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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Migration research in South Africa has found that migrants with a tertiary 

education! work in menial jobs2
, taking employment as security guards, cleaners, car guards, 

informal traders, or barbers (Bernstein, 2003; Amisi, 2006). The literature suggests that the 

migrants risk losing their accumulated skills and work experience to the detriment of future 

development endeavours of both their home countries and South Africa, or any other host 

country (Bloch, 2005). The literature describes migrants in South Africa as 'highly' qualified 

(Mattes, Crush & Richmond, 2000:3); extraordinarily well educated and valuable human 

capital (UNHCR as cited in Steinberg, 2005: 1). In a study of parking lot attendants in Cape 

Town, Bernstein (2003) found that 41.7% of the participants were migrants with some 

tertiary education; on the other hand, none of the South African parking lot attendants had 

tertiary education. Similarly, Bloch's (2005) survey of five hundred Zimbabwean migrants in 

South Africa showed that many Zimbabwean graduates were employed in menial jobs that 

did not utilise their skills and/or expertise. Many of the participants in his survey were 

agricultural labourers. In a study of Congolese migrants in Durban, Amisi (2006:8) also 

found that even migrants with 'scarce skills' (DoL, 2007) were holding down menial jobs, 

for example, a teacher was employed as a security guard; an accountant was self-employed 

as a shoemaker; a nurse as an informal trader, and a social worker as an informal car guard. 

In Cape Town the situation of migrants with a tertiary education who are 

holding down menial jobs deserves further investigation for two major reasons, first, because 

education is generally viewed as a means of improving access to better employment 

conditions and higher income. According to Checchi (2006:7-19) education is not simply 

being able to read or to check a bill at McDonalds, or use a cellphone; that is, it is more than 

I Migrant with a tertiary education and skilled migrants are used interchangeably in this study. 
2 I use the concept 'menial jobs' to refer to low-wage, low-skill service sector occupations requiring an 
education equivalent to or below grade 12. My antonym concept for this is 'professional' jobs. 
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being functionally literate and numerate. Education, he says, can be thought of as an 

individual's decision to sacrifice current opportunities in exchange for the prospect of a 

better income in the future. The incentive behind investing time and resources in acquiring 

education is based on the expectation that more education will result in better employment 

opportunities and a higher income during the course of one's working life. In situations 

where migrants with tertiary qualifications hold menial jobs, doubt arises about the value of 

higher education as the key to better employment opportunities and higher income careers. 

The second reason relates to the theorised positive link between migration and 

development. Migration constitutes the dominant livelihood strategy for many poor 

households in Africa; household members migrate to escape poverty and/or diversify their 

sources of income (Black, 2004:5). Sichone's (2006:130) research suggests that Southern 

Africans across all skill levels migrate to South Africa in an attempt to escape poverty in 

their home countries. Furthermore, studies have also shown that migration does alleviate 

poverty and reduce social exclusion (Crush, Williams & Peberdy, 2005: 17). International 

experience suggests that in addition to improving their own life conditions migrants can 

make a significant contribution to the socio-economic development of both the home country 

as well as in the receiving country (Mattes, Crush & Richmond, 2000: 1; UN, 2006:23-24). 

Migrants can contribute to socio-economic development of the home country 

by means of remittances and the transfer of innovation. Remittances are goods and/or cash 

which migrants send to their home countries. Various studies have established that 

remittances help families meet their subsistence needs, such as buy food, pay medical bills 

and school fees; thus reducing poverty. Remittances have also provided savings or 

investment opportunities for new (small) businesses, and have also boosted existing 

entrepreneurial activities (DFID, 2007:15; UN, 2006:23-24; Crush, Williams, & Peberdy 

2005:17). Quantitative studies have shown that In 2005 remittances from high-income 
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countries to low-income countries reached $ 232 billion; that is, twice the level of official 

development assistance from all sources (Ellerman as cited in Kok et. al. 2006:5). In 

devising strategies to meet the Millennium Development Goals (e.g. poverty alleviation), the 

international community has to consider ways of making remittances work more effectively 

for the poor, for example, by providing tax breaks which will encourage citizens abroad to 

remit more to their home countries in poor regions (UN, 2006:24; DFID, 2007:2; Crush, 

Williams & Peberdy, 2005). 

Migrants can also make important contributions to their home country's 

economy by means of innovation, for they bring back new skills and/or work experience 

from abroad. A recent study on industrial policy has suggested that governments in poor 

countries should not look at their expatriate workers solely as a source of income, that is, 

through their remittances from abroad; such workers have also acquired entrepreneurial and 

other skills as a result of exposure to the business life of the receiving country; and they are 

willing to return to their home countries. Governments should therefore encourage their 

return so they can employ them to improve domestic economic activities (Rodrik, 2004:28). 

It is not only worker-exporting countries that benefit from migrants. Worker 

receiving countries also benefit from the presence of migrants, for indeed, migrants bring 

skills, innovation, and knowledge that may boost economic growth in the receiving country. 

Migrants with tertiary education and/or work experience can fill the gaps created by the 

emigration of the receiving country's own citizens who have desirable skills, or the 

inadequacies of the education and training system of a receiving country (Mattes, Crush, & 

Richmond, 2000: 1). They can be of great help to employers who cannot meet their needs for 

specific skills from within the local labour market; skilled migrants can meet employers' 

labour demand in a shorter lead-time (Cohen, 2006; UN, 2006:23-24). 
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South Africa's economy is said to suffer a shortage of human skills. Finance 

Minister Trevor Manuel has warned that South Africa's lack of human skills 'acts as a 

barrier to social and economic development and will do so for a long time' (Preece, 

2004: 1 0). There is controversy around the meaning and scale of the skill shortage in South 

Africa (Daniels, 2007: 1); yet the shortage becomes difficult to comprehend when African 

migrants with a tertiary education are doing menial work in Cape Town. A comprehensive 

strategy to deal with the skill shortage has to include an understanding of why people with 

'scarce' skills are in such jobs. Not only does this situation prevent them from fulfilling their 

dreams; it also limits the effectiveness of policies aimed at meeting the Millennium 

Development Goals, in both the sending and the receiving countries in Africa. As shown 

above migration has potential benefits - both for migrants themselves, for their countries of 

origin and their destination countries (Kok, 2006:4). 

Before going any further, it is important to understand why migrants with a 

tertiary education had chosen to migrate to South Africa. There is more than one explanation. 

My focus is on 'globalisation' as the main cause. For a long time, Africans have been 

migrating around their home continent; however, with 'globalisation' the pace of 

international migration has increased. A recent study suggests that the number of foreigners 

who are travelling to South Africa, for various reasons, from other Southern African 

countries has increased from 1,000,000 in the early 1990s to 5,000,000 in 2005 (Crush, 

Williams & Peberdy, 2005:6). 

But what do I mean by 'globalisation'? There are so many definitions of 

globalisation that the precise meaning of this concept is unclear. These definitions depend on 

whether one views globalisation as purely an 'economic' phenomenon, a 'socio-cultural' 

process or as 'political change'. In this study, globalisation refers to both 'a series of 

objective, external elements that are profoundly changing our world, and a subjective and 
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reflexive awareness of these changes' (Cohen & Kennedy, 2000:38). The Internet, for 

example, constitutes a major change in the history of humankind. It affects the ways people 

run businesses (e.g. Internet banking) but also their perceptions, relationships and decisions 

of how and when to invest in a specific market. People seeking to improve their earning 

power no longer rely exclusively on local opportunities because they can easily find better 

opportunities without having to pay any travelling costs thanks to the Internet. As Cohen & 

Kennedy (2000:38) have put it 'the local ceases to be sufficient as a resource in enabling us 

to make decisions about our lives and where we belong'. Globalisation has to do with the 

idea that we (shall) now live together in one world (Giddens, 2000). It is about connecting 

and integrating societies to create a 'global village', of a world without frontiers, where 

people are aware that many problems are common and join together to address them. 

A key feature of globalisation is the removal of trade barriers and the curtailing 

of the state's intervention in the local economy (Cameron & Stein, 2000: 16). Advocates of 

globalisation have preached the idea that free movement of goods, services, and people 

around the globe would lead to an improved quality of life for all. Globalisation would be a 

win-win situation for those countries that embrace it. African countries that would remove 

trade barriers would attract foreign investment needed to create jobs for the millions of 

unemployed. The removal or reduction of barriers to trade and mobility has brought about a 

decrease in the cost of travelling; and the technological advances such as the Internet have 

made migrants more aware of job opportunities available outside their home country (DFID, 

2007:8; Cohen & Kennedy, 2000:34). Countries that have embraced globalisation have 

undergone structural changes in accordance with the 'structural adjustment programmes' of 

the WTO and the IMF. These adjustments were seen as a cure for socio-economic malaise. 

The programmes entailed, among other things, a decrease in public spending and the 

privatisation of state owned industries (Cooper, 2002:87). The adjustments have not borne 
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the expected fruit. Many critics believe that these programmes have compounded the 

impoverishment of African countries. Until the late nineties statistics on Sub-Saharan Africa 

show that the region had the highest level of unemployment in the world, ranging from 10 to 

50% according to the broad definition of unemployment (Akokpari, 2001:7). Giddens 

(2000:35) provides alarming statistics on inequality. He writes that from 1989 to 1998, 'the 

share of the poorest fifth of the world's population has dropped from 2.3% to 1.4%. The 

proportion taken by the richest fifth, on the other hand, has risen'. In Africa, 20 Sub-Saharan 

countries have a lower income per capita, in real terms, compared to what they had in the 

late 1970s. On reading the Human Development Report in 2006, one realises that the 

situation has not improved at all. The report highlights the fact that the poorest fifth of the 

world's population earn only 1.5% of the world's income (UNDP, 2006:269). 

Globalisation has weakened African states because they cannot protect their 

fanners; farming is the main occupation of many Africans, and they face the unhealthy 

competition of trans-national corporations. African farmers do not have the technology and 

resources to compete with imported agricultural products; and they cannot expect support 

from their governments because the latter cannot regulate the global economy. Those who 

lose jobs or livelihoods as a result of economic restructuring or unregulated trade do not 

disappear; some change jobs, for example, teachers become traders within the local 

economy; while others migrate to 'greener' pastures where they expect to find opportunities 

to earn more money and achieve greater job security (Wrench & Modood, 2001). 

South Africa is the most favoured destination for many African migrants 

because of its industrialised economy, a shortage in human capital required to sustain the 

targeted economic growth, as well as a democratic regime and economic prospects. A UNDP 

study in 1997 showed that South Africa alone received a net foreign direct investment (FDI) 

of U.S. $ 1 705 million; this amounted to 54% of total FDI to Eastern and Southern Africa 
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(Akokpari, 2001 :4). Although absorbing only between 20% and 30% of the 500,000 to 

600,000 job seekers who are added to the labour force each year; South Africa's economy 

generated 115,000 jobs each year between 1996 and 2002. This rate is far higher than that 

generated in other countries in the region (Altman, 2005:449). 

According to the South African Department of Labour the country suffered a 

scarcity of human skills that amounted to 938,275 jobs across various occupational 

categories in 2007 (DoL, 2007). Recognition of the scarcity of human capital necessary to 

sustain economic growth has led the Department of Home Affairs to relax visa requirements 

so as to attract people with 'needed' skills3
• For many migrants, the above statistics indicate 

that job opportunities are abundant and easily accessible in South Africa. One study of 

migrants in Cape Town found that before leaving their homeland African migrants dreamt of 

South Africa as a land of opportunity. Many have been disillusioned with what South Africa 

had to offer to them. A respondent in the study recalled, 'if you watch on TV, you can see 

South Africa is the better country; but when the people come here, they can see ... it is not' 

(Warner & Finschilescu, 2003). This statement points out the influence of satellite T.V. that 

is one manifestation of globalisation in shaping people's choice. 

Clearly, globalisation has played a significant role in drawing African migrants 

to South Africa, but this does not explain why in Cape Town African skilled migrants hold 

menial jobs despite South Africa's lack of human skills. The next paragraph reviews some 

literature on this question. 

This question has received very little attention in the literature. Only a broad 

and rather sketchy explanation emerges. One reason offered is xenophobia, which is far too 

common in South Africa (Warner & Finschilescu, 2003; Bernstein, 2003). Xenophobia is the 

dislike, fear, or hatred of strangers or foreigners (Nyamnjoh, 2006:5). The dislike may be 

3 www.dha.co.za accessed 30th April 2008 
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