of migration and fails to 
address the complex socio-economic, political, and 
environmental factors driving migration. Moreover, 
securitisation measures tend to prioritise deterrence 
and enforcement over human rights, leading to the 
criminalisation and marginalisation of migrants, 
particularly those in irregular situations.

Additionally, the securitisation framework perpetuates 
a cycle of securitisation that fuels fear, xenophobia, 
and discrimination towards migrants, exacerbating 
social tensions and undermining social cohesion. This 
is against the pan-African spirit of cooperation and 
free movement of people. Furthermore, securitisation 
measures often lack accountability and transparency, 
leading to abuses of power, corruption, and violations 
of migrants’ rights. Overall, the current securitisation 
framework fails to effectively address migration 
challenges while exacerbating vulnerabilities and 
risks for migrants.

Beyond Borders: Recommendations for 
African Policymakers on Migration

The current policies are characterized by the 
paradox of “Of Borders and a borderless Africa”. 
On the one hand, the securitisation of migration by 
many African states has led to reinforcing physical 
borders, militarising border areas, and emphasising 
exclusionary policies.28 On the other hand, there is 
a growing recognition of the need for a borderless 
Africa—a vision of regional integration, mobility, 
and shared prosperity that transcends national 
boundaries and promotes Pan-African solidarity. This 
policy paper therefore calls for alternative approaches 
rooted in humanitarian principles and the protection 
of migrants’ rights.

African government policymakers and decision-
makers in continental and regional organisations play 
a pivotal role in shaping migration governance policies 
and practices. As key stakeholders, they possess 
the authority and mandate to drive meaningful 
change in migration governance frameworks. 
Their decisions and actions have far-reaching 
implications for migrants’ rights, regional stability, 
and socio-economic development.29 However, 
their current approaches are often constrained by 
political considerations, resource limitations, and the 
influence of external actors.30

To overcome the shortcomings of current 
approaches, African policymakers must prioritise 
collaboration, coherence, and inclusivity in migration 
governance. This could involve reframing migration 
discourse to emphasise its multidimensional 
nature and addressing the root causes of migration 
through sustainable development strategies.31 The 
various innovative initiatives help create economic 
opportunities and improve livelihoods for both locals 
and migrants.32

Additionally, policymakers can enhance regional 
cooperation by harmonising migration policies and 
facilitating legal pathways for migration. For instance, 
the African Union (AU) could be more proactive in 
promoting dialogue and cooperation among African 
countries to address common challenges and protect 
migrants’ rights. Moreover, African governments 
can advocate for greater international solidarity 
and responsibility-sharing in addressing migration, 
highlighting the need for migration burden-sharing 
and equitable distribution of resources such as 
funding for refugee support programs, access 
to education and healthcare for migrants, and 
infrastructure development to support integration 
efforts. 

For internally displaced persons (IDPs), this could 
include targeted support such as emergency shelter, 
food aid, and medical care, as well as long-term 
solutions like rebuilding infrastructure and providing 
livelihood opportunities to facilitate their reintegration 
into society. For refugees, equitable distribution 
of resources might involve increasing funding for 
refugee camps and settlements, ensuring access to 
education and healthcare, and creating pathways for 
legal integration into host communities. Addressing 
the needs of irregular migrants requires a focus on 
protection from exploitation and abuse, provision 
of legal aid, and the establishment of safe and legal 
migration pathways to reduce reliance on dangerous 
and illicit routes.33

Finally, this policy brief reiterates the importance 
of adopting a balanced, rights-based approach to 
African migration governance. Such an approach 
should prioritise human rights, development, and 
regional cooperation while addressing the root 
causes of migration and promoting social inclusion 
and economic opportunity for all. More specifically, 
the policy brief recommends the following actions:

•	 Reframing Migration Discourse: Advocate 
for a shift from securitisation to a holistic 
understanding of migration as a multidimensional 
phenomenon with social, economic, and 
humanitarian dimensions. 

•	 Enhancing Regional Cooperation: Strengthen 
collaboration among African states and regional 
organisations to harmonise migration policies, 
facilitate legal pathways for migration, and 
promote cross-border cooperation. 
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•	 Promoting Rights-Based Approaches: Prioritise 
the protection and well-being of migrants by 
upholding their rights, including access to 
essential services such as healthcare, education, 
and legal assistance. Combat discrimination, 
xenophobia, and violence against migrants 
through awareness campaigns, legal reforms, 
and accountability mechanisms.

•	 Addressing Migration Root Causes: Invest in 
sustainable development strategies particularly 
in sending countries that address the underlying 
drivers of migration, including poverty, conflict, 
political instability, environmental degradation, 
and lack of opportunities. Support initiatives 
that create economic opportunities improve 
livelihoods and enhance social cohesion, 
particularly in marginalised communities prone 
to outmigration.

•	 Advocating for International Solidarity: Engage 
in diplomatic efforts to advocate for greater 
international solidarity and responsibility-
sharing in addressing migration. Call for fair 
and equitable burden-sharing among countries 
of origin, transit, and destination, emphasising 
the need for shared commitments to protect 
migrants’ rights and dignity.
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