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Introduction 
 
Over the past 15 years, the many connections between migration and development have 
been highlighted at the international level. A range of global events and processes have drawn 
attention to these connections, such as the United Nations High Level Dialogue on Migration 
and Development in 2006 and again in 2013, the United Nations Summit Addressing Large 
Movements of Refugees and Migrants in September 2016, and the Global Forum on Migration 
and Development1 (GFMD), held each year since 2007 in different countries around the world. 
In recent years, major international institutions, such as the World Bank, have also had much 
to say on the linkages between migration and development, and the potential that migration 
holds to contribute positively to development.  

A great deal of this conversation has been centred around remittances, broadly defined as 
the transfer of money from an individual in one country to an individual in another country. 
In the context of migration, the most common remittance flows are from migrants in a host 
country to members of their family still living in their home country. However, flows of money 
can also be sent from individuals in countries of origin to migrants living abroad. Officially 
recorded global remittances to developing countries are estimated to have surpassed US$431 
billion in 20152, and remittances in Sub-Saharan Africa were expected to exceed US$36 billion 
in 2016.3 By comparison, Official Development Assistance (ODA) in 2015 totalled US$131.6 
billion.4 With these kinds of statistics, the international community’s attention to the role of 
remittances in recent years is unsurprising. Indeed, the global 2030 Sustainable Development 
Agenda explicitly recognises the role of remittances in contributing towards Goal 10, which 
relates to reducing inequalities within and among countries. One of the targets under Goal 10 
is “By 2030, reduce to less than 3 per cent the transaction costs of migrant remittances and 
eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5 per cent.”5 

It is important to recognise that the sending of remittances does not simply equate to money 
leaving one country to the sole benefit of another. The growth of Regional Economic 
Communities or other regional blocs, such as the African Union (AU), the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), and the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) testify, for example, to the increasing interconnectedness and 
interdependence of countries and regions in Africa. Regional economic growth and prosperity 
and security benefits all countries in a region, often very directly.  

                                                           
1 The GFMD is a state-led, non-binding forum for governments to come together to discuss issues related to 
migration and development. Civil society organisations hold parallel “Civil Society Days” to network with each 
other and advance issues of migration, development and migrants’ rights. 
2 http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2016/04/13/remittances-to-developing-countries-edge-
up-slightly-in-2015 
3 http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2016/04/13/remittances-to-developing-countries-edge-
up-slightly-in-2015 
4 http://www.oecd.org/dac/development-aid-rises-again-in-2015-spending-on-refugees-doubles.htm 
5 http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/inequality/ 
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Given the central role of remittances in migration and development, and South Africa’s 
commitments to work towards meeting the goals and targets of the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Agenda, the Scalabrini Centre of Cape Town6 (SCCT) conducted an in-house 
study in 2016 in order to build a better understanding of its clients’ experiences of remitting, 
including the challenges and obstacles involved. The work was meant to strengthen SCCT’s 
own programmes, and highlight opportunities for advocacy. Further, identifying some of 
these obstacles, drawn from the lived experiences of the people SCCT works with every day, 
may help to illuminate some of the solutions that can be developed to help unlock the 
potentials that remittances hold to contribute not just to development in South Africa, but 
regionally and beyond. 

 

The challenges and obstacles highlighted through this work are numerous and serious. The 
issues raised here point to important questions about how the policies and practices of 
governments, banks, employers, and private businesses are directly and indirectly hampering 
migrants’ capacities to send money home, despite the almost unanimous desire amongst 
participants in these focus groups to do so.  

In this report, these findings are documented and presented. Section one presents a brief 
profile of to whom migrants in this focus group are sending money (when they are able to do 
so), and how that money is used. Section two discusses some of the key barriers to remitting 
that were raised in these discussions. These include the means and costs of remitting, and 
formidable barriers to earning, in order to be able to remit anything in the first place. Section 
three documents the kinds of personal costs and pressures highlighted by those participating 
in these focus groups, in a profound reminder that behind all the statistics and labels 
regarding migrants and remittances are people with their own individual stories, hopes, 
aspirations, resilience, family pressures, celebrations and tragedies. Finally, in section four, 
we discuss some of the gendered dynamics of remittances. The eloquent voices of the 
migrants who participated in these focus groups are highlighted throughout, so that people’s 
experiences and challenges can be heard in their own words. 

                                                           
6 The Scalabrini Centre of Cape Town is an NGO based in Cape Town’s Central Business District.  It serves 
migrant and refugee populations in the Cape Town area, providing support, assistance, and training for around 
2000 clients per month. 

It is important to recognise that the 

sending of remittances does not simply 

equate to money leaving one country 

to the sole benefit of another […]  

Regional economic prosperity and 

security benefits all countries in a 

region, often very directly. 
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Methods  

 

This report is based on Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with 28 migrants from eight different 
African countries, including Zimbabwe, the DRC, Burundi, Congo-Brazzaville, Cameroon, 
Angola, Nigeria, and Somalia. Participants were recruited by SCCT staff through various SCCT 
programmes, such as the Women’s Platform, the Employment Access Programme, and the 
English School. Participants were selected to attain as wide a representation as possible, in 
terms of country of origin, and in terms of numbers of men and women represented. Overall, 
11 participants were women, and 17 were men.  

For ethical reasons, focus group participants were never asked specifically about their 
documentation. However, throughout the discussions, participants spoke about their past 
and present experiences with various forms of documentation, including asylum seeker 
permits (current and expired), refugee status, ZSP permits7, and student visas. 

Five different FGDs were held throughout July and August 2016. Given various degrees of 
literacy and language skills, verbal informed consent was attained by all participants, and the 
voluntary nature and purpose of the research explained clearly both during recruitment and 
at the beginning of the Focus Group. Three groups were facilitated by an independent 
research consultant, and following training, by two Scalabrini Centre staff. In all focus groups, 
one main facilitator and one assistant were present – one facilitating discussion, and the other 
taking notes. All discussions were voice recorded, with the permission of participants. 

This is, of course, not meant to be a representative sample of all migrants in South Africa.  
Rather, it is a snapshot of the voices and experiences of some of SCCT’s clients, highlighting 
their own experiences and perceptions of remitting, and the many challenges they face in 
doing so. 

How and Why Do People Remit?  

 

The majority of participants in this research reported sending money home when it is possible 
for them, almost always to family, and almost always to help family members meet their basic 
needs. People spoke of sending money home to pay for health care (including emergencies), 
food, clothing, school fees, funerals, and to support family members with disabilities. People 
also spoke about sending money home to spouses and children to pay for them to come to 
South Africa and be reunified as a family. Most people sent money to immediate family 
members, including parents, siblings and spouses. In many cases, that money was further 
distributed to support others in the family. One Somali man, for example, explained that he 
sent money home to his brother, who passed it on to his mother, who then made the 
decisions around how that money was further distributed. 

The support of children – one’s own and others in the family – was very often at the forefront 
of people’s desires to remit. One man from DRC, for example, spoke about the need to send 
money to support his son, who lived with his mother in DRC, while a Zimbabwean woman 

                                                           
7 Since 2010, to address the large numbers of Zimbabweans leaving Zimbabwe for South Africa in the face of 

Zimbabwe’s economic collapse and political turmoil, the South Africa government began a programme to 
temporarily legalise the stays of qualifying Zimbabweans, through a special permitting process. 
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spoke about supporting three of her own children living in Zimbabwe, but also supporting 
eight children left by her deceased brothers and sisters: “They leave those children, so I am 
the breadwinner. […] It’s a lot. And you know how it is in Zimbabwe – it’s very hard.” Some 
participants spoke about having lost family to HIV/AIDS, and the need to support the children 
left behind. 

Others reported that they sent money home to support their elderly parents. One man from 
DRC, for example, spoke about his obligation as the first-born child to support his parents, 
particularly as money was so scarce in DRC: “Like me, I am living alone. I am alone in South 
Africa. I am thinking to send money to my mother, because I am the first-born.” A 
Zimbabwean woman spoke about the need to support her mother, because her father had 
now passed away. Another participant spoke about how the collapse of pension schemes in 
Zimbabwe meant that while her retired parents should have been receiving pensions now, 
they were not, and she therefore needed to find a way to support them. As one participant 
put it, “We must remember our family in our country.” 

Still others indicated that they supported extended family as well. For example, one woman 
noted that her husband’s brother was unexpectedly having a child with a woman in 
Zimbabwe. As some of the only people in the family earning any income, she and her husband 
were obliged to help pay the costs of the pregnancy and the baby’s delivery. 

 

Participants reported sending money through a wide variety of mechanisms, depending on 
the means available in the country of origin. Some, particularly those from Zimbabwe, used 
services such as Mukuru, Mama Money and EcoCash. Others relied upon the services of 
Malaicha – Zimbabweans who run informal courier services across borders. Somali 
participants spoke about using the Hawala8 system to send money home. Some from the DRC 
reported using the services of small, but often expensive, agencies to send money to family. 
Other participants sent money home with somebody they knew, directly or indirectly, who 
was travelling to their home country. 

Yet another form of money transfer raised in the focus groups was a system of exchange, or 
“swapping,” in which the money does not leave the country, but is instead transferred 
between families in those countries. This requires two families, each with family members in 
South Africa and Zimbabwe. In this system, Family A members living in South Africa wishing 
to send money to Family A members living in Zimbabwe would not send the money 

                                                           
8 Hawala means “transfer”, or sometimes “trust” in Arabic, and refers to an informal system of money 
transfer. It is based on the honour and performance of large network of money brokers, mostly in India, the 
Middle East, the Horn of Africa and North Africa.  
 

“We must remember our family in 

our country.” 
-male, DRC 
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themselves across the border. Rather, they would try to find Family B members living in 
Zimbabwe who can give the desired amount to Family A members in Zimbabwe. In return, 
Family A members living in South Africa would give that amount to Family B members living 
in South Africa. Participants expressed that while this system helped to mitigate the costs of 
remittances, finding such a situation was difficult, and required significant trust between all 
those involved. Some of the risks and challenges associated with these different mechanisms 
will be further addressed in the next section. 

While discussions about remittances usually refer to money being transferred from a migrant 
in a host country to family in the country of origin, in focus group discussions participants also 
spoke about money being sent to them, in South Africa, by family members in their home 
countries or elsewhere. This is what migration researchers have termed “reverse 
remittances.” While reverse remittances appeared less common in focus group discussions 
than money sent to family in countries of origin, people living here in South Africa reported 
that nonetheless, there was sometimes a need for such financial support from family back 
home. As one participant stated, “There is a time when we in the diaspora also need money 
from people at home.” However, some felt that the systems for receiving remittances were 
very problematic. One Zimbabwean participant, for example, expressed that “It is very 
difficult to receive up to now, from the time I’ve been here […] There is no way you can receive 
money.”  

 
While nearly all participants indicated that they tried to send money to family when they 
could, almost unanimously, people expressed that they could not send money home as often 
as they wanted to, or in amounts that they felt were sufficient to meet even the basic and 
immediate needs of their families. Focus group discussions inevitably turned from these initial 
conversations about how people sent remittances, to whom, and for what purpose, to 
conversations about the many barriers and obstacles people experience as migrants living in 
South Africa that hinder or prevent their desires and efforts to earn and send money home.  

Obstacles and Barriers to Remitting 

 

This section explores some of the obstacles and barriers to remitting, as expressed by focus 
group participants in this research. One of the main themes highlighted by participants was 
the ongoing lack of accessible, safe and affordable means of remitting. A second main theme 
was that despite people’s aspirations to send remittances, many find themselves barely able 
to earn enough money to support themselves and their immediate families here in South 

“There is a time when we in the 

diaspora also need money from 

people at home.” 
-female, Zimbabwe 
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Africa, let alone to regularly send sufficient money to support family 
in their countries of origin. The obstacles to remitting can vary 
considerably, depending on individual circumstances and factors 
such as documentation, immigration status, language, access to 
working rights and employment, housing and health care. However, 
participants in these focus groups unanimously spoke about the 
difficulties of living in South Africa as a migrant, identifying very 
specific barriers that prevent them from engaging economically, 
and being able to remit. 

Means and Costs of Remitting 

 

For most focus group participants, despite the different options 

available, the cost of remitting was identified as a significant 

obstacle and hardship for sending money. As discussed above, 

participants identified a range of different means and mechanisms 

for remitting. The options selected by participants depended on 

factors, including one’s documentation status, availability, 

perceived safety, reliability, and cost. 

Focus group participants identified documentation status as a 

significant factor in determining the options available for sending 

money home. While most agreed that sending money through 

banks, or formal transfer mechanisms such as Western Union, were 

the safest and most reliable means of remitting, for many, this is 

not an option. Even those with asylum seeker permits stressed the 

difficulties they have in accessing bank accounts, and having their 

permits recognised as adequate documentation. “Banks don’t like 

asylum seekers,” said one participant. For others, even providing 

proof of address and IDs can be a challenge. One Congolese man 

explained that, “When you go to send money, you find the price is 

very high, you see? We are sending through a private agency, a 

Congolese agency we use sometimes. But they are making a higher 

price.” 

Another Congolese participant expressed dismay about the impact 
of these high fees: “When you send a little bit, they cut. When they 
cut, them there [in DRC], they are crying: we’re hungry, we’re sick. 
When the money is there, it is just a little. That is our challenge. Our 
problem.” 

Some avoid options like Western Union or MoneyGram because, as 
one participant stated, “if you go to send money or get money from 
home, there are complicated things there. Before it was not like 
that.” He explained that those without proof of address were being 
asked to bring an affidavit from the police station in its place. 
Irrespective of the inconvenience and potential extra travel expenses, many refugees, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“You will not go to 

Western Union to 

send money – they 

will ask you for many 

documents. Proof of 

address, ID – we 

don’t have.  So we 

only have to send 

money through that 

agency, but they are 

charging us more 

money to send.” 
-male, DRC 
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migrants and asylum seekers are also reluctant to engage with the police on any level, 
particularly those with precarious or expired documentation. To get around this, some 
participants also reported that they sometimes ask a South African citizen – a  friend or 
acquaintance – to accompany them and effect the transfer or receipt of funds on their behalf. 

Those who decide to send money directly through friends or other known individuals who are 
travelling between South Africa and their home countries may avoid the high fees that many 
other informal transfer systems charge, but participants stressed the risk involved in this type 
of transfer. When asked whether sending money with someone going back to their home 
country was safe, one participant answered, amongst laughter, “You are not sure! It is 50/50!” 
A Somali participant explained that, “If you choose someone to take your money home, he 
must have a job or family in South Africa, because otherwise there’s a chance he will take your 
money and be gone. He can switch off his number, and no one can look for him – that’s the 
problem!” One participant reported exactly that experience: “In January, I tried to send via 
someone who was going through in my province, but he just changed his number and I’ve 
never seen him again.”  

Another woman, from Zimbabwe, noted that while she prefers to send money home through 
people she knows to reduce the costs, sometimes it is difficult to find people willing to do this 
for fears of theft and corruption: “Others, they refuse. They say, we’re scared. Because they 
stop the busses to check the people to see if they’ve got money.” In terms of using Malaicha, 
some Zimbabwean participants felt this was a risky way of sending money, with funds often 
lost to corruption en route. One participant gave an example of sending $200 US through a 
Malaicha, but having only $150 arrive to her family. There is, she explained, no accountability 
or recourse. 

For many, fluctuating exchange rates and the falling rand have also caused hardships. When 
money is sent in rands, but received in dollars, the result is less money being received by family 
at home. As one Zimbabwean woman put it, “You work here very hard. Then you think you 
have a lot of money, but when you are coming to send money home, they get very little [in 
dollars], and they charge us so much to send money home…. If you have 2000 [rands] here, 
it’s a lot of money. I can do everything! But if I will send it to my children, they get very little.”  

 

Others spoke about the challenges of unreliable or delayed services, and the burden of 
sometimes being charged fees on both sides, to send and to receive funds.  

 

“If you choose someone to take your money 

home, he must have a job or family in South 

Africa, because otherwise there’s a chance he will 

take your money and be gone.” 
-female, Somalia 
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Barriers to Earning 

 

While the sending of remittances is a challenge in terms of both the mechanisms and the 

expenses of sending money, every focus group discussion that took place ultimately circled 

back to the numerous, layered barriers that many migrants, refugees and asylum seekers face 

in terms of being able to access funds to send in the first place. Historical and deep-rooted 

economic inequalities and injustices mean that many South African citizens also suffer the 

effects of poverty, and lack of access to essential services. Some migrants, asylum seekers and 

refugees, however, face additional barriers in terms of documentation issues, administrative 

obstacles in the asylum system, language barriers, xenophobia, and particular forms of social 

and economic exclusion.  

 

One of the most striking themes to emerge from focus group discussions was the hardships 

caused to asylum seekers in Cape Town by being unable to renew their asylum permits locally, 

and the negative impacts this has had on peoples’ ability to remit. Since the closure of Cape 

Town’s Refugee Reception Office (RRO) in 2014, people have been required to regularly travel 

to RROs in Durban or Pretoria to renew their documents, at substantial expense. For many, 

as participants in these focus groups indicated, these repeated journeys to renew their 

permits have also come at the expense of being able to maintain employment. In one focus 

group of seven people, all participants had either lost work because of these travel 

requirements to renew their permits, or knew of others who had. One Congolese participant 

explained, 

Many, many of our colleagues did lost their jobs about this, because the contracts 
are expecting you to work hard, to perform […] They need someone who has an ID 
and a work permit for four years – he knows that for those four years, the person is 
going to be able to work, and be on time every day. But you got a paper for three 

months! In that three months you have to stop work, but the work is expecting you 
to be there. You have to stop and go. You have to renew your papers to be in order 

“You have to renew your 

papers to be in order and 

tended.  In that time, who’s 

going to cover you [at work]? 

[At the] end of the day, they 

will tell you, we don’t need 

you anymore. We have found 

another person.” 
-male, DRC 
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and tended. In that time, who’s going to cover you? [At the] end of the day, they 
will tell you, we don’t need you anymore. We have found another person.” 

The burden of travel not only impacts people’s ability to maintain already scarce employment, 
but participants spoke about the direct correlation between the expense of these travels to 
renew permits, and their inability to send remittances to family members at home. As one 
Congolese man clearly stated, “The money you are supposed to send to your family, you use 
that money to pay for your tickets.” 

Others spoke about being given only one month extensions, in Durban. Unable to afford the 
continuous trips, one participant noted that “people become tired and leave it.” Others spoke 
about the dangers of travel, and of the corruption they experienced at the RROs. The closure 
of the Cape Town RRO has had implications not only directly for the individuals who are 
obliged to travel to renew their permits in order to maintain their legal status in South Africa, 
but they also clearly have negative implications for individuals’ capacity to earn, save and 
remit. “If I win the Green ID,” commented one participant, “my life is going to change, and I 
will have the possibility of sending money home to my mother.” 

The challenges faced by individuals in terms of accessing and maintaining documents has 

further impacts on their ability to remit, or the costs involved in doing so. As described above, 

for example, without valid documents, individuals tend to remit through informal and 

generally more expensive channels, decreasing the amounts that reach their intended 

beneficiaries. 

However, even with documents, focus group participants spoke about the challenges of 

having those documents recognised. For example, many spoke about banks not recognising 

their asylum papers and being unable to open accounts.  

On top of a general scarcity of employment opportunities – a challenge shared by many 

South Africans as well – some focus group participants spoke about employers simply not 

recognising that asylum seekers and refugees have a legal right to study or to work. While 

many participants shared their personal ambitions and aspirations for careers, education, 

and bright futures, some felt largely excluded from opportunities on the basis of being 

foreign. One participant from the DRC explained that this kind of exclusion make remitting 

nearly impossible: 

All things for the refugees, they make things difficult for us. Very, very hard. You 
welcome someone, you give them papers, and those papers are supposed to 

“Some South African people say it’s 

better to live in the locations, 

because there you pay few. But the 

locations are a dangerous place for 

us, the foreigner people.” 
-male, DRC 
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help us to work and study. But we can’t find work with those papers. So how can 
we expect also to send money home? It’s very tough. 

Another expressed his frustration with having the correct papers, but finding that these 
papers were often not recognised by potential employers, or that employers were unwilling 
to hire asylum seekers because of the temporary nature of their permits: “You give us 
papers, but you block all opportunities to survive – so how will we stay here?” 

Many focus group participants spoke about the high costs of living in South Africa as a barrier 
to being able to remit, as the little money they could earn was often required simply to make 
ends meet in Cape Town. Some spoke about the perception that as foreigners, they incurred 
extra costs for housing and rentals, both in terms of being charged more than locals, and in 
terms of paying more to live in an area where they felt their personal safety was not at risk, 
in the face of anti-foreigner sentiments in the country. One Congolese respondent, for 
example, explained, “Some South African people say it’s better to live in the locations, 
because there you pay few. But the locations are a dangerous place for us, the foreigner 
people. Because we get many things… like xenophobia.” Another participant noted that in 
his own experience, landlords were often simply unwilling to rent to those with asylum 
permits. 

Language barriers were also highlighted by some focus group participants as a further obstacle 
to earning, and, by extension, to remitting. Some of the participants were students in the 
Scalabrini Centre’s English School, and felt that learning English was the first step towards 
being able to integrate and find work in South Africa, and ultimately, towards being able to 
send money home to family.  

 

Finally, participants spoke with great emotion about the issue of anti-foreigner sentiments 
and discrimination, as a factor with significant negative implications not only for their safety 

“We have also problems to go there [to the RROs].  

The money you are supposed to send to your 

family, you use that money to pay for your tickets.” 
-male, DRC 

 

We are amaKwerekwere – that word makes me cry.” 
-male, DRC 
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and quality of life, but also for their abilities to earn, 
save, and remit. Several participants shared 
personal stories of being specifically targeted, 
robbed and attacked as foreigners. One Congolese 
participant spoke about fleeing the violence and 
upheaval in DRC, only to find that in South Africa, 
he faced a different kind of persecution: “We are 
amaKwerekwere – that word makes me cry.”  

Personal Costs and Pressures 

 

Remittances have a potentially powerful role to 
play in contributing to the betterment of people’s 
lives and circumstances, both within South Africa 
and beyond. Yet, the pressures to remit and the 
personal hardships endured by individuals to be 
able to remit are often considerable and under-
discussed. In the face of the kinds of obstacles and 
barriers identified above, this section presents 
some of the personal costs and pressures of 
remitting, as expressed by focus group participants. 
These include, for example, the pressures of being 
relied upon to support families in South Africa as 
well as in one’s country of origin and the lack of 
understanding from family at home about the 
challenges and difficulties of living, working, and 
saving in South Africa. Participants also spoke about 
the sacrifices that were necessary to send money 
home to support their families, including pawning 
household goods, going into debt, and going 
without food themselves. Most participants spoke 
powerfully about the pressures they feel to remit. 
“All of their problems, they come to me. It is a lot of 
pressure,” said one woman from Zimbabwe. A 
Congolese participant expressed supporting his 
family in the DRC as “his duty.” He explained, 

 We’ve got a big challenge about sending money 
home. We don’t have enough money, and we have 
a family to support […] It doesn’t matter what 
difficulties we have. We have to face those 
difficulties, to fight to send something to help 
them for emergencies, for hospital, food, and all 
those things, school for the little one coming, and 
we have to face all those things. We have to do our 
best. […] I’ve got a family here. I’ve got a wife and 
two kids. I have to pay rent. I have to pay school 

 

“My sister 

passed away 

from HIV/AIDS. 

Then she did 

leave kids to my 

mother, and my 

mother is 70-

something. She 

can’t work and 

do something. 

And obviously, 

me, I’m not 

working. Nothing 

I can send.” 
female, Zimbabwe 
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for the kids. I have to take care of my wife, but I also have to face that to send money home. 

As previously discussed, most focus group participants indicated that they would like to send 
money home, or to send more money home than they are currently able. However, given the 
challenges people are facing, focus group participants explained that they are often unable 
to do so. The personal pressures and emotional consequences of this are, for many, 
profoundly difficult. A Zimbabwean participant, for example, explained that she tries to send 
money when she can to her mother, but is not always in a position to send anything: 

My sister passed away from HIV/AIDS. Then she did leave kids to my mother, and 
my mother is 70-something. She can’t work and do something. And obviously, 
me, I’m not working. Nothing I can send. And they call: “why you don’t do this? 
You know we are suffering.” But what I must do? I’m not working. [They say] “You 
want us to die here?” I tell her, I don’t have a job. I’m not working. 

One man from the DRC also spoke about the personal pressures and emotions of not being 
able to send money to family, saying “My family is very poor. Just now my mother and my 
father passed away. I have six brothers and three sisters. Yeah, they are calling me, if you 
could send something. I told them no, I am leading a difficult life, I cannot send them anything 
for now. It’s not easy.” 

One Somali participant also spoke about the emotional impacts of being able to meet her 
own immediate needs and those of her family here in South Africa, but knowing that 
extended family was struggling back in Somalia: “For families, also there is a guilt factor. If 
you try to ignore back home, and don’t answer their calls, sometimes they will call you 20 
times. Your child goes to school, you are wearing nice clothes, you have leftovers in the fridge 
– you feel guilty.” 

Another Somali participant spoke of his desire to return home, but noted that he couldn’t 
do so, due to family pressures: “And you know, your family sends you to go to South Africa 
to make money, to get a nice job. When you say you’re coming back they say no, don’t come 
back, just stay there! Just try to get another job. Because the situation [in Somalia] is still the 
same. 

 

The majority of participants felt that family back home had very little or no understanding of 
the difficulties of living and working in South Africa, particularly as a migrant, refugee or 
asylum seeker. One Congolese participant explained that while some people may 

“They are looking to us. They are 

crying to us. It’s hard just to say no I 

can’t send, when you hear your 

mother crying, and your sister’s 

children are crying.” 
-female, DRC 



15 
 

understand how difficult life in South Africa can 
be, the majority does not: “They don’t know how 
we’re suffering here.” Some indicated that they 
do not tell their families about the hardships 
they are facing in South Africa, as they did not 
want to worry them. As one participant put it,  

          When you come here, you find that 
life is very difficult. And families at 
home are expecting you to send 
them something, because they 
are living a difficult life. But you 
also are living a difficult life, but 
them, they cannot know that. So 
if you are here in South Africa and 
you are communicating with your 
family […] you will not tell them 
that you are also passing a 
difficult life, because they only 
know that in South Africa, 
everything is okay. 

To meet the needs of their families, participants 
spoke about borrowing money from friends, 
neighbours, and members of their church 
congregation, or from loan sharks, particularly for 
emergencies. “You have no choice,” one the 
situation you are facing, you need money. So you 
end up in a lot of debt.”  Another participant from 
the DRC spoke about pawning household items 
when her family called, in need of money: 

When they call me and they are crying, 
what I maybe do is, I take my 
microwave, and I take it to Cash 
Crusaders, they give me money, so I 
send to them. When I get money, so I 
go to Cash Crusaders and take my 
microwave back. Sometimes I do that. 
Because you don’t have a choice. They 
are looking to us. They are crying to us. 
It’s hard just to say no I can’t send, 
when you hear your mother crying, and 
your sister’s children are crying – they 
are sick […] You just sacrifice. And they 
don’t understand the sacrifice you are 
doing here. 

 

“Me, maybe I can 

go without food 

even for a day. I 

can manage that. 

But for the 

children, they 

can’t. And I fast, 

because I don’t 

have food.” 
-female, Zimbabwe 
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Indeed, sacrifice emerged as a common theme amongst participants, in describing how they 
met the pressures of sending money to family.  “You sacrifice,” said one Zimbabwean 
woman. “You just be patient.”  Another explained, “Like for me, sometimes I have to cut 
down on the food that we eat.” One participant explained that in order to have money to 
send home, she sometimes went without food: “Me, maybe I can go without food even for 
a day. I can manage that. But for the children, they can’t. And I fast, because I don’t have 
food. Then I have to fast. But at the same time, the children can’t fast.”  

Finally, the pressures of remitting and the consequences of not remitting may also have 
negative impacts on the relationships between migrants and family members, particularly 
when family at home do not fully understand the many challenges of living and working in 
South Africa. One Somali woman, for example, spoke of losing relatives from her life: “Some 
are not even greeting you, because you are very rich and you are ignoring them, according to 
them. So we have lost a lot of our father’s brothers, my mother’s sisters and brothers – I’ve 
lost them. If someone is sick and you want to just talk to them, the first thing they say is ‘I’m 
dying, I need 200 U.S. dollars.’ So for years, you just lost the contact.” 

Gender and Remittances 

 
While focus group discussions clearly showed that the desire to remit along with the 
pressures and difficulties of remitting are keenly felt by both men and women, some 
significant gendered differences were highlighted, particularly regarding childcare and access 
to different opportunities within the job market. 

Primary child care responsibilities still often fall principally to women, which can have 
important implications for a woman’s ability to learn English (for those who do not speak it), 
find work, earn, and remit. One Somali woman explained that while she would like to be able 
to remit, she felt that the costs of child care in Cape Town would amount to more than she 
would be able to earn through the kind of work she could access here.  For her, this difficulty 
was exacerbated by not feeling confident in English: “Maybe if I learn English, I will find a good 
job, and have some money to send my brothers sometimes.” 

Another woman spoke about other Somali women in Cape Town sending their children back 
to Somalia to live with family: “Sometimes, the ladies, she has a child. She sends her child to 
Somalia because she can’t afford to look after them and to work.” In such cases, this 
participant explained, the children are sent to live with relatives while the mother works here 
to be able to send money home.  “My friend is like that,” she explained. “She’s got three 
children. She sent them back to Somalia.”  The mother earns R2000 a month, enabling her to 
send $100 US to Somalia to support her children, leaving her with approximately R400 for her 
own expenses here.  



17 
 

 

Participants also spoke about gender differences in terms of access to opportunities in the 
workforce. One Zimbabwean woman working as in informal trader in South Africa for over 23 
years explained that sometimes men in Zimbabwe “send their women to come and work.  The 
men, they are at home.  So the women, they send money.” She believed this was because 
many men who used to hold high positions in Zimbabwe no longer do so, in the face of the 
collapsed Zimbabwean economy. “Even now,” she said, “if they come [to South Africa] with 
their certificates, here they start to say ‘South Africans first,’ but the women who sells, going 
door to door like me, can continue doing this work. Anyone can sell, even if you did not go to 
school like me. I grew up my children through this work.” 

Another experience of a gendered job market was described by one Somali woman, who 
argued that even though many would like to work and remit, Somali women have difficulty 
finding work because of safety, security and maintaining traditional roles.  She spoke about 
her own experience in finding – and then losing – a position in a shop: “Before I was married, 
I got a job in Macassar Beach. It’s nice. I was working there.” However, a few months after 
she began working at the shop, she was told by the shop owner that she needed to leave, 
because they had received threats of violence and he was worried something was going to 
happen to her, and to his business, “because women are soft.” She described how one day, 
while working there, some people tried to set the shop on fire.  She noted how “you will find 
lots of Somali women here who will even get married to a shop owner here, so he can send 
money back home to her family.” 

“Sometimes, the ladies, she has 

a child. She sends her child to 

Somalia because she can’t afford 

to look after them and to work.” 
-female, Somalia 
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For young men, one Somali participant noted that there is little choice for them when they 
arrive other than to start work in the shops, so they can immediately start sending money 
home, as is expected from them by their families.  She noted that this can sometimes impede 
young men’s opportunities for study or the pursuit of an alternative career, and also exposes 
them to the risks and dangers of being a Somali shopkeeper in many Cape Town communities, 
including theft, violence, and murder.  

Conclusions 

 

The men and women in these focus groups arrived in South Africa from many different 

corners of the continent, each with their own backgrounds, driving motivations, stories, and 

aspirations for the future.  Yet, these diverse voices also had much in common. Almost 

unanimously, those living here in South Africa carry the needs and the hopes of their families 

back home with them, and want to be able to send money home to meet those needs, and 

to contribute to the betterment of their families’ lives. People are supporting siblings, elderly 

parents, and children – both their own and those who have been left behind through the loss 

of their own parents to HIV/AIDS.  By and large, focus group participants living here in Cape 

Town are sending money whenever possible to help meet the immediate and basic needs of 

their families, including school fees, food, health care, clothing, and shelter. 

People spoke passionately and convincingly about the multi-faceted obstacles and barriers 

they face in their lives in Cape Town, which prevent them from being able to remit as much 

or as often as they would like to. Barriers to sending include issues such as the cost and 

reliability of informal remitting, and the inability to remit through formal channels.  However, 

inevitably, people spoke about the barriers to earning, in the first place, so they might have 

the capacity to remit.  Economic exclusion is a challenge faced by many South Africans in a 

struggling economy characterised by high unemployment and inequality. Yet, migrants, 

refugees and asylum seekers in Cape Town face some additional barriers, including 

documentation challenges, the burden of having to travel to Pretoria or Durban to renew 

asylum seeker permits, language barriers and xenophobia, or anti-foreigner attitudes.  

“You will find lots of Somali 

women here who will even get 

married to a shop owner here, so 

he can send money back home 

to her family.” 
-female, Somalia 
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The pressures of remitting have financial and 

personal costs for migrants, refugees, and asylum 

seekers.  Focus group participants spoke of the 

financial and personal sacrifices they make in 

order to try to send whatever money they can 

home.  They spoke of going into debt, of pawning 

household belongings, and of going without food 

themselves.  They spoke of the expectations and 

dependency of family members at home on their 

ability to earn and remit, and they spoke of the 

lack of understanding amongst many back home 

of just how difficult life in South Africa actually is. 

Finally, the stories of focus group participants 

showed some of the ways in which the challenges 

of earning and sending remittances plays out 

along gendered lines in Cape Town.  This includes 

experiences and strategies of child care, having 

access to different kinds of opportunities in the 

work force, and even, for some, having different 

obligations around finding work, and supporting 

family. 

Above all, these focus groups revealed the human 

stories behind the often abstract or theoretical 

debates surround migration, remittances and 

development. While remittances have a 

potentially powerful role to play in contributing 

to the betterment of people’s lives and 

circumstances, both within South Africa and 

beyond, the pressures to remit and the personal 

hardships endured by migrants in order to be 

able to remit, are often glossed over, and clearly 

require more understanding and attention. 

Migrants, refugees and asylum seekers can – and 

very clearly do – contribute to development 

through remittances in the most difficult of 

circumstances, but without the support of 

governments in both sending and receiving 

countries, the costs and pressures, both financial 

and personal, are often substantial. These 

pressures and hardships can be mitigated by 

policies and practices that are specifically 

designed to assist and support migrants, 

 

These pressures 

and hardships 

can be mitigated 

by policies and 

practices that are 

specifically 

designed to assist 

and support 

migrants, 

effectively 

address 

documentation 

challenges, and 

ease the barriers 

and costs of 

remitting. 
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effectively address documentation challenges, and ease the barriers and costs of remitting.  

Indeed, as the world works towards the attainment of the 2030 Sustainable Development 

Agenda, all governments have an explicit obligation to do just that. 

 


