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Executive Summary 
 

This study was commissioned by the Centre for Financial Regulation and Inclusion (Cenfri), on behalf 

of the FinMark Trust, to sketch a picture of the remittances landscape in the Johannesburg-

Zimbabwe corridor. The aim was to build an understanding of the dynamics of remittances sent to 

Zimbabwe and the drivers of change, and to gauge the scope for and barriers to the formal 

intermediation of remittances. 

Zimbabwe is heavily reliant on remittance flows from South Africa and particularly Johannesburg. As 

many Zimbabweans are undocumented, they cannot access formal channels for money transfers. 

Until recently, much of the value transferred back to Zimbabwe has taken the form of basic 

groceries, cleaning and medical supplies, clothing and other household items, due to the limited 

availability of these items in Zimbabwe. It is anticipated that with the necessary political and 

economic reforms under the new unity government in Zimbabwe, remittances will continue to 

evolve back to monetary transfers and play a significant role in the recovery of the country.  

To address the objectives of the study, investigations were conducted in three phases between 

March and May 2009: 1) desk research to establish an understanding of the remittance market, 2) 

interviews with Johannesburg based stakeholders in the remittance economy and 3) a five day 

overland trip on public transportation from Johannesburg to urban and rural areas of Zimbabwe to 

experience the remittance process first hand, to speak with remittance recipients and to gain an 

understanding of the Zimbabwe grocery retail environment.   

 

The Zimbabwe Migrant Community in Johannesburg 

Migration of Zimbabweans to South Africa, particularly to Johannesburg, has become a clear and 

growing trend in recent years. Historically, such migration has been driven by those looking for work 

as farm labourers, traders and skilled or unskilled workers in industrial and urban areas. 

Johannesburg in particular is a magnet for regional migration as the largest urban economic centre 

in Africa and due to its cultural and language commonalities with its neighbours. Recently, 

Zimbabwean migration to Johannesburg and South Africa has been exacerbated by declining 

agricultural output, hyperinflation, economic decline and political persecution.  

Historical attempts to estimate the number of Zimbabweans in South Africa have been hindered by 

poor record keeping and the reluctance of undocumented Zimbabwean migrants to disclose their 

status. Two recent studies have provided more accurate estimates. In mid-2007, Professor Makina of 

UNISA estimated the Zimbabwean community in South Africa to be between 800,000 and 1,000,000 

people, based on a study of Zimbabwean migrants living in inner-city Johannesburg.  In late-2006, 

the Centre for Development and Enterprise conducted a household survey to estimate the number 

of foreigners in Johannesburg. It was estimated that 39% of foreigners (between 195,000 and 

215,000) were Zimbabweans, but this is likely to be an underestimate due to the subsequent 

escalation of the economic crisis in Zimbabwe.  
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Makina (2007)1 seems to be amongst the most current and thorough analyses of the Zimbabwe 

migrant community in inner-city Johannesburg and is not contradicted by the qualitative finding of 

this study, which is based on a limited sample size. The great majority of Zimbabweans have arrived 

in Johannesburg since the year 2000, when the controversial land reform programme began. These 

migrants display the following demographic characteristics. They are predominantly male with 80% 

between the ages of 21 and 40 years old. 55% are married and the majority support families in 

Zimbabwe, although increasing numbers also support family members in Johannesburg. The most 

commonly indicated reasons for migrants leaving Zimbabwe were political (58%), the economic crisis 

(51%) and unemployment (31%). Political reasons became predominant after 2002, but in2007, 

unemployment and the economy overtook political factors.   

Migrants from Zimbabwe seem to be fairly well educated, with 62% having completed secondary 

education and 32% having completed post-secondary education before leaving Zimbabwe (4% hold 

university degrees and 15% hold professional qualifications). However, despite their qualifications, 

Zimbabwean migrants seem to have difficulty finding employment suited to their education or 

training and thus earn relatively low salaries. Most earn below R2,000 (equivalent to US$1032) per 

month, which may be indicative of their inability to establish legal status or their desperation to 

secure employment.  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that Zimbabweans from urban areas have tended to migrate to South 

!ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƛƴƴŜǊ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ, while less educated workers tend to seek employment in farming, industrial and 

mining areas. In Johannesburg, Zimbabweans have mostly clustered in inner-city suburbs, 

particularly Hillbrow, Yeoville and Berea, which have provided access to networks of other 

Zimbabwean migrants and provided greater access to employment opportunities.  

 

Overview of the Johannesburg ς Zimbabwe Remittance Economy 

Zimbabweans have largely come to South Africa to escape ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƪ 

employment, to enable them to support their families in Zimbabwe. In defining the remittances sent 

from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe, the following parameters have been investigated: the types of 

remittances, formal vs. informal remittances, frequency of remittances and value of remittances.  

Remittances fall into two primary categories, cash and in-kind. Cash remittances are generally 

denominated in South African Rand. They are required for expenses such as school fees, rent, 

transport and other day-to-day expenses, and also seem to be preferred when items are available in 

Zimbabwe at a reasonable cost. In-kind remittances include products such as groceries, furniture, 

electronics, clothing and building materials. Remittance preferences seem to be determined largely 

by the circumstances of the recipient. In urban areas, where goods are more plentiful and better 

priced, cash remittances are preferred. In rural areas, in-kind remittances are more relevant 

depending on the price and availability of products, and the self-sufficiency of the recipient.  

                                                           
1
 Professor Daniel Makina, UNISA, Survey of Profile of Migrant Zimbabweans in South Africa: A Pilot Study, 

September 2007 
2
 A 3-month (1 February 2009 to 30 April 2009) average exchange rate of R9.70 / US$1.00 from 

www.oanda.com has been used for conversion throughout the document unless otherwise noted 

http://www.oanda.com/
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Remittances can be sent through either formal or informal channels. Formal channels include 

remittances sent through money transfer companies, banks or the post office. Informal channels 

include public transport such as buses and taxis, private individuals or friends and relatives. Based on 

interview feedback, there was a clear preference for informal remittance channels, confirmed by 

aŀƪƛƴŀ όнллтύΩǎ findings that only 2% of remittances were sent through official banking channels. 

Based on the interviews conducted, remittance frequency depends largely on ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳƛǘǘŜǊǎΩ capacity 

to save enough money. There seemed to be a wide range of remittance sending frequencies, with 

most Zimbabwean migrants remitting to their families every one to three months. Groceries and 

money seemed to be sent in values of approximately R1,000 and R500 (equivalent to US$103 and 

US$52), respectively. This contrasted with the findings of Makina (2007) that 89% of Zimbabwean 

migrants sent remittances home on a monthly basis in quantities averaging R290 (equivalent to 

US$30) per month.  

Estimates of the overall value of remittances sent to Zimbabwe have been based on estimates of the 

size of the Zimbabwe migrant community in South Africa and Johannesburg, and also the average 

monthly remittance value of R290 (equivalent to US$30). Therefore, it is estimated that R2.8 billion 

to R3.5 billion (equivalent to US$289 million to US$360 million) is sent annually from South Africa to 

Zimbabwe and that between R680 million to R750 million (equivalent to US$70 million to US$77 

million) is sent annually from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe, although these figures are likely to be 

conservative as they do not account for the increased migration to Johannesburg since 2006. 

There are several well travelled remittance corridors between Johannesburg and Zimbabwe, the two 

most important being to Bulawayo and Harare, and the surrounding areas. Historically, the flow of 

remittances from South Africa has been greater to Bulawayo in Matebeleland region, which is less 

food secure than the agriculturally richer region of Mashonaland, in which Harare is located.   

 

Stakeholders in the Remittance Economy 

The Johannesburg ς Zimbabwe informal sector remittance economy is comprised of numerous 

stakeholders.  

¶ Customers are the Johannesburg-based Zimbabweans who provide their families with 

support in the form of money and other products sent via a number of modes of transport 

either on visits to Zimbabwe or as unaccompanied baggage 

¶ Other Service Providers are individuals who are located at the various transport hubs and 

provide services to remittance customers; they include touts, porters and hawkers  

¶ Transporters are either formal (licensed) service providers including ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ōǳǎŜǎΣ ΨŎƘƛŎƪŜƴΩ 

buses and cross border taxis, or informal (unlicensed) service providers including 

oMalayishas and individuals 

¶ Other Organisations are the various organisations which coordinate or facilitate the sending 

of remittances for their constituents and include community organisations such as churches 

and residents associations, as well as undertakers 
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¶ Recipients are the friends and families of Johannesburg based Zimbabwean migrants who 

are based in Zimbabwe and depend on the remittances they receive to provide for or 

supplement their daily requirements 

An understanding of the rates charged for sending remittances was developed from feedback given 

by customers and transport operators. Cash remittances were priced fairly uniformly, with transport 

operators charging an average of R20 in fees for every R100 sent, only applicable to unaccompanied 

cash remittances. Grocery remittances were less uniform in cost, but were determined based on the 

approximate weight or size of the parcel. Customers generally spoke of costs in terms of the value of 

the contents of the parcel, with fees ranging from 20% to over 60% of the value of the goods sent. 

These fees tended to be the same regardless of whether or not the passenger was also travelling, 

but some transporters expressed their willingness to negotiate with better customers or customers 

travelling with their parcels.  

 

Evolution of the Johannesburg ς Zimbabwe Remittance Economy 

The pattern of remittances from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe has undergone a series of significant 

changes in recent years, first caused by political and economic decline and then by early reforms at 

the beginning of 2009.   

Since the year 2000, the volume of Zimbabwean migration to South Africa has intensified, resulting 

in a significant increase in the flow of remittances. The main causes of this increase in migration 

have been political persecution of those voicing opposition to government policies, the decline of 

agriculture caused by chronic drought and the controversial redistribution of commercial farms to 

inexperienced recipients, and chronic hyperinflation which has led to economic collapse. As a result, 

many Zimbabweans have been forced to leave the country and their families, who remained 

dependent on them for financial assistance. The remittances required by their families have been 

influenced by the continued hyperinflationary environment and the limited availability of basic 

foodstuffs, with Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa sending both groceries and cash remittances 

to support their families.  Consequently, the remittance business experienced rapid growth with 

buses, taxis and oMalayishas transporting large quantities of goods from Johannesburg-based 

migrants to their families in Zimbabwe on a regular basis. 

The interviews conducted indicated that remittance flows from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe reached 

a peak in December 2008. Since that time, the remittance landscape has undergone significant 

changes in a very short period of time, impacted by political and economic changes. The main drivers 

of this change were the installation of the unity government in February 2009, early economic 

reforms such as the decision to allow the use of hard currencies in place of the Zimbabwe Dollar, the 

scrapping of price contrƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ½ƛƳōŀōǿŜΩǎ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘΦ These initial reforms and renewed 

agricultural productivity have created greater price stability and enabled the restocking of grocery 

store shelves, particularly with basic foodstuffs; however, product availability has not recovered 

fully, particularly in rural areas. Zimbabwean food suppliers are still operating below full capacity as 

seen by the prevalence of South African products, particularly in Tsholotsho3, and the supply trends 

                                                           
3
 A rural area near Bulawayo where interviews were conducted 
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of non-essential items. A significant improvement has been in the area of product pricing, which has 

fallen significantly following the period of hyperinflation. Based on a price comparison exercise, 

prices in Zimbabwe are still more expensive than in South Africa, with prices generally being lower in 

Harare than in Bulawayo, and most expensive in rural areas.  

Due to recent reforms and the renewed availability of basic foodstuffs, customers and recipients 

have rapidly begun to change their remittance practices. Remitters with families in urban areas have 

begun to shift their remittances from groceries to cash. In rural areas, the trend is similar but not as 

clear, as different rural areas appear to have varying availability of groceries. Despite the renewed 

availability of groceries, Zimbabweans still struggle to afford these items on their meagre salaries, so 

the recent changes are likely to have had more of an impact on the method of remittances than the 

value of remittances sent. As a consequence of the renewed availability of groceries, transporters 

and other remittance service providers have witnessed a significant decline in business; however, at 

the time the study was conducted, it seemed too early for them to determine to what degree their 

business of transporting groceries would be replaced by the transport of cash.   

  

Market Inefficiencies and Impediments 

An examination of the remittance services available to Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa reveals 

that there are significant inefficiencies, particularly with regard to cost, in both formal and informal 

remittance channels. These inefficiencies are due to three primary factors: high informal sector 

transaction costs, legislative barriers and a lack of formal sector competition.  

Informal sector costs are very high, largely due to inefficiencies caused by the lack of economies of 

scale; however, one of the most pressing issues raised by service providers were the additional 

ΨǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǎǘǎΩ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ōǊƛōŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŦŜŜǎ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǊŘŜǊΦ 

Bribes are commonly required in both South Africa and Zimbabwe at police checkpoints and weigh 

stations and also to customs officials in Zimbabwe to speed the inspection of goods. Border fees, 

particularly in Zimbabwe, are expensive and frequently increase, which is a source of frustration 

amongst transport operators.  

Three areas of legislation make it difficult for the majority of Zimbabwean migrants to access formal 

sector remittance channels. These are summarised below:   

¶ Immigration Laws:  Current immigration legislation makes it very difficult for unskilled 

workers to obtain residency in South Africa, forcing most Zimbabweans to enter the country 

illegally. Consequently, they are unable to access formal remittance products as they do not 

have legal proof of residence. In May, {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ IƻƳŜ !ŦŦŀƛǊǎ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ 

its intention to grant visa waivers and residency permits to Zimbabweans, but in June stated 

that they were being reassessed.  

¶ Exchange Control Legislation:  Exchange control legislation, which regulates the purchase of 

foreign currency, prevents remitters from utilising formal channels for two reasons. It 

requires individuals to provide documentation proving their legal residence in South Africa 

and gives banks exclusive control of the market, enabling them to maintain high fees.  
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¶ Anti-Money Laundering and Combating the Financing of Terrorism Regulation:  

Compliance with customer due diligence requirements in South Africa requires individuals to 

provide documentation proving their legal residence in South Africa to access formal 

financial services. This excludes most Zimbabwean migrants from accessing these services.  

For Zimbabwean migrants who have established legal residence and can utilise formal remittance 

services, the products on offer are still not compelling due to pricing and other considerations. Banks 

offer two types of remittances. Telegraphic transfers are cross border transfers made from one 

account to another and take two to three working days to reach the recipient. Money transfers 

operate without bank accounts and can be received within 15 minutes. While these services are 

quite efficient, they are priced out of the reach of the average Zimbabwean migrant, particularly for 

low value transfers. The Post Office offers two money transfer services which could be applicable to 

Zimbabwean migrants, yet are unavailable to Zimbabwe (in the case of Money Orders) or whose use 

is discouraged by staff members (in the case of Postal Orders). These services are competitively 

priced, but are undermined by their uncompetitive service offerings for transfers to Zimbabwe.   

Although neither the formal nor informal sectors provide ideal remittance services to Zimbabweans, 

informal channels are clearly preferred due to their flexibility, geographic reach and success in 

building relationships of trust. Observations and anecdotal evidence indicate that the formal sector 

in Zimbabwe is unable to compete on these parameters, so Zimbabwean remittance recipients often 

find it easier to use informal remittance services even if given the option to utilise formal channels.   

 

Conclusions 

As a result of undertaking this study, certain insights and areas for potential future engagement have 

been identified. These are summarised below.  

Insights: 

¶ Magnitude of Zimbabwean Migration and the Remittance Economy:  Recent migration of 

large numbers of Zimbabweans to Johannesburg and South Africa has resulted in the 

development of significant remittance flows to Zimbabwe, conservatively estimated at  R2.8 

billion to R3.5 billion (equivalent to US$289 million to US$360 million) from South Africa to 

Zimbabwe and R680 million to R750 million (equivalent to US$70 million to US$77 million) 

from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe annually 

¶ Complexity of the Informal Remittance Economy:  The remittance economy has become an 

enormous informal industry, which now employs and supports the lives of millions of people 

in both Zimbabwe and South Africa 

¶ Responsiveness of the Informal Remittance Economy:  The informal remittance economy 

and its service providers have been quick to adapt to the rapidly changing needs and 

circumstances of remitting customers and their recipients in Zimbabwe 

¶ Absence of Suitable Formal Sector Remittance Services:  Despite the informal sectorΩs 

inefficiencies and generally high fees, the formal sector has been unable to overcome 
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legislative and structural challenges to offer competitive remittance products, despite the 

enormity of the market 

Addressing the issues: 

¶ Enabling Financial Inclusion:  It is likely to require a coordinated effort between South Africa 

and Zimbabwe in both the public and private sectors to achieve progress in enabling formal 

sector financial inclusion 

¶ Formal Sector Opportunity:  Despite current legislative barriers, the recent return of price 

stability and the prospects of future economic reforms in Zimbabwe  make it more 

compelling for the formal sector to begin addressing the needs of this substantial market 

¶ Role of the Informal Sector:  As the dominant and most responsive providers of remittance 

services, this sector is likely to remain an important role player in the remittance economy, 

and thus stakeholder concerns related to bribes and border fees should be addressed  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. Rationale 

 

This study was commissioned by the Centre for Financial Regulation and Inclusion (Cenfri)4, on 

behalf of the FinMark Trust5, to sketch a picture of the remittances landscape in the Johannesburg-

Zimbabwe corridor. The aim was to build an understanding of the dynamics of remittances to 

Zimbabwe and the drivers of change, and to gauge the scope for and barriers to the formal 

intermediation of remittances. This is in line with the goal of greater financial inclusion. 

As the discussion will show, Zimbabwe is heavily reliant on remittance flows from South Africa and 

particularly Johannesburg. As many Zimbabweans are undocumented, they cannot access formal 

channels for money transfers. Furthermore, until very recently, many goods in Zimbabwe were 

unavailable or only available at inflated costs. The result is that much of the value transferred back 

to Zimbabwe has reverted to basic groceries (e.g. maize, cooking oil), cleaning and medical supplies 

(e.g. soap, bleach, and medicines), clothing and a variety of other household items (e.g. electronics, 

mattresses and furniture).  

If the newly formed unity Zanu-PF / MDC government is able to implement meaningful political and 

economic reforms leading to an environment of increased stability, remittances will likely play a 

critical role in rebuilding the country. As the economy stabilises, remittance flows to Zimbabwe 

should progressively evolve back to monetary transfers and inputs for longer term investment such 

as building materials, rather than the day-to-day necessities currently being remitted. The enormity 

of the challenges facing the Zimbabwean recovery and the significant role that money transfers and 

other remittances can play in supporting this recovery and the lives of millions of people, makes this 

study opportune ς to build a picture of the realities and dynamics of the market and inform the 

scope for greater financial inclusion in this sphere.  

 

1.2. Objectives 

 

The document sets out to achieve the following objectives:  

                                                           
4
 Cenfri (www.cenfri.org) is a non-profit research centre, established in March 2008 with the support of FinMark Trust. Cenfri's mission is 

to support financial sector development and financial inclusion through the facilitation of better regulation and the provision of financial 
services. Cenfri achieves its mission by conducting research, providing advice and developing capacity building programmes for regulators, 
market players and other parties operating in the low-income market. Cenfri manages the theme area for banking and technology 
(including remittances), which Cenfri has renamed Retail Payment Systems, on behalf of the FinMark Trust. It is under the auspices of this 
theme area that this study has been commissioned. It is a first step towards a wider engagement in this area. 
5
 /ǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ CƛƴaŀǊƪ ¢ǊǳǎǘΣ ǿǿǿΦŦƛƴƳŀǊƪΦƻǊƎΦȊŀΣ ƛǎ ŀƴ 

independent trust whose business is controlled by five trustees from countries in Southern Africa. Its mission is summarised in its slogan: 
άaŀƪƛƴƎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊέΦ Lƴ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ CƛƴaŀǊƪ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ and 
organisational development towards the objective of increasing access to financial services by the un- and under-serviced of Africa.  
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¶ To provide a greater understanding of the cash and product remittance corridor between 

Johannesburg and Zimbabwe, with a particular focus on lower income segments 

¶ To give a human face to the challenges faced by Zimbabwean migrants who provide and 

utilise these remittance services 

¶ To highlight the challenges that will be faced in transforming the current remittance 

environment to better meet the needs of its service providers and customers 

¶ To provide the basis for initiating discussions with Treasury and The Department of Home 

Affairs to address policy reform on issues related to remittances and immigration control  

¶ To establish the basis for initiating a future dialogue in Zimbabwe, conducting a review of the 

retail payments system in Zimbabwe and considering strategies for its recovery (actual work in 

this regard will fall outside of the current project scope) 

This study does not intend to produce a thorough analytical assessment of the Johannesburg ς 

Zimbabwe remittance corridor. It is rather intended to provide a greater understanding of the 

remittance market and those who participate in it based on the qualitative insights gained. This will 

serve as a basis for providing an insight into the challenges faced and for motivating further 

investigation of the required reforms.  

 

1.3. Scope 

 

To meet the objectives of this study, investigations have been undertaken to achieve the following:  

1) provide an overview of the current remittance environment, including an estimate of the nature, 

structure and magnitude of these remittance flows, and 2) convey the experiences of Zimbabweans 

living in Johannesburg, who remit cash and other products to family and friends in Zimbabwe and 

the service providers who facilitate the flow of such remittances. Details of the above two areas of 

investigation are provided below.  

 

Overview of the current remittance environment 

The overview of the current remittance environment encompassed an investigation into the 

following components: 

a. Background on the South Africa (Johannesburg) - Zimbabwe remittance corridor, including 

current circumstances and trends 

b. Overview of the products being remitted, including both cash and physical products, with a 

particular focus on those products being remitted for personal use rather than for resale. 

c. Description of the remittance value chain and the service providers involved, with particular 

focus being given to the lower income segments of the market 
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d. Estimated market size (based on existing and potentially varied published estimates, and input 

from interviews conducted) 

e. Brief overview of the current South African regulatory structure governing remittance 

transactions  

f. Identification of the factors in Zimbabwe impacting on the remittance environment 

 

Experiences of Johannesburg-based migrants utilising or providing remittance services to Zimbabwe 

The experiences of Johannesburg-based migrants remitting cash and other products to Zimbabwe 

and those involved in the provision of such services has been conveyed through a series of case 

studies of people falling into the following categories:  

a. Providers of transport from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe (e.g. formally licensed buses and 

minibus taxis, and informal transport such as bakkies) 

b. Providers of related services to remitters (e.g. porters, touts and hawkers) 

c. Customers utilising remittance services (e.g. remitters travelling to Zimbabwe with their 

remittance parcels or cash, remitters entrusting the delivery of their remittance parcels or cash 

to others)  

 

1.4. Methodology 

 

To address the issues outlined in the project scope, the study has been approached in three project 

phases conducted between March and May 2009:  a) desk research, b) interviews, c) Johannesburg ς 

Zimbabwe trip.  

Desk Research and Analysis 

The Desk Research phase of the project entailed the gathering of secondary research from available 

sources of information to establish a basic overview of the remittance market.  

Interviews 

Interviews were conducted across a broad spectrum of stakeholders in the Zimbabwe remittance 

ecosystem. The purpose of these interviews was to confirm the secondary research where possible, 

to establish an overview of the structure of the remittance economy and to develop a typology of 

the various role players in it. Many of these interviews took place in and around the formal and 

informal transport points of inner-city Johannesburg6.   

Johannesburg ς Zimbabwe Trip 

                                                           
6
 Interviews in inner-city Johannesburg were conducted with the assistance of a Zimbabwean guide named 

Elliot Moyo, who was recommended by the Forced Migration Studies Programme at the University of the 
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa 
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An overland bus trip from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe7 was undertaken upon completion of the 

Johannesburg-based interviews over a period of five days. It included brief visits to Harare, Bulawayo 

and Tsholotsho, a small rural town several hours from Bulawayo. The purpose of this trip was to 

witness first-hand and document the process and experience of customers and service providers 

undertaking such a trip to remit cash or other goods. The trip also enabled discussions with 

recipients of remittances and observation of the retail environment in Zimbabwe through a price 

comparison exercise in a variety of grocery stores in each of the three locations visited and 

interviews with staff in several of these stores.  

 

During the investigation process in Johannesburg and Zimbabwe, 54 interviews were conducted in 

total. They consisted of the following interview categories listed in Table 1 below, which are 

described in further detail in Section 4 of the document. Due to the small interview sample size of 

this study, many of the findings in this report are based on qualitative insights rather than 

quantitative analysis.  

 

Table 1: Interviews Conducted 

Interviewee Category Interviewee Sub-
Category 

Number of 
Interviewees 

Customers  6 

Non-Transport Service Providers Hawkers 1 

 Porters
8
 10 

 Touts 1 

Other Bus Passengers / Traders  4 

Remittance Recipients  10 

Remittances Subject Expert  1 

Residents Associations  1 

Retailers   3 

Transporters Bus Drivers / Owners  7 

 oMalayishas 4 

 Taxi Drivers / Owners 3 

Undertakers  3 

 

The rest of this document proceeds as follows: 

¶ Section 2 profiles the Zimbabwe migrant community in Johannesburg, addressing the 

reasons for migration and ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ǎƛȊŜΣ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

                                                           
7
 The Johannesburg ς Zimbabwe trip was conducted with the assistance of Elliot Moyo 

8
 Two of the Porter interviews took place in groups, with one group consisting of four individuals and another 

consisting of five individuals 
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¶ Section 3 addresses the nature of the Johannesburg-Zimbabwe remittance economy, its 

estimated size and the channels used. 

¶ Section 4 provides an overview of the stakeholders in the remittance economy, and explains 

their respective roles and experiences.  

¶ Section 5 explains how the remittance economy evolved, tracing its emergence and growth 

during the decline of the Zimbabwean economy followed by recent changes since the 

installation of the unity government.  

¶ Section 6 examines the causes of inefficiency of both the formal and informal sectors in 

providing remittance services to Zimbabwean migrants.  

¶ Section 7 draws conclusions on the subject of the Johannesburg to Zimbabwe remittance 

corridor.  
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2. The Zimbabwe Migrant Community in Johannesburg 
 

Migration of Zimbabweans to South Africa, and particularly to Johannesburg, has become a clear 

and growing trend over the past several years; however, until recently, surprisingly little has been 

understood about the size and nature of this community. This section highlights the observations 

and data from recent studies that have been undertaken to better understand this dynamic.  

 

2.1. Factors Affecting Zimbabwean Migration to Johannesburg 

 

The migration of Zimbabweans to Johannesburg, and South Africa in general, is attributable to a 

number of different factors. Historically, there has been an established pattern of migration to South 

Africa amongst Zimbabweans looking for work. In the border regions of Limpopo, Zimbabweans 

have worked in South Africa mainly as farm labourers, with many having settled in these 

communities. Similarly, Zimbabwean traders as well as skilled and unskilled workers have settled in 

the industrial and urban areas of South Africa.  

South Africa, and Johannesburg in particular, is a magnet for regional migration for two primary 

reasons9. As the economic centre of both the Gauteng province, which comprises 33% of the 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ D5tΣ ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΣ Johannesburg is the largest urban economic centre in Africa. 

{ŜŎƻƴŘΣ WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎΩǎ ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛǘs regional neighbours ς only 550 kilometres from the 

Zimbabwe border - makes it an attractive destination. With this proximity follows cultural and 

language commonalities that facilitate migrant assimilation.  

In recent times, Zimbabwean migration to Johannesburg and South Africa has been exacerbated by a 

new set of factors in addition to the historical trends noted above (Landau, 200810). First, 

½ƛƳōŀōǿŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜΣ ǇǊŜŎƛǇƛǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŘŜŎƭƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƻǳǘǇǳǘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ drought and 

politically motivated land claims, as well as rapid hyperinflation forced many Zimbabweans to leave 

their country in search of economic opportunity. Some have settled in South Africa either looking for 

employment opportunities or to start their own businesses. Others come for short periods of time as 

traders to purchase goods that are unavailable in Zimbabwe for resale at home. Second, 

Zimbabweans have come to South Africa for political reasons. Some have come in response to fears 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻthers have left to escape political persecution.  

 

                                                           
9
 Immigrants in Johannesburg: Estimating Numbers and Assessing Impacts, Centre for Development and 

Enterprise, August 2008, p.20-21 
10

 Landau, L., 2008. Migration from Zimbabwe: Numbers, Needs and Policy Options, Centre for Development 
and Enterprise, April 2008, p. 7-9. Director of the Forced Migration Studies Programme at the University of the 
Witwatersrand. 
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2.2. Size of the Zimbabwean Community 

 

Attempts to accurately estimate the number of Zimbabweans in South Africa have been hindered by 

several factors11.  

¶ Available census data is insufficient. The last South African census was conducted in 2001, so 

any estimates must be extrapolated from that point.  

¶ Baseline estimates of the Zimbabwean population in South Africa before 2000 and their 

rates of arrival across the border are only rough estimates. The migration of Zimbabweans to 

farming communities at the Limpopo border and into industrial and urban areas is therefore 

poorly understood.  

¶ The language, cultural and physiological similarities between South Africans and their 

Zimbabwean neighbours make it relatively easy for Zimbabweans to blend in. Given that 

many Zimbabweans are not legally resident in South Africa, they are not incentivised to 

disclose their status.  

¶ Migration of Zimbabweans into South Africa cannot always be tracked as many do not go 

through the Beitbridge border post, often sneaking across the border. Further complicating 

matters, many stay for short periods of time before returning to Zimbabwe, so it is difficult 

to accurately track their movements if they are not recorded in both directions.  

Recent media estimates of Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa have varied significantly and placed 

the figure as high as 3 million people12Σ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴŜ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ ½ƛƳōŀōǿŜΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ 9ǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ have 

been based on problematic data sources including deportation and asylum statistics. These are 

prone to error due to dependence on data from the apprehension of migrants for deportation and 

inefficiencies in the asylum seeking processes and data recorded.  

In mid-2007, Professor Makina of UNISA conducted a survey of 4,654 migrant Zimbabweans living in 

the Johannesburg suburbs of Hillbrow, Berea and Yeoville. While the survey was unable to use a 

representative sample of migrants, being skewed by participant location and willingness to 

participate, it does provide what is considered to be a fair estimate of the Zimbabwean community 

in South Africa. Based on the extrapolation of growth rates from the 2001 census, Makina (2007) 

estimated the Zimbabwean population in South Africa to be between 800,000 and 1,000,000 people 

as illustrated in Figure 1 below.  

 

                                                           
11

 Migration from Zimbabwe: Numbers, Needs and Policy Options, Centre for Development and Enterprise, 
April 2008, p. 7-8 
12

 Ibid, 11 
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Figure 1: Estimate of Zimbabwe Migrant Population in South Africa 
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Source: Makina (2007) 

 

In the second half of 2006, the Centre for Development and Enterprise conducted a study13 to 

estimate the number of foreigners in Johannesburg, to learn more about them and to understand 

the attitudes of urban South Africans towards them. The core component of the study was based on 

a household survey specifically designed to be representative of all areas and types of residence in 

Johannesburg.  

The survey revealed that in 2006, ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ оΦф Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ό{ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ 

2007 Community Survey), Johannesburg had a foreign community of between 500,000 and 550,000. 

Depending on the visibility of the foreign community, this would translate into a foreign population 

of between 12.35% and 14.5% of the total population of Johannesburg.   

Based on interviewer observations and personal judgements about the identities of their 

interviewees, 39% of foreigners (between 195,000 and 215,000) were believed to be Zimbabweans. 

However, the survey believes this to be an underestimate of the actual figure, given the escalation of 

the economic crisis in Zimbabwe, suggesting that total foreigners in Johannesburg in 2008 could be 

closer to 600,000 to 700,000. However, these higher estimates are not based on the survey data.  

 

                                                           
13

 Immigrants in Johannesburg: Estimating Numbers and Assessing Impact, Centre for Development and 
Enterprise, August 2008, p. 9,27 
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2.3. Nature of the Zimbabwean Community 

 

The study undertaken by Makina (2007) from June 2007 to mid-July 2007 developed a profile of the 

Zimbabwean community through interviews with Zimbabweans living in the Johannesburg inner-city 

suburbs of Hillbrow, Berea and Yeoville. From the research conducted on the subject, this seems to 

be the most current and thorough analysis of the Zimbabwe migrant community. In general, the 

findings from Makina (2007) are not contradicted by the qualitative findings of the interviews 

conducted for this study; however, given the small sample size of this study it is not possible to draw 

a conclusive comparison between the two studies.  

Migration Patterns 

Migration patterns of Zimbabweans to South Africa changed from approximately the year 2000, 

when the Mugabe government undertook its land reform programme. Of the 4,654 migrants 

surveyed in the study, 354 (8%) arrived in South Africa between 1979 and 1999, while 4,300 (92%) 

arrived between 2000 and mid-2007. According to the survey data, growth in migration since 2000 

has been almost exponential, with fewer than 200 migrating in the year 2000 and 1,600 in the year 

2007.  

In addition to the trends in migrant numbers, there are also ethnic trends of migration. The majority 

of Zimbabwean migrants to South Africa are and have historically been Ndebele speakers from the 

southern part of the country. However, there have been indications of an increase in the number of 

Shona speaking Zimbabweans, from the northern regions of Zimbabwe, migrating to South Africa in 

recent years14.  

Demographics 

An overview of demographic survey statistics paints the following profile of Zimbabwean migrants to 

South Africa. 

¶ Gender: Most Zimbabwean migrants are male, with a breakdown of 59% male and 41% 

female; however, the gender split is evening out as larger numbers of family members are 

now migrating as opposed to just one breadwinner.  

¶ Age: Over 85% of migrants are below the age of 40, with 80% falling between the ages of 21 

and 40 years.  

¶ Marital Status: Most migrants (55%) are married, while 36% responded as being single and 

the remainder being either widowed, divorced or separated.  

¶ Dependents: Most Zimbabwean migrants have families, and support more dependents in 

Zimbabwe than in South Africa. The data reveals that 88% are supporting 2 or fewer family 

members in South Africa, while 72% are supporting 3 or more family members in Zimbabwe. 

This is an indication that most migrants have left family at home, but many (43%) have 

                                                           
14

 Migration from Zimbabwe: Numbers, Needs and Policy Options, Centre for Development and Enterprise, 
April 2008, p. 9 
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migrated with one or two family members. A profile of the numbers of dependents 

supported by Zimbabwean migrants is shown in Figure 2 below.  

 

Figure 2: Dependents Supported in South Africa and Zimbabwe 
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Source: Makina (2007) 

 

Reasons for Migration 

The most commonly indicated reasons given in the survey for migrants leaving Zimbabwe were 

political (58%), the economic crisis (51%) and unemployment (31%). However, the reasons cited 

have changed over time as indicated below in Figure 3. Between 1979 and 2001, employment was 

the primary motivation, but political reasons became predominant after 2002. In the first half of 

2007, unemployment and the economy again overtook political factors.   
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Figure 3: Zimbabwe Migrant Reasons for Migrating to South Africa 
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Source: Makina (2007) 

 

Education and Economic Activity 

Migrants from Zimbabwe appear to be a fairly well educated group. 62% report having completed 

their secondary education before leaving Zimbabwe. A further 32% have completed post-secondary 

education before leaving ς 4% with university degrees, 15% with professional qualifications, 3% with 

artisan qualifications and 10% with post secondary diplomas or certificates. In addition, over 15% 

had acquired additional qualifications since arriving in South Africa to increase their prospects of 

employment.  

Despite their educational qualifications, Zimbabwean migrants appear to have difficulty finding 

employment suitable to their level of education or training and thus earn relatively low salaries. The 

monthly gross salaries of Zimbabwean migrants are summarised in Figure 4 below. 
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Figure 4: Monthly Gross Earnings of Zimbabwean Migrants in South Africa 
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Source: Makina (2007) 

 

59% of Zimbabwean migrants earn less than R2,000 per month, (equivalent to US$20615). In 

comparison, average personal monthly income in South Africa was R2,09616 (equivalent to US$216), 

indicating that the majority of Zimbabwean migrants are earning below the average personal income 

threshold in South Africa based on the data in Figure 4 above. Only 20% of survey participants 

indicated that they were self-employed, with the remainder in some form of employment, despite 

the fact that the majority of Zimbabweans are undocumented.  

 

2.4. Location of the Zimbabwean Community 

 

While there have been no comprehensive studies to map the location of Zimbabweans living in 

South Africa, according to Loren Landau at the University of the Witwatersrand17, anecdotal 

evidence suggests a number of patterns. Zimbabweans from urban areas, who are more likely to 

have been the target of political violence, ƘŀǾŜ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƛƎǊŀǘŜ ǘƻ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƛƴƴŜǊ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΦ [Ŝǎǎ 

educated workers tend to seek employment in farming, industrial and mining areas. Zimbabwean 

                                                           
15

 A 3-month (1 February 2009 to 30 April 2009) average exchange rate of R9.70 / US$1.00 from 
www.oanda.com has been used for conversion throughout the document unless otherwise noted 
16

 FinScope South Africa 2008 (a publication of FinMark Trust) 
17

 Migration from Zimbabwe: Numbers, Needs and Policy Options, Centre for Development and Enterprise, 
University of Witwatersrand, April 2008, p. 9 

http://www.oanda.com/
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migrants from rural areas have tended to settle in areas along the Limpopo border or in nearby rural 

villages.  

In Johannesburg, Zimbabweans have tended to cluster in inner-city suburbs, particularly Hillbrow, 

Yeoville and Berea. These areas have provided access to networks of other Zimbabwean migrants 

and are also relatively close to areas of economic activity and therefore employment opportunities. 

However, recent trends have indicated a degree of relocation from these areas to the ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

townships, such as Alexandra and Soweto. The rationale given for this shift is related to the cost of 

living. The higher costs of inner city property rentals have motivated some Zimbabweans to seek 

alternative places of residence. In Soweto, transport is also cheaper for those living in proximity to 

Metrorail lines.  
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3. Overview of the Johannesburg ς Zimbabwe Remittance Economy 
 

As highlighted in the discussion on the Zimbabwean migrant community, Zimbabweans have largely 

ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀ ǘƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ 

opportunities. Most Zimbabweans have immediate and/or extended families at home who depend 

on their financial support.  

In the various studies that have been conducted, remittances have been defined in numerous ways, 

both narrowly and broadly. Some focus on only cash remittances, while others also take into 

account in-kind remittances. For the purposes of this study, remittances have been defined ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎǎ ǎŜƴǘ ōŀŎƪ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ18 to encompass all types and 

methods of remittances.  However, this definition excludes traders, or those individuals who come 

to South Africa to purchase goods for resale in Zimbabwe.  

This section explores the characteristics of the Zimbabwean remittance economy and the nature of 

the financial support provided.  

 

3.1. Nature of Remittances 

 

In defining the remittances sent from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe, several parameters have been 

investigated: the types of remittances, formal vs. informal remittances, the frequency of remittances 

and the value of remittances. While this is certainly not an exhaustive list, it gives a clear picture of 

the nature of the remittances sent.  

Types of Remittances  

Based on interviews conducted with a range of remittance customers, service providers and 

recipients, remittances seem to fall into two primary categories, cash and in-kind. Cash remittances 

from Zimbabweans in Johannesburg are generally denominated in South African Rand. In-kind 

remittances can include products as diverse as groceries, furniture, electronics, clothes and building 

materials.  

Anecdotally, certain patterns seemed to be evident in the division between cash and in-kind 

remittances. Cash remittances are required for expenses such as school fees, rent, transport, 

perishable items and other day-to-day expenses. They also seem to be preferred in instances where 

items are available for purchase in Zimbabwe, provided they are available at reasonable cost. During 

the study it became increasingly evident that the recent availability of products, particularly 

groceries, in Zimbabwe was resulting in a growing preference for cash remittances. In Zimbabwe, in-

kind remittances, until recently, were critical in filling the gap caused by the scarcity of items, 

particularly basic groceries.   In areas where these foodstuffs are still scare or irregularly available, in-

                                                           
18

 Sending Money Home: Worldwide Remittance Flows to Developing Countries, IFAD, 2008, p. 2 
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kind remittances still play a more important role. In-kind remittances, in contrast with cash 

remittances, also provide the remitter with greater control over how the remittances are utilised. 

Therefore, the types of remittances required seem to be determined more by the circumstances of 

the recipient than that of the sender. In urban areas, where goods are more plentiful and 

competitively priced, cash remittances are preferred. In rural areas, in-kind remittances are more 

relevant depending on the price and availability of products as well as the ability of the recipients to 

supplement their needs by growing their own crops.  

Channels: Formal vs. Informal 

Remittances can be further classified as either formal or informal in nature, a reflection of the 

channels utilised to send them. Formal channels include remittances sent through money transfer 

companies such as Moneygram and Western Union, banks or the post office. Informal channels 

include the use of various forms of public transport such as buses and taxis, private individuals or 

friends and relatives to send remittances. Based on the interviews conducted for the purposes of 

this study, there was almost no mention of the use of formal remittance channels, with all interview 

participants focussing on their experiences of the informal remittance channels they utilised. Further 

confirming this observation, Makina (2007) found that only 2% of remittances were sent utilising 

official banking channels, as illustrated in Figure 5 below.  

Figure 5: Mode of Remittance Transfer  
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The overwhelming preference for informal channels of remittances points to several significant 

factors. First, at the time of the study, the rapid devaluation of the Zimbabwe Dollar would have 

discouraged remitters from sending money through formal channels, which would have been 

pegged at the official, much lower, exchange rate. This is no longer the case, as will be discussed in 

further detail. Second, Makina (2007) also found that 59% of survey respondents had no access to 

banking facilities in South Africa, which may be an indication of the lack of legal status of many of 

these migrants. Third, based on interview feedback, despite the imperfection of the informal 

remittance channels, customers and their remittance recipients have long established relationships 

based on trust with the various transport networks. In contrast, interview feedback indicated that 

the banks in Zimbabwe are not well trusted, and have placed restrictions on the values that 

Zimbabweans can withdraw. Fourth, outside of the urban areas, there appeared to be limited access 

to financial services infrastructure in Zimbabwe, making it inconvenient and expensive to remit 

through these formal channels for those with families in rural areas, as it would necessitate travel to 

an urban centre to collect the remittances. Finally, in-kind remittances, which have been strongly 

preferred until recently due to the scarcity of basic foodstuffs, could not be sent through formal 

channels, due to the scarcity of supply in Zimbabwe.  

It is for this reason that the focus of this paper is on the dynamics of the informal remittance 

economy rather than the formal remittance channels. Challenges faced in the use of formal 

remittance channels are discussed in Section 6. 

Frequency  

Based on the interviews conducted in this study, the frequency with which Zimbabwean migrants 

send remittances depends largely on their capacity to earn enough money to live on so that they can 

set aside the remainder to assist their families. Most Zimbabweans interviewed for this study 

seemed to find life in Johannesburg very expensive, mainly due to their relatively low salaries in 

comparison with the high cost of accommodation and transport, and also the bribes cited by many 

Zimbabwean interviewees to deflect police harassment. Consequently, amongst those who 

participated in interviews, there seemed to be a wide range of remittance sending frequencies. 

Some remit as often as monthly, while others are unable to remit at all. On average, Zimbabwean 

migrants interviewed seem to send remittances to their families every one to three months.  

The frequency of remittances is also influenced by the needs of the recipients in Zimbabwe. 

Generally there seems to be fairly active communication between Zimbabwean migrants in South 

Africa and their families in Zimbabwe, enabling a better understanding of their requirements.  

In contrast with the findings of this study, Makina (2007) found that 89% of migrants surveyed sent 

remittances home to their families each month. The reason for this divergence of observations 

between the two studies is unclear.  
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Value 

In his study on remittances from South Africa to Zimbabwe, Makina (2007) asked survey participants 

to estimate the value of remittances sent home monthly19, with the results shown in Figure 6 

below.  

Figure 6: Monthly Remittances as a Proportion of Respondents 
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Source: Makina (2007) 

 

Based on the results of the survey conducted by Makina (2007), 40% of Zimbabwean migrants sent 

between R200 and R500 each month (equivalent to US$20 - US$51). On a weighted average basis of 

survey respondents, it was estimated that each migrant remitted R290 per month (equivalent to 

US$30). These findings differ quite significantly from the feedback collected in the interviews 

conducted for this study. While the study did not attempt to obtain data from a statistically 

significant sample, none of the interviewees indicated that they were sending sums as small as the 

R290 per month quoted by Makina (2007). Generally remittance customers would save over a 

period of time in order to send their remittance in larger quantities. Groceries seemed to be sent in 

values of approximately R1,000 (equivalent to US$103) and money in quantities of approximately 

R500 (equivalent to US$51). Interviewees indicated that they would generally save over a period of 

one to three months before sending assistance home to their families. It is unclear what the reason 

is for this divergence of results between the two studies.  

                                                           
19

 It is unclear from Makina (2007) whether the remittance figures reported are averaged out on a monthly 
basis or whether they are actual monthly figures, as the report did not explicitly analyse the remittance 
frequency of its respondents  
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3.2. Size of the Remittance Economy 

 

Data on the magnitude of remittances flowing from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe are not readily 

available, so estimates have been based on recently published data on the size of the Zimbabwean 

migrant community and the value of their average remittances.  

In Makina (2007) it was estimated that between 800,000 and 1,000,000 Zimbabwean migrants 

currently reside in South Africa and that on average, Zimbabweans remit R290 (equivalent to US$30) 

to their families each month. Therefore, it is estimated that Zimbabweans in South Africa remit 

between R232 million and R290 million (equivalent to between US$24 million and US$30 million) to 

their families in Zimbabwe each month or R2.8 billion to R3.5 billion annually (equivalent to 

between US$289 million and US$360 million).  

With regard to remittances from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe, based on an estimated Zimbabwean 

population of 195,000 to 215,00020 and an average remittance per Zimbabwean of R290 (equivalent 

to US$30) per month, it is estimated that Zimbabweans in Johannesburg remit between R57 million 

and R63 million (equivalent to between US$5.9 million and US$6.5 million) to their families each 

month, or R680 million to R750 million annually (equivalent to between US$70 million and US$77 

million). As noted in the earlier discussion on these estimates, these figures are likely to 

underestimate remittances as they do not take into account the increased migration of 

Zimbabweans to Johannesburg since 2006, when the survey was conducted.  

As these two studies estimated the size of the Zimbabwean communities in South Africa and 

Johannesburg, respectively, it is difficult to draw direct comparisons between them. What is clear is 

that when taking into account the likely value of remittances sent by these migrants to their families 

in Zimbabwe, the size of the remittance economy is substantial. The fact that much of these 

remittances flow through the informal economy certainly highlights the need for greater 

government attention to be focused on this remittance economy and the opportunity for greater 

formal  sector engagement. These topics are covered in greater detail later in this document.  

 

3.3. Remittance Corridors 

 

There are a number of well travelled remittance corridors between Johannesburg and Zimbabwe, as 

illustrated in Figure 7 below. As data comparing them is unavailable, interview feedback has been 

used to describe the nature of these routes.  

                                                           
20

 These figures are extrapolated from the paper entitled Migration from Zimbabwe: Numbers, Needs and 
Policy Options, Centre for Development and Enterprise, April 2008, based on its stated assumption that 39% of 
Johannesburg based migrants are from Zimbabwe 
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The two most important remittance corridors are to Bulawayo and Harare, and the surrounding 

areas. Zimbabwe is divided between the Mashonaland provinces in the north of the country, where 

the capital of Harare is located, Matebeleland in the south and southwest of the country, where the 

second largest city of Bulawayo is located, as well as the Manicaland and Masvingo provinces to the 

east and Midlands in the centre. Mashonaland is agriculturally richer than Matebeleland, and 

therefore more food secure. This has meant that, traditionally, the flow of remittances from South 

Africa has been greater and better established to Matebeleland.  

In the current economic and political climate, remittances are being sent to all parts of Zimbabwe, 

however, remittances to Bulawayo and the surrounding rural areas still comprise the majority of 

flows. To put this into context, an oMalayisha (one type of remittance transporter, as will be 

discussed in Section 4.2.1) estimated that 75% of remittances transported go to Bulawayo, 15% to 

Harare and the remaining 10% to other areas. While this estimate does not take into account all 

forms of transport, it remains a relevant observation. 

Based on anecdotal evidence from bus drivers, it has been noted that the traffic from Johannesburg 

to Harare is mostly for traders buying goods to resell, while the traffic from Johannesburg to 

Bulawayo is primarily for remittances or people visiting families.  

Figure 7: Johannesburg - Zimbabwe Remittance Corridors 
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4. Stakeholders in the Remittance Economy 
 

In recognition of the fact that the overwhelming majority of remittance traffic from Johannesburg to 

Zimbabwe is conducted through the informal sector, the focus of this study was to understand the 

experiences of those individuals participating in the informal remittance economy, most of whom 

are based in the suburbs of inner-city Johannesburg, including the reasons for their channel choice 

and the obstacles to formal channel usage.  

The Johannesburg ς Zimbabwe remittance economy is comprised of a complex web of stakeholders 

including customers or remitters,  the transporters of those remittances, other service providers 

who provide incidental services to the customers, other organisations who provide complimentary 

remittance services and of course the remittance recipients. Figure 8 below provides a concise 

overview of these numerous stakeholders and how they interrelate. Below, each aspect of the value 

chain is discussed in turn. 

 

Figure 8: Stakeholders in the Remittance Value Chain 
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4.1. Customers 

 

Initiating the flow of remittances to Zimbabwe are the Johannesburg based customers who provide 

their families with support in the form of money and other products. The customers interviewed 

included people of various occupations including domestic workers, students and a petrol attendant, 

who have resided in South Africa for periods ranging from several weeks to many years. They have 

families living in Zimbabwe in a range of urban and rural areas.  

Despite these apparent differences, they all shared similar experiences and challenges in sending 

home remittances to support their dependents in Zimbabwe.  

Mode of Transport 
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Most customers reported using a variety of transport types, but often having a preference for one 

particular type. Generally, customers with families based in urban areas were more dependent on 

bus transport, which they felt was more reliable. Those in rural areas, particularly in southern 

Zimbabwe (Matebeleland) seemed to make greater use of oMalayishas, individuals with private 

vehicles who provide remittance services, due to their greater flexibility and ability to provide door-

to-door transport. Interestingly, there was relatively little mention of cross border taxi transport. 

Most customers interviewed also explained that they had a relationship with a particular bus driver 

or oMalayisha, whom they could trust with their remittances.  

Types of Remittances 

Remittances described by customers generally fell into two categories, money and groceries. 

Depending on the location of their families, the importance of these items varied. Those with 

families in urban areas expressed a preference for sending money while those in more remote areas 

attached greater importance to the remittance of food. Most customers described sending a 

combination of both money and food, some doing so simultaneously and others alternating 

between the two. Many customers also described making their remittance decisions in response to 

the direct requests of their families.  

Accompanied vs. Unaccompanied 

Customers described sending their remittances both accompanied by themselves or a close friend / 

relative, or unaccompanied in the care of a bus / taxi driver or oMalayisha. During visits home, 

customers generally travel with groceries and money for their families, particularly during the 

Christmas and Easter holidays. Groceries and other items are charged for by the bus or taxi driver on 

the basis of the weight, size or cost of the item. However, at other times of the year, they are forced 

to rely on their relationships with available transporters to send unaccompanied parcels. In these 

circumstances, groceries and other physical items are charged for on the same basis, and 

commission is also charged for the transport of cash. Details of these charges are summarised in 

Section 4.2.2 on Service Costs.  

Challenges 

The main challenges facing remitting customers relate to the cost and reliability of the services that 

they use. Customers view the transport costs for their remittances as being very high. On average, 

they pay an additional 20% of the value of cash transported and even more for groceries transported 

based on the size or weight of the parcel; however, fees for these items seem to vary. The other 

concern expressed pertained to the reliability of these services. Most customers have experienced 

damage, loss or theft of their possessions on at least one occasion. Some customers complained of 

trying to hide money in a bag of food to avoid having to pay commission and finding that it has been 

stolen. Others complained that their money is used to pay bribes or for repairs to vehicles that break 

down during transport. Sometimes it is possible to recover these losses, depending on their 

relationship with the transporter, but at other times their only recourse is to switch to another 

service provider.  
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Box 1: Customer Case Study 1 

Lenos is a domestic worker who has been working in a northern Johannesburg suburb for many 

years. His family is based in Plumtree, a rural area south of Bulawayo. In total, five people depend on 

the remittances that he sends home.  

Every month he sends groceries such as mealie meal, sugar, washing powder, bath soap, soups, 

potatoes, onions and green tomatoes. On alternative months he also sends about R500 which his 

family uses to pay for clinics, school fees, cattle tax and income tax. In the rural area where his 

family lives, they do not have to pay for rent, transport or electricity. In the past he has also sent 

furniture including beds, chairs and couches.  

Normally, he sends these items in a van with an oMalayisha from Plumtree who knows his family. 

Lenos has been sending things this way for the past 10 or 11 years. For transport, he pays the 

oMalayisha about R600 (equivalent to US$62) to transport approximately R1,000 (equivalent to 

US$103) in groceries. He also pays 10% of the value of the money sent unless he is also sending 

groceries, in which case he is not charged. άThe oMalayisha is expensiveΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ but for the extra 

cost these items are delivered door-to-door, directly to his family. Sometimes he uses a taxi to send 

these items. Although the taxi may charge only R200 he has to transport the parcels to town and the 

ǘŀȄƛ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƘƻƳŜΦ  

When he gives the money and parcels to the driver, he makes a note of what is being sent. When 

the parcels are delivered to his family, he receives confirmation that the goods have arrived. He can 

either phone to check or wait for the oMalayisha to bring back a note from his family.  

Sometimes, there are problems with transport. If there is a breakdown, then the driver will use the 

transport money for repairs or to hire another car. Generally things get replaced if they are broken. 

Sometimes drivers are reliable, but others are not, so generally he will try to use the same driver if 

he trusts him.  

 

  

Box 2: Customer Case Study 2 

Robson is a petrol attendant who lives in a flat in Hillbrow with his wife. He has five children. The 

youngest lives with him in Johannesburg and the other four are at school in Bulawayo where they 

rent accommodation. His rural home is near Victoria Falls.  

Before the Rand was accepted in the shops, he used to send groceries home, but now his children 

mainly need money as the shops are carrying groceries. When sending money home he uses the 

buses. They are cheaper than oMalayishas ς άƻaŀƭŀȅƛǎƘŀǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƻƻƪǎΦέ IŜ 

speaks with the driver or conductor and together they count the money and put it into an envelope. 

He writes his childrensΩ names and contact details on the envelope and calls to tell them when the 

bus will arrive and the name of the driver. In Bulawayo, they go to the bus station to collect the 

money. For this service he is charged R20 / R100 that he sends.  
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If he sends food, Robson will typically send 10kg of rice, 10kg of sugar, 5 litres of fish oil, 10kg of 

washing powder, tea bags, margarine (frozen) and 500g of jam. He buys a big Shangaani bag21 to 

carry the things in. In an average month he spends R1,600 (equivalent to US$165) on groceries, 

which will last 2½ months. He pays a minimum of R1,000 to R1,200 (equivalent to US$103 to 

US$124) for transport. If he sends them with an oMalayisha, they will come to collect the groceries 

from him and he writes down the address and phone number of his family for the oMalayisha. If 

they are regular customers, the oMalayisha will know his family.  

There can be problems when using an ƻaŀƭŀȅƛǎƘŀΦ ά{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ 

store the groceries and not deliver them until you pay everything ς but they say that they will deliver 

the groceries right away. SometiƳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ς then theyΩƭƭ ŀǾƻƛŘ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ 

theƳΦέ 

wƻōǎƻƴ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜǎ ƘŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ IŜ ǎŀȅǎ 

there is more money in the cities. Some people cannot even afford the transport to Bulawayo to buy 

ǎŀƭǘΦ άtŜƻǇƭŜ are taking advantage and exchanging salt for livestock ς ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƻaŀƭŀȅƛǎƘŀǎΦέ 

He says they will trade 10kg of salt for a goat or 12kg of salt for a cow.  

 

 

Mealie meal, Shangaani bags, tyres and other items awaiting transport on a Friday afternoon in Hillbrow 

                                                           
21

 A Shangaani bag is a type of bag that is commonly used to transport remittances sent by Zimbabweans. 
These bags are typically white with a check pattern and come in many sizes.  
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4.2. Transporters 

 

The transport of informal remittances from Johannesburg to Zimbabwe has become a substantial 

industry over the past several years. As a result, the business has grown to encompass a variety of 

participants spread across various parts of the Johannesburg inner-city in particular.   

 

4.2.1. Types of Transporters 

 

Transporters are divided into formal or licensed service providers, and informal or unlicensed service 

providers. Licensed service providers inclǳŘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ōǳǎŜǎΣ ΨŎƘƛŎƪŜƴΩ ōǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƻǎǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊ ǘŀȄƛǎΦ 

Informal service providers include oMalayishas and individuals.  

Most transporters of remittances are spread out in various suburbs of inner-city Johannesburg. The 

formal buses are based at Park Station in the Johannesburg CBD while chicken buses are located in 

various informal bus stations in Braamfontein. Cross border taxis are based at the taxi rank outside 

of Park Station and some also park on the streets near chicken the bus stations in Braamfontein. 

oMalayishas work from their flats, primarily in the suburbs of Hillbrow, Yeoville and Berea. 

Below, the characteristics of each transporter type are discussed before focusing on the remittance 

service charges of each. 
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Formal Buses 

 

Formal bus at a filling station in Johannesburg en-route to Harare 

Formal Buses, as they have been called for the purposes of this study, refer to those buses which 

operate out of the main Park Station bus terminal. These buses include Greyhound, City Liner 

(owned by Greyhound), Pioneer (a Zimbabwean bus company) and Intercity Xpress / Eagle Liner. 

These are all modern, luxury coach buses with air-conditioning. Greyhound is the most luxurious bus 

service, which is focussed on the transport of passengers and their luggage. The other formal buses 

also carry passengersΩ remittances and pull trailers as large as half the size of the bus to carry these 

belongings, depending on the bus company. All formal buses require passengers to possess valid 

passports and visas for travel. Bus fares from Johannesburg to Harare and Bulawayo vary by bus 

company, as illustrated below in Table 2.  

Table 2: Bus Fares on Formal Buses Travelling to Zimbabwe 

Bus Company Fare to Bulawayo Fare to Harare 

Greyhound R320 R400 

City Liner R275 R300 

Pioneer R200 R300 

Intercity Express / Eagle Liner R250 R290 

Note: All bus fares are quoted on a one way basis 

Source: Bus companies 


