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INTRODUCTION 
 
In 1997, four million refugees (UNHCR, 1997; cited in Siddique, 2001: 284) left their 
native lands in Africa and relied on the generosity of the international community and 
receiving countries in order to survive. The consequences of this huge movement of 
people on both sending and receiving countries, and the livelihood strategies of 
refugees in their host countries, including South Africa, remains under-researched.  
 
Refugee migration is often a product of a partial or total breakdown of the state vis-à-
vis provision of basic needs to its people in terms of human rights, socio-economic 
needs, and political opportunities. This breakdown may appear concurrently with 
repression by the state trying to re-establish new “order”. It can also result from 
foreign invasion and the inability of the state to protect individuals who live within 
particular boundaries (Boswell, 2002: 1-5) such as the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC). Refugees from the DRC are the focus of this dissertation. 
 
Like other instances of migration, the current refugee movement from the Congo out 
across the world includes both the movements from the home country to a second 
country as well as the propensity to move from the second and nearest country to a 
third country. The first move may be caused by natural disasters and man-made 
tragedy. The second move often involves migration supporting institutions such as 
humanitarian agencies, recruitment brokers or individual agents who get involved in 
these channels for economic gain and sometimes operate illegally. Migration 
supporting institutions can play quite contradictory roles – sometimes by playing key 
roles in illegal advice such as human trafficking but also sometimes being quite 
instrumental in developing and assisting existing social networks that are instrumental 
in supporting and perpetuating migration flows (Hugo, 2001:34; Hyndman, 2002: 42; 
Massey et al., 1998: 43; Arango, 2000: 291; Day and White, 2002: 18).  
 
The arrival of refugees in their new host country, such as South Africa, worsens the 
xenophobic attitudes which may already exist since immigrants and refugees are 
considered to be a threat to the existing social fabric and, consequently, they are not 
easily integrated into the host society. To support their position, the proponents of 
anti-refugee campaigns accuse the latter of problematic behaviour such as bringing 
and spreading diseases (Pickering, 2001: 169), criminal activities and taking jobs 
from indigenous residents (van Nierkerk, 1995; Colyn, 1996; Salmon, 1996; 
Swanepoel, 1996; cited in McDonald et al., 1998: 8). As result, policy-makers tighten 
immigration and labour policies thereby limiting further migration and excluding the 



refugee community already in the country from formal employment, social welfare 
and equal protection.  
 
The refugee community revives and strengthens both the informal and formal social 
networks to survive. Social networks may spontaneously appear between family 
members, friends and colleagues as a reaction to social exclusion. They also 
purposely emerge in organised communities in the form of refugee associations, 
ethnic organisations, professional ties, students’ or neighbourhood organisations for 
the common good.  
 
Social networks as a form of social capital and thus livelihood strategies “empower 
refugees” to cope with changes and overcome discrimination. Social networks also 
target “community life rebuilding and national identity” through diverse functions 
such as welfare, cultural identity and dignity, and political ideology (Griffiths, 2000: 
283, 293) and enable individuals to meet their day-to-day needs through easy access 
to additional resources. They may take the form of “trading of goods; exchange of 
useful information in terms of job opportunities, technologies and markets, and 
mutual help”. They increase outside competitiveness and reduce uncertainty.  
 
This research explores the livelihood strategies pursued by Congolese refugees in 
Durban. Over the years, South Africa has seen an increase in refugees from many 
parts of the world, including the DRC. The research will highlight those strategies that 
define their day-to-day informal livelihoods and the way in which they deal with the 
problems they confront. An attempt will be made to understand the way in which the 
state’s attitude to refugees has impacted on the lives of Congolese refugees and to 
understand the effect of stakeholders’ attitudes on the economic activities of 
Congolese refugees. 
 
 
RATIONALE OF THE STUDY 

 
Congolese refugees represent the biggest group among the refugee community in 
Durban. According to Sabet-Sarghi (2000: Appendix 5) there were 787 Congolese 
refugees and asylum seekers in Durban in 2000 representing 29.5 percent of the entire 
refugee population. Although current statistics are unavailable from Home Affairs 
officials, there is reason to believe that due to the successive wars, rebellions, inter-
ethnic conflicts, riots, massive human rights violations, social and political instability 
in the African Great Lakes Region and the cumulative consequences of all these 
events in the DRC, the number of refugees from the Congo is likely to be higher than 
it was in 2000. This is particularly so if one considers the figures available for 
monthly arrivals at the Durban Refugee Reception Centre in 2003 were for only a few 
months of that year, from January to June 2003, the Durban Reception Centre 
received 582 asylum seekers including 383 adult males, 90 adult females and 109 
children (DRRC, 2003: personal communication).  
 
Since stakeholders including state officials, NGOs and research institutions know 
little about the economic activities of refugees and by virtue of the size of Congolese 
refugee community within the Durban refugee community, it is important to 
investigate and understand how they earn their living. More especially, there is a need 
to explore those strategies contributing to the fulfilment of refugees’ basic needs like 



medical care, food and accommodation. There is also a need to understand the extent 
to which various activities reflect success or failure. Success in this instance refers to 
the ability to achieve a viable and stable way of life, extend their ties into the South 
African community and strengthen their survival strategies, or further their journeys, 
by whatever means possible, towards other continents in quest of better opportunities 
and efficient legal protection. Failure, in this context, refers to inability to adapt and 
self-integrate by the means of establishing efficient social and family networks in 
Durban and as a result this group of Congolese refugees move back to refugee camps 
around South Africa 

 
This study will also explore the social networks and connections within and between 
refugee groups. Social networks and connections refer to trust and mutual assistance 
between individuals, which can be converted into different assets. It is within this 
framework of social networks and connections that the individual’s willingness to 
share strategic information related to long term benefits or improvement in the 
standard of living associated with job, technology and market opportunities is defined 
(Ward and Pretty, 2001: 209; Barr, 2002: 94; Grootaert, Oh and Swamy, 2002: 1, 32; 
Isham and College, 2002: 39).  
The strengths and weaknesses of these livelihood strategies and of the social control 
which regulates the interactions between Congolese refugees will hopefully provide a 
better understanding of the phenomenon.  
 
RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES  
   
The aim of this research is to: 

1. Investigate and examine how Durban refugees from the DRC organise their 
lives and earn a living without substantial support from either the state or 
non-governmental organisations, with little access to formal job 
opportunities, and with no trading licences or access to sites for informal 
trading. 

 
2. Investigate how they cope with situations such as frequent police arrests, 

inception of new businesses in the informal economy, birth, marriage, and 
death.  

 
3. To tabulate and categorise their livelihood strategies which range from 

informal trading to formal employment. 
 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
The focus of this research is to examine what kind of livelihood strategies refugees 
are engaged in. Thus, the key questions are: 
 1. What are the livelihood strategies of the Congolese refugee community? 
 2. What factors determine choices of livelihood strategies? 

3. What role do social networks play in refugees’ livelihood strategies? 
4. What role do officials and NGOs play in refugees’ livelihood strategies?  
5. What are some of the crucial problems experienced by refugees in Durban? 

  6. How do they fulfil their basic needs such as medical care, food, 
accommodation and  employment? 

 



RESEARCH HYPOTHESES  
 

1. Some DRC refugees are able to establish successful enterprises in the informal 
economy and cope with social obstruction such as xenophobia and structural 
exclusion including the lack of access to formal employment, trading licences 
and financial institutions despite numerous obstacles. 

 
2.  Success in the informal economy depends on strong social networks. 

 
This research argues that the Congolese refugee community remains poor and 
vulnerable since they lack access to formal employment and social protection, trading 
licences and adequate access to trading sites in the informal economy in which they 
are active. This forces refugees to strongly rely on family ties to survive and to 
exclude other people who do not belong to their close family.  
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
RESEARCH METHOLOGY 
 
This research used participant observation, together with structured and non-
structured interviews with closed and open-ended questions according to constraints 
and opportunities presented by different potential subjects. Indeed, some interviews 
were conducted at the home of interviewees, whereas others occurred at “work” 
places, which include the streets, taxi and bus ranks, early morning markets, security 
sites, and formal offices. It is a case study because its focus is to explain via a verbal 
account the “pattern of, and relationships between the main aspects” of Durban 
Congolese refugee community (Babbie et al. 2001: 281).  
 

SAMPLING METHOD 
 
Within my population of interest, which is already diverse and heterogeneous in terms 
of their educational, ethnic and socio-economic background back home and in 
Durban, my exploration has focused on gender (male versus female), marital status 
(single versus married), family size (small versus large family), education, legal status 
(refugee versus asylum seeker) and current livelihood strategies in both the informal 
and formal sectors in Durban and back home.  
 
The aim of this approach was to ensure that my sampling is inclusive and the result is 
representative according to the focus of the study because different people in different 
settings face specific challenges. Thus, I used purposive or judgemental sampling. 
Indeed, the purposive sampling consists of intentionally selecting the sample from the 
“research’s interests” because they meet a number of criteria for insertion in the 
research. (Babbie, and Mouton, 1998: 166; Robson, 1993: 141; Babbie et al., 2001: 
1142; Pals, 1997: 137).  In this case study, the inclusion was based on criteria such as 
being Durban Congolese, a refugee or asylum seeker, male or female, single or 
married, small or big family, and active in the informal or formal economy or both. 
This stems from the assumption that gender, marital status, and involvement in the 
informal or formal economy has a strong impact on people’s day-to-day challenges to 
meet their basic needs. The limitation of this method is that the sampling is not 



properly representative since it is non-probability sampling. This means the results 
cannot be generalised (Babbie, and Mouton, 1998: 166; Robson, 1993: 141; Babbie et 
al., 2001: 1142; Pals, 1997: 137).   
 

SAMPLE AREA  
 

I divided the city centre into three residential areas that do not necessarily match with 
the municipal boundaries. I also selected people intentionally according to specific 
characters of inclusion that they meet and, as explained previously, which I need to 
understand. I then gave them numbers from one to thirty for confidentiality reason. 
The first area is Albert Park. It comprises Smith Street, Park Street, St. Andrews 
Street and Broad Street. The second is the “Wheel Area”. It refers to West Street, 
Farewell Street and Mazeppa Street,  Winder Street and Point Road. The third refers 
to the South Beach. It comprises Rutherford Street, Alice Street, Bell street and 
Shepstone Road (Appendix No. 2). Within each area, my sample unit included ten 
interviews. Congolese refugees are residentially distributed in these areas since the 
apartments are cheaper than elsewhere due to poor maintenance, a high crime rate and 
high levels of insecurity, which decreases the propensity of South African middle 
class people to reside in these locations. 

 
FIELDWORK 

 
I picked forty-five people within the Congolese community including twelve females 
and thirty-three males from different backgrounds. Then a small group of five was 
selected to test the questions for possible adjustments. Lastly, twenty-five more 
people were then purposively selected and interviewed between 05.06.2002 to 23. 11. 
2002.  Each interview lasted, on average, two hours. Participant observation occurred 
throughout 2003.  
 
DATA COLLECTION 
 

PRIMARY DATA COLLECTION 
 
Primary data collection occurred through the in-depth interview with closed and open-
ended questions, and the participant observation within the Congolese refugee 
community as a whole. 

  

SECONDARY DATA COLLECTION 
 

Secondary data came from a wide range of documentation including library resources, 
other dissertations and the Internet. It also includes South African standards like the 
poverty line and Statistics South Africa. Insights from critical reading of both 
published and unpublished studies, similar to this, in different countries were also 
explored.    

 
METHODS OF ANALYSIS 
 



Information which was collected was treated by two broad forms of analysis. 
Demographic and socio-economic characteristics were qualified for a descriptive 
analysis, and in-depth interview and participant observation entered into a qualitative 
software application, NVIVO and subject to The Constant Comparative Analysis 
Method.  
 
A careful evaluation of different interviews and data from the participant observation 
revealed a variety of independent thoughts and ideas which have been labelled “free 
nodes”. These thoughts and ideas were then put into structured order as themes, 
categories and subcategories that I explored to answer my research questions. I also 
used these themes and categories to test my research hypotheses. Four different main 
themes were developed: “social networks”, “key people”, “problems” and “social 
protection”. Each theme or node includes categories and subcategories. 
 
 
FINDINGS 
 
QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS 
 

GENDER AND AGE CHARACTERISTICS 
 

 GENDER STRUCTURE 
Table 2: Gender distribution of the sample 

Gender Number of people Percentage 

Male 
Female 

23 
7 

76.6 
23.3 

Total 30 99.9 
  
The majority of respondents, 76.6 percent, are males. Women represent a small 
portion of this population for diverse reasons including the fact that there are fewer 
women than men in the refugee population, and women are less willing to talk to 
strangers and thus to participate in this research. These statistics support Hunter and 
Skinner’s findings on migrant traders which claim that, in Durban, women are under-
represented among foreign traders. This contrasts with South African traders who are 
mainly women (Lund, 1998: 18; Lund, Nicholson and Skinner, 2000; cited in Hunter 
and Skinner, 2002: 9). 
 
Tables 3 and 4 that follow are similar but they are purposely separated in order to 
investigate the possibility of trends regarding gender in both informal and formal 
sectors of the economy within the population under investigation in Durban. 
 
Table 3: Male distribution by sector of the economy  

Number of people Percentage of economy Gender 

Informal  Formal Informal Formal 
 20 3 86.9 13.0 

 



Table 3 reveals that 86.9 percent of male respondents work in the informal economy 
in areas such as hairdressing, shoemaking and repair, repairing appliance, or guarding 
cars. Given the lack of social security in this sector, lack of access to trading sites and 
licences, and the precarious conditions in which informal traders work, there is a 
reason to believe these livelihoods are not sustainable. There is also the constant 
influx of people into this sector from the formal sector due to either retrenchment or 
poor and non-marketable skills. This influx increases competition over space from 
which Congolese are excluded (Hunter and Skinner, 2002: 22-23). Only 13 percent of 
respondents work in the formal sector.  
 
Table 4: Female distribution by sector of the economy 

Number of people Percentage of economy Gender 

Informal  Formal Informal Formal 
 6 1 85.7 14.2 

 
Many women do unpaid housework, look after children, and are less willing to talk to 
outsiders. This table presents a similar trend to that for males: the informal economy, 
with its constraints and opportunities, remains the main source of income for 
Congolese refugees in Durban regardless to their gender. However, women, by virtue 
of their status, are likely to have more problems than men and consequently are more 
vulnerable.   
 

AGE STRUCTURE 
 
Table 5: Age profile of the sample 

Age Frequency % of total Cumulative 
11-20 
21-30 
31-40 
41-50 
51-60 
61-70 

2 
20 
4  
1 
1 
2 

  6.7 
66.7 
13.3 
  3.3 
  3.3 
  6.7 

  6.7 
73.4 
86.7 
90.0 
93.3 
100.0 

Total                    30            100.0                   - 
 
The majority of respondents are young and fall into the 21-30 year age group, 66.7 
percent, while 6.7 percent were under twenty and 26.7 percent were older than 30 
years. These research findings confirm the National Survey on refugees and asylum 
seekers which found, “the average age of exiles in South Africa is 31 years (Mail & 
Guardian Online, December 11, 2003). From table 5, it is also evident that both young 
and elderly people were represented in the sample. It is not reflected in the table but in 
fact the young and old were in both formal and informal economy of the economy. 
This table confirms CASE’s study (1995a: 6, as quoted by Lund, 1998: 20) in the 
Johannesburg CBD and Durban Metropolitan and Isipingo Study which revealed that 
77 percent of respondents in the informal economy were between 25 and 49 years. 
This table also supports May, Phelan and van Schalkwyk’s findings (1997; as quoted 
by Hunter and Skinner, 2002: 10) that maintain that the majority of Durban traders 
were between 21 and 31.  
 
 



AGE AND GENDER DISTRIBUTION OF THE SAMPLE 
 
Table 6: Age/gender distribution of the sample 

           Percentage of the Sample  Age 
Male Female 

11-20 
21-30 
31-40 
41-50 
51-60 
61-70 

6.7 
46.7 
13.3 
3.3 
3.3 
3.3 

0.0 
16.6 
3.3 
0.0 
0.0 
3.3 

Total 76.6 23.3 
 
Most refugees, as the table shows, are males under the age of forty. This distribution 
of the refugee population may be explained in terms of constraints that the journey to 
South Africa imposes on potential candidates who take the risk of travelling without 
proper documents. The distribution above may also be explained by a relative lack of 
interest in the elderly by the warlords in DRC since this age group does not constitute 
an economic or political threat to them when compared to younger people who are 
mainly targeted by the regular army, the traditional fighters, and rebels to join their 
ranks. These limiting factors call for the rise of kinship and social networks, as well as 
a spirit of adventure which costs some unfortunate refugees their lives.  
 
Only males were represented in the 11-20 year age group. Male predominance was 
also found in the 31-40 and 41-50 year group. The dominance of males in the sample 
may be explained by three factors. Firstly, there were more male than female 
Congolese refugees in Durban according to Sabet-Shargi (2000: Appendix 6, page 2). 
In fact, from 1993 to 2000, the Durban Refugee Reception Centre has received 
applications for asylum from 525 men, 100 women and 162 children (Sabet-Sarghi, 
2000: Appendix 6, page 2). Secondly, Congolese refugees find life in the streets as 
street trader, as car guards and as security guards very dangerous since they 
experience frequent violence.  As a result, they prefer to leave their female 
counterparts where they live and where women feel relatively secure. Thirdly, 
females are shy to talk to strangers and to males in particular and were not happy to 
participate in the study. Women who are married first need the permission of their 
husbands. 
 
 
EDUCATION LEVEL, SKILLS AND TRAINING 

 
Table 7: Education by gender 

            Frequency by gender          % Sample category          Category 

        Male         Female         Male      Female 
         Under Std 5 
        Std 5-Std 10 
 Tertiary education (a) 
              PhD 

           1 
         11 
         11 
           0 

           0 
           4 
           2 
           1 

         3.3 
        36.6 
        36.6 
          0.0 

        0.0 
       13.3 
         6.6 
         3.3 

             Total           23              7         76.5        23.2 
(a) Tertiary education was not necessary completed 



 
Table 7 shows that 96.4 percent of respondents have been, at least, to secondary 
school. Even more significantly 46.5 percent have at least some tertiary education. 
Although the sampling was judgemental, it does not contradict other studies on 
migrants from Central Africa and the National Survey of 15 057 refugees and asylum 
seekers from 12 African countries (Mail & Guardian Online: December11, 2003). The 
National Survey (Mail & Guardian Online, December 11, 2003) revealed that “nearly 
a third of refugees and asylum seekers were tertiary students before they came to 
South Africa”. In another study on, “Foreign Street Traders Working in the Inner City 
Durban: Survey Results and Policy Dilemmas”, Hunter and Skinner (2002: 13) 
revealed that 71 percent of foreign traders have had some secondary education 
whereas only five percent have no formal education.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EDUCATION, PREVIOUS AND CURRENT OCCUPATION, AND 
INCOME 

 
Table 8: Gender, age, education and previous occupation; and employment type, current   
               occupation and household monthly income 



Gender Age Education Previous occu Employ Type Current occu hhminc
Male  22 Secondary Student Self-empl Haidresser  1200 
Male  32 Tertiary * Student Wage-empl Security guard 1200 
Male  21 Secondary  Student Unemployed  - 4000 
Male  28 Tertiary * Student Self-empl Car guard & stu 1200 
Male  17 Secondary* Student Self-empl Hairdresser 1600 
Female  24 Secondary* Student Wage-empl Hairdresser 1800 
Female  20 Secondary* Student Wage-empl Hairdresser  500 
Female  23 Secondary* Student Wage-empl Hairdresser 1400 
Male  22 Secondary* Student Self-empl Hairdresser 1600 
Male  24 Tertiary* Student  Self-empl  Car guard 1400 
Male  23 Secondary* Student  Self-empl Car guard  1200 
Male  22 Secondary* Student Wage-empl Hairdresser  800 
Male 33 B.Com* Student Wage-empl Security guard 1800 
Female  21 Secondary* Student  Self-empl Car guard  1000 
Male  28 Technique Electronic Repair Self-empl Electronic Repa 5000 
Male  28 Technique Electronic Repair Self-empl Electronic Repa 5000 
Male  30 Technique  Electronic Repair Self-empl Electronic Repa 4800 
Male  37 Special  Teacher Wage-empl Security guard 3000 
Male  38 Tertiary Teacher Wage-empl Teacher 2360 
Male  27  Tertiary Teacher Self-empl Shoemaker 2000 
Male  30 Tertiary Accountant Self-empl Shoemaker 4200 
Male  28  Primary Trader Self-empl Car guard 1800 
Male  63 Technique Carpenter Wge-empl Security guard 3400 
Male  51 Tertiary HOD Railways Unemployed - 4000 
Male  38 Tertiary Nurse Self-empl Informal trader 4400 
Female  30 Tertiary Imm officer Wage-empl Security guard 2600* 
Male  30 Technique Agricultural Tech Wage-empl Hairdresser  700 
Female  32 Tertiary Social worker  Self-empl Car guard  1000 
Male  19 Tertiary * Student  Self-empl Shoemaker 1000 
Female  62 PhD Lecturer & Act Unemployed - 6500 
 
hhminc = household monthly income  
previous occu = previous occupation in the DRC 
employ type = employment type 
current occu = current occupation in Durban 
secondary* = secondary education unfinished 
tertiary* = tertiary education incomplete 
act = human rights activist 
 
Fifty percent of respondents were students back home whereas the other 50 percent 
were working in DRC. Among those working 60 percent did get jobs in the field of 
their qualification back home. The National Survey made similar findings on refugees 
and asylum seekers which argue “almost 70 percent of refugees and asylum seekers in 
South Africa held skilled or semi-skilled jobs in their countries of origin” (Mail & 
Guardian Online, December 11, 2003). Yet, once in Durban, respondents reviewed 
their expectations in order to accommodate themselves to their host country. That is 
why, in both formal and informal economy, one may find a wide range of people from 



primary to tertiary education. Artisans such as those involved in appliance repair are 
using skills learned in their own country and enjoy being in this field.  
 
Previous education matters in income generating activities although I did not explore 
in detail this given the focus of this research is not on the links between education and 
earning. In fact, 80 percent of respondents who completed at least a secondary 
education are employed or self-employed in activities which provide, or if 
unemployed receive remittances of, at least R1800. Thus, the level of education 
strongly impacts household monthly income. This is more visible in “electronic 
repair” in which respondents performed the same activities as they did back home. 
 
Household monthly income does not necessary come from individuals’ economic 
activities. It derives also from a wide range of transactions, whenever necessary, 
between Durban and other cities of South Africa, and between South Africa and 
different countries around the world including DRC from where respondents from 
wealthy backgrounds are still receiving money from their parents. It was not easy to 
capture remittances separately from wage and self-employment because respondents 
were reluctant to talk about these issues except for respondents who were unemployed 
and one security guard. The latter, for instance, revealed to the researcher that he/she 
works for R1400 and receives R1200 monthly from relatives outside South Africa.  
 
There is, to some extent, gender discrepancy vis-à-vis economic activities resulting 
from culturally perceived as well as real threats in terms of costs and benefits that 
different income generating activities present. In fact, female respondents feel that 
working as a security guard is very dangerous for them due to long hours, bad 
working conditions such as rain, cold, and a lack of social protection. That is why, 
only 14.2 percent of female respondents work as security guards. Female respondents 
prefer to work as hairdressers and car guards because these economic activities 
present flexible working conditions and a relatively secure environment. Male 
respondents and particularly male household heads prefer to work as security guards, 
regardless of perceived or real dangers in this job, in the quest for economic activities 
with high, relatively secure and regular income.  
 
Seventy-one percent of respondents below the age of 30 years old are self-employed; 
whereas 29.4 percent are wage-employed due to their quest for flexibility of working 
hours and the fact that they face less financial pressure. Young people do not have the 
same financial problems as married people who are forced to work in very difficult 
conditions in order to support their families.   
 

MARITAL STATUS 
Table 9: Marital status by gender 

       Frequency by Gender     % of Sample Category        Status 
     Male Female      Male   Female 

     Total 

Married 
Widowed 
Divorced 
Single 
Living Together 

       8 
       1 
       0 
     12 
       2 

      0 
      1 
      1 
      3 
      2 

       26.6 
         3.3 
         0.0 
       40.0 
         6.6 

       0 
      3.3 
      3.3 
     10.0 
       6.6 

     26.6 
       6.6 
       3.3 
     50.0 
     13.2 

       Total      23       7        76.5      23.2      99.6 



 
Table 9 shows that 50 percent of the participants in the sample have never been 
married; 26.6 percent were married, 13.2 percent were “Living Together”; 6.6 percent 
were widowed and the remaining 3.3 percent were divorced. More men were single or 
married than any other marital status. Single people, including widowed and divorced, 
constitute the majority of the Durban Congolese community. One of the reasons may 
be that it is easier for single people to travel without travel documents from the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo to Durban compared to married couples and 
married couples with children. People who cohabit without getting officially married 
offend the Congolese who are culturally conservative. Indeed, cohabitation is a rare 
phenomenon in the Congo and there it is considered as perverted behaviour (Richard, 
2003: 21).  
 

HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS  
 

RESIDENCE ON ARRIVAL 
Table 10: Residence on arrival for males (as percentages of all males) 

             DRC friends Sleeping  on 
 the  beach 

Hospital Police 
Station

 Same Tribe Diff. Tribe

 Others (a)   Total 

    4.3      4.3  17.3     39.1      30.4         4.3    99.7 
(a) Others refer to Congolese sharing residence with others nationalities including 

South Africans and accommodation provided by churches and mosques. 
 
From table 10 it appears that there is strong solidarity amongst Congolese refugees. 
On arrival most of my respondents found accommodation with Congolese belonging 
either to the same tribe or different tribes who came during the earlier waves of 
immigration or asylum seeking in South Africa. Indeed, 39.1 percent of male 
respondents found accommodation with those from the same tribe while 69.5 percent 
of males in the sample spent their first nights in South Africa with their countrymen, 
whether from the same tribe or a different tribe.  
 
Also important is the fact that South African individuals and the voluntary sector 
played, to some extent, the role of “migrant supporting institutions” (Massey et al. 
1998: 43) since they provide advantages to potential migrants in offering them 
information about migration routes and costs, and temporary residence on arrival. In 
fact, only 4.3 percent of males interviewed received their first accommodation from 
non-Congolese people and 25.9 percent of males in the sample, spent the first nights 
either on the beach, at the hospital or at a police station for various reasons. 
  
Table 11: Residence on arrival for females (as percentages of all females) 

             DRC friends Sleeping  on  
the  beach 

Hospital Police 
Station 

 Same Tribe Diff. Tribe 

 Others (a)   Total 

      -         -    -      71.4        14.2        14.2    99.6 

(a) Others refer to Congolese sharing residence with others nationalities including 
South Africans and accommodation provided by churches and mosques. 

 



Female respondents relied mainly on Congolese networks to find their first 
accommodation. In fact, 71.4 percent of women who participated in the study found 
their first accommodation from Congolese of the same tribe whereas 14.2 percent 
have been helped by Congolese from different tribe. Congolese networks play the role 
of supporting migration flows since the first to arrive lay a foundation for reception of 
further waves as was the case for men. Only 14.2 percent received their first 
accommodation from non-Congolese people. Unlike male respondents, females did 
not spend their first night on the beach, at hospital or at a police station.  
 

CURRENT ACCOMMODATION 
Table 12: Current accommodation for males (as percentage of all males) 
                                                                 Sharing  
    DRC friends      SA citizens      Others    Total 

       Not 
Sharing 

        56.5            13.0       13.0     82.5       17.3 
 
Table 12 shows that 82.5 percent of Congolese males interviewed are living in shared 
accommodation and only 17.3 percent in this group live alone. Particularly interesting 
is that 56.5 percent of male respondents share accommodation with other Congolese 
refugees while 26.0 percent share residence with non-Congolese including South 
African citizens and other nationalities. 
 
Table 13: Current accommodation for females (as percentage of females) 
                                                                 Sharing  
    DRC friends     SA citizens      Others      Total 

       Not 
   Sharing 

         85.7            -        14.2       99.9                0.01 
(a) Female in this context refers to unmarried women “Living Together” with a male, 
those staying alone, and married women living far from their husbands. It excludes 
teenagers under their parents’ authority and married women.  
 
Almost eighty six percent of respondents are sharing their residence with other 
Congolese refugee women. The remaining respondent was living with single males 
from a different tribe but from the same province of origin. The woman is of Angolan 
descent. She did not integrate into the Kisangani Province networks because she told 
the truth and introduced herself as of Angolan descent, even though she was born in 
the Congo and had never lived in Angola, and even though she was fluent in the tribal 
languages of the Congo.  
 
If one looks at table 12 and table 13, it appears that females respondents stayed almost entirely 
with people from their tribe whereas male respondents stayed mostly with people from the 
DRC, not necessary their tribe. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



HOUSEHOLD SIZE AND NUMBER OF DEPENDENTS 
Table 14: Family size and number of dependents  
               Family Size       Frequency        % of Sample Category  
                         0-1 
                         2-3 
                         4-5 
                         6-7 
                         8-9 
                       10-11 
                       12-13 
                       14-15 

         15 
          8 
          4 
          1 
          0 
          0 
          1 
          1 

                    50.0                
                    26.6 
                    13.3 
                     3.3 
                      0.0 
                      0.0 
                      3.3 
                      3.3 

               Total          30                      99.8 
 
Table 14 shows that most respondents are single and their households are small with 
over three quarters having fewer than three people and with only two having twelve 
people or more. Where single individuals are sharing accommodation, as clearly 
mentioned in tables 12 and 13, they do not necessary share a kitchen. Such individuals 
may live in one place but regularly eat in another.  
 
Table 15: Marital status, male employment and number of breadwinners by household  

                       Frequency for females              Category 
  Married   L. Together     Single Others* 

 % of 
respondents

     Sole breadwinners        4          2        12       1      82.6  
  > 1 breadwinner         4           0        0       0       17.3 
              Total         8          2        12       1       99.9 
Others*: Divorced and widowered 
 
Eighty-two percent of male respondents are sole breadwinners including 4.3 percent 
“Others”, 8.6 percent who are “Living Together”, 17.3 percent who are married men, 
and 52.1 percent who have “never married”. This group is also vulnerable because 
86.9 percent of male respondents work in the informal economy. This means that in 
case of illness or long term unemployment these people will rely on Congolese 
informal networks to survive and provide their basic needs such as accommodation, 
food and medical care. Only 17.3 percent of male respondents represent households 
which have more than one income and consequently some kind of risk-spreading 
device.  
 
 
Table 16: Marital status, female employment and number of breadwinners by     
                 household 

                       Frequency for females              Category 
  Married   L. Together     Single Others* 

 % of 
respondents

     Sole breadwinners         0          0       1       2       42.8 
  > 1 breadwinner          2          2       0                0       57.1 
              Total         2          2        1       2       99.9 
Others*: Divorcee and widower 
 



Almost 43 percent of female respondents are sole breadwinners including one female 
who has never been married, one divorcee and one widower. Among the sole 
breadwinners, there is only one female who works in the formal sector as a security 
guard without a formal contract. The other two consist of one unemployed woman 
who relies on remittances from her children and grandchildren, and a car guard in the 
informal economy. Therefore, one can argue that sole breadwinners are vulnerable 
since they either work without labour legislation or they simply rely on other people’s 
goodwill.  Consequently their livelihoods are not sustainable.  
 
The remaining 57.1 percent represent female respondents who work and live with 
their male partners as married and “Living Together” couples and have more than one 
income. This may appear as if households with more than one breadwinner have this 
as a risk spreading device. Yet, it is important to mention that in the context of this 
study, the concept of “breadwinner” applies only to married couples and “Living 
Together” partners. Nuclear and close family members who live under the same roof 
and share their incomes are not included and consequently information is not 
available for the extent to which they support one another.  
 
A comparison between table 15 and table 16 reveals that there is a big difference 
between the two sexes in the proportion of “sole breadwinners”. Among male 
respondents “sole breadwinners” constitute twice the percentage compared to females. 
My “participant observation” field notes explain this. Single females are scared of 
living alone for both economic and security reasons.  
 

HOUSEHOLD INCOME  
 
In the context of this study, the household income is based on household expenditure. 
 

HOUSEHOLD MONTHLY INCOME BY EMPLOYMENT 
CATEGORY 

 
This section examines the various occupation categories and the following tables 
show the monthly household income per capita by dividing the household income by 
the number of persons in the family. Family size is important particularly with 
children of over 18 years who strongly influence the household’s monthly income and 
expenditure. This influence can be positive when each household member contributes 
or negative when there are adults who do not have access to a job or who are 
unwilling to contribute.  
 
Table 17: Security guard 
Contribution by household member

Husband     Wife   Children  

  Household  
Monthly Income 

 Household  
       Size  

Per Capita 
Income 

  1000    200        -        1200         5        240 
     -   1400        -        1400         1       1400 
  1800    700        -        2500         3         833.3 
  1800   1200        -        3000         9         333.3 
  1800      -     1600        3400       12         283.3 
 



Working as a security guard was the most important job within the Congolese refugee 
community but this is changing due to the difficulties refugees encounter obtaining a 
Security Officers Board, SOB, registration number. The SOB registration numbers are 
reserved for locals and foreigners who have permanent residence in South Africa. 
 
 
Table 18: Teacher 
Contribution by household member
Husband    Wife    Children  

   Household  
Monthly Income 

Household 
      Size  

Per Capita 
   Income 

  1760     600          -         2360         6    393.3 
 
He is one of the few Congolese refugees who ended up working in the field of 
qualifications obtained back home. His trajectory was long and very tortuous. He 
started as a car guard. He then established and extended social ties into the South 
African community which linked him with French Alliance in Durban and to a school 
in Pinetown which was looking for a French language teacher.  
  
Table 19: Unemployed 
   Contribution by household member

Husband  Wife  Children  Other *

    Household 
Monthly Income 

Household 
     Size  

Per Capita 
Income 

     -     -      -    4000        4000        1       4000 
     -  4000      -       -        4000      16         250 
     -     -    6500       -        6500        4        1625 
Other*: Other income from the DRC and international networks 
 
Congolese refugees keep contact with friends and family members who stayed behind 
in DRC and those who live overseas and in other African countries, both refugees and 
immigrants. These backward and forward linkages allow money transfers to flow in a 
triangular fashion between South Africa, DRC and other countries depending on the 
family financial situation back home, and the constraints and opportunities that social 
network members in different places face at different times. In the same fashion, 
loans, gifts, and investments are supporting Congolese refugees’ livelihoods and 
further migration flows around the world. 
 
 
Table 20: Street vendor 
Contribution by household member

Husband    Wife    Children  

   Household  
Monthly Income 

  Household 
       Size  

Per Capita 
   Income  

  3200    1200        -        4400           5      880 
 
Congolese refugees who work as street vendors have a lot of problems including lack 
of proper infrastructure, trading licences and sites, police harassment and illegal 
arrests (Hunter, and Skinner, 2002: 24-25). However, some Congolese refugees earn a 
living which compares to some wage employment in the formal economy as table 20 
indicates. 
 



Table 21: Car guard 
Contribution by household member

Husband    Wife Children  

   Household  
Monthly income 

   Household 
        Size  

 Per Capita   
   Income 

  1000      -      -      1000           1      1000 
  1000      -      -      1000           1      1000 
  1200      -      -      1200           1      1200 
  1200      -        -      1200           1      1200 
  1400      -        -      1400           1      1400 
  1800      -        -       1800           3        600 
 
This table reveals that the majority of car guards are single. In fact, the field notes 
from my “participant observation” say, and the same applies to the next table, that the 
economic activities without fixed monthly income are less attractive to married 
respondents who need to support themselves and their families in Durban.  
 

Contribution by household member

Husband     Wife   Children  

    Household  
Monthly income 

   Household 
          Size   

Per Capita 
   Income 

   500        -        -           500             1        500 
   700        -        -           700             1        700 
  1400        -        -          1400             1       1400 
  1400     800        -          2200             3       733.3 
  1600       -        -          1600             1       1600 
    800       -        -           800             1        800 
  1600       -        -          1600             1       1600 
     -     1800        -          1800             2        900 
 
Most respondents who make ends meet through hairdressing are not business owners. 
The majority work on a commission of 40 percent while the business owners receive 
60 percent. Only few are on a fixed salary depending on experience or ability to 
quickly learn the job which help some business owners to speculate on the salary 
There is no contract and not any form of social protection at all. No work, no pay. 
That is why this economic activity does not attract many married people. 
 
Table 23: Appliance repair 
 Contribution by household member

Husband    Wife   Children  

  Household  
Monthly income 

 Household 
        Size  

Per Capita 
   Income 

  4800       -      -        4800         4     1200 
  5000       -      -        5000          3     1666.7 
  5000       -      -        5000          5    1000 
 
This is a newer field of economic activity and one of the better-paid economic 
activities in Durban as the monthly incomes in the above table illustrate. However, the 
sector is fragile because some clients do not collect their appliances for many months, 
despite the agreement that appliances to be repaired must be collected within three 

Table 22: Hairdresser 



months, thus resulting in income insecurity. Often, respondents end up by 
unsuccessfully laying a charge at the police station.  
 
Table 24: Shoemaking and repair 
 Contribution by household member

Husband    Wife Children  

    Household  
Monthly income 

   Household 
        Size 

Per Capita 
   Income 

   1400       -       -       1400            1      1400 
   2570       -       -       2570            1      2570 
  4200       -       -       4200            3      1400 
 
Shoemaking is one of the most lucrative economic activities in the informal economy. 
It is dominated by Ghanaian nationals but Congolese refugees are starting to 
penetrate. Some traders involved in these activities get orders from some shop owners 
in the formal economy allowing the formal sector to cut production costs and increase 
the net profit.  
 

SOCIAL PROTECTION 
 
Social networks of tribal members, nuclear family, and friends from the DRC or 
South Africa function as a social protection net. Whenever there is a problem, people 
go to their respective networks to get support. Congolese contribute monthly to their 
tribal networks rather than formal club savings such as Old Mutual and others. Table 
25 shows that only two of the people interviewed contributed to formal savings 
schemes. 
 

ACCESS TO CLUB SAVING 
 
Table 25: Social protection by gender of household head  

                   Yes       % of Sample  
   
Household head    Informal  saving   Formal saving 

     
     
No 
        

  Yes     No 

          Male 
       Female 

           22 
            5 

        2 
         - 

        
  1 
  2 

  73.3 
  16.6   

    3.3 
    6.6 

          Total            27        2   3     89.9     9.9 
 
Table 25 shows that 89.9 percent contribute to informal savings. There is no fixed 
amount that informal saving schemes’ members must contribute to the informal 
savings networks since different members have different opportunities. In some 
groups there are different contributions for male and female members on the 
assumption that males have access to better opportunities than females. Only 6.6 
percent who work in the formal economy contribute to both informal tribal social 
networks and formal club saving. Formal savings are with a corporate institution such 
as Old Mutual. These contributions help members who save through the tribal 
networks, as well as those who also have formal savings, to deal with events such as 
marriage and death, police arrests, and short and long-term unemployment. They also 
support newcomers. However, whenever a death occurs in a specific tribe, given that 



it costs more than the tribal community can afford, all other Congolese refugee and 
immigrant networks contribute to cover the costs. 
 

SAVINGS 
 
Table 26: Savings and access to banking facilities 

                            Yes - % of Sample Household head 
      Home         Bank 

                No 
         % of Sample 

        Male 
        Female 

        46.6 
        18.3 

        16.6 
          6.6 

             16.6 
              10.0 

         Total         50.0          23.3               26.6 
 
Table 26 reveals that 73.3 percent of Congolese in the sample save some money. Fifty 
percent of the sample does not have access to banking facilities. They save their 
money at home risking theft from anybody including their countrymen and others, 
and confiscation by corrupt policemen who regularly raid buildings and flats 
inhabited by Congolese refugees and foreigners in general. Interviewees with access 
to banking facilities, representing 23.3 percent of the sample, are all working as 
security guards because security companies have some agreements with banking 
institutions for this facility.  
 
During my participant observation and from my own experience, it appeared that 
every Congolese refugee draws on informal saving schemes at different levels even if 
he/she does not contribute. In fact, since the rationale of tribal networks and 
contributions is to make people mutually help one another at all costs, for those who 
do not contribute, the network members have the duty to assess the reason behind the 
lack of contribution. If the person does not have an income the tribal schemes 
unconditionally assist him/her as an emergency case. Then they teach the person 
survivalist economic activities. In the case of a lack of contribution without 
convincing reason, the concerned individual benefits from other members’ 
contributions in very extreme cases such as death, illness, accident, or a funeral in the 
household in order to motivate other members to contribute regularly for fear of being 
forgotten by the networks. 
  
MIGRATION ROUTES AND LENGTH OF RESIDENCE IN DURBAN 
 
Congolese refugees in Durban came via different routes compared to those in other 
big South African cities such as Johannesburg and Cape Town. Indeed, in Cape 
Town, Congolese refugees come via Namibian refugee camps; those in Johannesburg 
come through the borders of the northern part of the country, whereas in Durban, 
Congolese refugees mainly come from Mozambique and find themselves stuck in 
Durban because of a lack of resources to continue their journey (Ballard, 2003:104). 
In fact, they belong to various tribal groups from different provinces of the 
Democratic Republic of Congo and consequently exploit diverse networks and 
connections to come to Durban as is illustrated below. 
 
There are as many different points of departure as there are motives for the move. 
Unlike Congolese who settled in Johannesburg for economic and political reasons 
decades ago, the majority of Durban Congolese refugees left their country, according 
to the respondents and the participant observation, because of different “liberation 



wars” and most of them came from the eastern part of the country which extends from 
Oriental Province to Katanga Province. That is why the different points of exit include 
Uvira/DRC (Route No 1) leading to Bujumbura in Burundi or Kigoma in Tanzania, 
Buakvu/DRC (Route No 2) leading people to Cyangugu/Rwanda, Bujumbura in 
Burundi, Kisangani (Route No 3) which led people to Kampala in Uganda, 
Bujumbura (Route No. 4) leading to Kigoma or Dar es Salaam in Tanzania, or 
Pulungu in Zambia, Goma/DRC (Route No. 5) leading to Kigali in Rwanda, 
Bujumbura in Burundi, and Southern Katanga (Route No. 6) including Lubumbashi 
and Kalemie  channelling people to Lusaka in Zambia. Only one refugee in this study 
fled from Kikwit (Route No. 7), in the western part of the Congo, and went through 
Brazzaville and Pointe Noire in Congo Brazzaville. Regardless of their exit points, 
most of them entered South Africa via Mozambique. For many, as already mentioned, 
Durban was not the intended destination (See Appendix 3).  
 
Table 27: Length of residence in Durban 
            Length of residence           Frequency       % of Sample 
                < 1 year 
               1 year - <2 years 
               2 years - <3 years  
               3 years - <4 years 
               4 years - <5 years  
               5 years - <6 years 
              6 years - <7 years 

                5 
                8 
                1 
                6 
                5 
                3 
                2 

             16.6 
             26.6 
               3.3 
              20.0 
              16.6 
              10.0 
               6.6 

                      Total               30                99.7 
 
From table 27 it appears that 43.3 percent of the sample are newly arrived in Durban 
(less than two years), whereas 36.6 percent of the sample have been in Durban 
between three years and less than five years. Only 16.6 percent of respondents have 
been at least five years in Durban. This can be explained by the different waves of 
Congolese migration to South Africa and consequently different expectations in the 
country of destination. Indeed, according to Bouillon (2001: 40-44), there were three 
waves of Congolese migration into South Africa. The first wave occurred in the early 
1990s when high skilled and wealthy Congolese businessmen moved to South Africa 
for economic reasons in terms of employment and investment. The second wave took 
place between 1991 and 1994 and included many political refugees and economic 
refugees due to the breakdown of socio-political and economic conditions in Zaire, as 
it was known at that time. This breakdown resulted in brutal repression, massacres 
and massive human rights violations. The third wave occurred from 1994 stemming 
from the ethnic conflict in Burundi and Rwanda which spread through neighbouring 
countries including the Congo.  
 
The third wave that Bouillon (2001: 40-44) talked about consisted of three major key 
moments of political turmoil after 1994. The first happened with the first “liberation 
war”, in 1996, led by Laurent Desire Kabila. It aimed to overthrow Mobutu’s regime. 
The consequences of this on the civilian population were disastrous and consequently 
many people fled for security reasons. The second occurred in 1998. It focussed on 
putting an end to the government of Laurent Desire Kabila and was led by Kabila’s 
former Tutsi allies from Burundi, Rwanda and Uganda. Lastly, the massacre of 
Makobola and, a few months later, Kisangani in the 2000s sent shock waves of 
refugee movements towards South Africa. These critical moments translated 



themselves into subsequent waves of refugee flows into South Africa, and Durban in 
particular, where the fact that many Congolese refugees have recently arrived is 
clearly evident.    
 
QUALITATIVE FINDINGS 
 

SOCIAL NETWORKS, OFFICIALS AND ORGANISATIONS 
 

SOCIAL  NETWORKS  
 
Social networks refer to ties and kinship which provide social, financial and political 
support in order to facilitate social development of their members (El-Abed, 2003: 5). 
Responses from my structured and unstructured interviews, and the participant 
observation, revealed that in fact social networks play a crucial role in Congolese 
refugees’ lives and constitute a way around or a reaction to the social exclusion they 
face in Durban. They also constitute a social net against random events such as 
illness, police arrest and death (Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 12-19).  
 
Social networks are very dynamic. They link Congolese refugees to their country of 
origin, possible country of destination if known, to other relatives and family 
members across the world. They can be purposively well planned or spontaneously 
formed to face specific challenges such as unexpected events on the journey to the 
country of destination. Some refugees move in a group. Others prefer to diffuse the 
risk and create some back-up mechanisms as the following quote point out. With 
regard to survival strategy, this illustrates the need for reliance on others.  
  
A wide range of people contribute to the journeys of Congolese refugees. These 
people include ordinary citizens, police and religious leaders (pastors and priests, and 
Imams). Also important are Congolese social networks which provide vital 
information about migration route and costs, first accommodation and information 
about job opportunities, survivalist abilities, and welfare during their stay in Durban 
(Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 7). 
 
Whenever Congolese refugees arrive their first survival instinct is to locate people 
from their home country. Congolese refugees take advantage of any small, and 
sometimes negligible, details that may help them identify and meet their countrymen. 
These details include Congolese languages, hairstyles, clothing, appearance and way 
of walking. That is why migrants have had to develop these observational skills and 
use them as assets. Since the move from the first country of asylum to other countries 
is a multidimensional venture linking the forced migrant to those who migrated before 
and network members who stay behind, Congolese refugees learn different job market 
niches in which their fellows are involved in order to survive in different countries.  
 
Yet, these identifying traits do not always bring happiness to Congolese refugees. 
They may also bring trouble and thus they have become a weakness since they help 
South Africans and the police to recognise them as foreigners. They may 
consequently become subject to harassment and, sometimes, to illegal arrests. 
  
Indeed, in a purely local context where not speaking Zulu exposes Congolese refugees 
as foreigners and thus may subject them to xenophobic attitudes of some local people, 



speaking a language other than Zulu is dangerous. I recalled the advice of a South 
African policeman and friend: “If you cannot speak Zulu at night, use signs to show 
your interlocutor that you are deaf. He will leave you in peace”.  
 
It is clear that the assistance of a social network is vital to survival, both immediate 
and regarding job seeking, and also that it is not just people from home that are 
crucial but also that other groups such as the Muslim community are particularly 
helpful. 
 
Social networks, as explored in the previous pages and backed up with respondents’ 
statements, and empirical evidence around us, do however also have their downside. I 
will support this claim with the following examples. First, social networks may be a 
disincentive to new projects because the first members to arrive were not successful in 
that particular occupation for reasons such as lack of qualification, entrepreneurship, 
or perseverance. A respondent reports that Congolese refugees advised him not to 
count on his academic qualifications to earn a living, but rather to look for a job as a 
security guard or a car guard. However, the problem with this was the extent of 
competition in a field with few job opportunities.  
 

THE BEHAVIOUR OF OFFICALS AND NGOs COMPARED TO 
REFUGEE EXPECTATIONS 

 
Congolese refugees in general experienced officials as inefficient and unprepared to 
be of assistance and reported that they found Durban to be very different to their 
expectations. Congolese refugees came to Durban for a variety of reasons but have a 
common background of foreign aggression, socio-political instability and massive 
human rights violations which means that they have a tendency to mistrust people 
while at the same time, as has been shown, they are heavily reliant on others. 
Refugees’ expectations in South Africa accord with their knowledge of the 1951 UN 
Convention and the 1969 OAU Protocol of African Refugees. These treaties 
recommended to members that they fully assist refugees in a holistic way. The 
aspirations and hopes of Congolese refugees vary according to an individual’s age, 
marital status, and family size, level of education back home, previous occupation and 
standard of living. But these aspirations also are influenced by experiences back home 
where the UNHCR fully supported refugees from other countries and hence refugees 
expected the same level of assistance in South Africa.  

 
Key people such as officials and NGO leadership are perceived to play, in general, a 
negative role in assisting Congolese refugees to establish sustainable livelihoods. 
Indeed, 83.3 percent of respondents reported having problems with Home Affairs, the 
city officials or the police. Regarding city officials, for example, they repeatedly deny 
trading licences and sites to Congolese informal traders. There are also reports of 
police harassment and illegal raids, the arrest of refugees and seizure of assets. Home 
Affairs officials are said to deny proper identification documents, and permits to well-
paid and qualified jobs, to refugees, and the right to work and be self-employed to 
asylum seekers who do not receive any material or financial assistance. While it may 
be correct to say that the comments regarding city officials could apply equally to 
poor South Africans this was not established as it did not form part of this study.  
 



Congolese refugees experience many difficulties in order to comply with South 
African laws and regulations. It is stipulated, for example, that the Security Officers 
Board (SOB), should register everybody who wants to work in the security guard 
industry. Although there are few other job opportunities available to refugees, 
Congolese no longer have access to this registration. The officials in charge argue that 
only South Africans, and the few foreign nationals who have permanent residence, are 
entitled to be registered. As result, Congolese refugees go underground and either 
becomes registered through bribery or false SOB registration numbers. It is claimed 
that some officials from SOB are pushing refugees to bribe them.  
 
Police harassment does not only occur in terms of the regulations of the city. It also 
includes their personal interests vis-à-vis the business that Congolese refugees are 
involved in. For example, respondents complained that some policemen want free 
service.  

 
Besides problems with the police, Congolese refugees have no right to emergency 
health care. Whenever they go for medical consultation in public hospitals, the first 
question is “Why did you come to South Africa and when are you going back home?” 
As a result, many Congolese refugees stay at home with their illness until they get 
money from friends, tribe members, and family members for consultations with 
private, expensive medical practitioners. Among my thirty respondents, only one 
household has joined a club saving and a medical aid scheme. 
 
Poor service and manipulation of the former Durban Refugee Forum and South 
African NGOs in general are uppermost in refugees’ minds. However the generally 
negative perceptions of NGOs are countered by one respondent who was assisted by a 
KwaZulu-Natal NGO, the former Durban Refugee Forum.  

 
The analysis of the problem with the Durban Refugee Forum, the leading South 
African NGO for refugees, arose because the organisation did not understand the 
motives behind the conflict between Kivutians and Kasians. Sabet-Sarghi (2000: 63-
64) explains this.  The two groupings came from Kivu Province and Kasai Provinces 
and contain the majority of Congolese in Durban. Kasaians fled in 1993 from Shaba 
political turmoil while Kivutians fled from 1996 on due to invasions from Rwanda, 
Uganda, and Burundi. When the two Congolese communities met in Durban, since 
they arrived at different periods, they may have had different motives for flight and 
consequently different expectations at the country of destination.  
  
In my case study, the refugee community which came first, together with its South 
African networks, felt threatened and, as a result, they diversified the strategies of 
self-defence to secure the rare opportunities which are available and to survive. The 
reality was that within the Durban Refugee Forum, “divide to rule” was the golden 
rule that was implemented through a revival of conflict and tensions, both those from 
home and the creation of new ones. And they succeeded since instead of cooperation 
and collaboration, the situation worsened and ended up in havoc and the intervention 
of the South African police and Defence Force. 
 
Nevertheless, the South African lack of assistance regarding refugee related issues is 
not unique. In fact, in Egypt, Palestinians (El-Abed, 2003: 8-10) and Somali refugees 
(Al-Sharma, 2003: 12-16); as well as in Kenya (Verdirame, 1999: 54), and in 



Tanzania (Sommers, 2001: 349), refugees have no legal rights to employment, free 
education, or to live in town. Police harassment is not rare. 
 

PROBLEMS AFFECTING LIVELIHOOD STRATEGIES 
 
Congolese refugees face many problems in their day-to-day challenges which begin 
from the time they plan or are forced to flee the DRC at very short notice for 
sometimes unknown destinations. These problems include social exclusion, sexual 
exploitation during the journey and at the destination, low and irregular wages, and 
mistrust among them both in South Africa as well as back home. 
 

SOCIAL EXCLUSION 
 
In the context of this study, social exclusion means entitlement to social-economic 
basic needs including employment in both informal and formal sectors, social services 
such as education, health care, equal protection by the police, and equality before the 
law. 
 
Regarding employment which, in normal circumstances, speeds up the inclusion of 
foreigners in their host country and provides them with dignity and autonomy, the 
general perception of respondents and the field notes from participant observation 
point to their difficulties. The response to the questions “Why did you become a 
trader? Did you have to apply for a trading permit? Do you enjoy being a trader?” 
show that DRC refugees feel excluded from the mainstream economy by “key 
officials”. 

 
Respondents believe that the Department of Home Affairs did not provide them with 
the correct ID document and that this has excluded them from education. Also 
relevant is the fact that respondents were unable to open bank accounts. Indeed, 50 
percent of respondents declared that they were unable to access banking facilities due 
to inappropriate identification documents.  
  
Respondents consider that city officials sidelined them in terms of trading sites and 
licences forcing them to rent illegally from other traders and thus worsening their 
livelihoods.  
 
Vawda (1999: 5) strongly agrees with these respondents regarding the social 
exclusion that the South African government structurally imposes on foreign 
immigrants and refugees. In fact, despite the “right to seek work” which is given to 
refugees by the South African state, there is a “lack of assistance in securing jobs as 
well as registration as work seeker with the Department of Labour”, and a lack of 
access to basic social services.  
 
Yet, Vawda (1999: 5-6) attributes the social exclusion that foreign immigrants and 
refugees face in South Africa to political transition leading to economic reforms 
which “legislatively favour the formerly disadvantaged black South Africans”. 
 
Social exclusion also exists within the DRC refugee community. In fact, mistrust, 
division and conflicts between DRC refugees occurs along geographic and linguistic 
lines (Sabet-Sarghi, 2000: 63-64).  



 
These findings on DRC refugees’ social exclusion, as limiting factors to the refugee 
community livelihood strategies, accord with Hunter and Skinner’s (2002: 22-23) 
research findings in “Foreign Street Traders working in Inner City Durban: Survey 
Results and Policy Dilemma”. They found that foreigners who work in the informal 
economy are not recognised as economic agents and as a result, “key officials” deny 
them trading permits and sites, permanent site and proper identification document. 
They also found that police harassment and bribery were other challenges that 
foreigners face in the informal economy in Durban.  
 

EXPLOITATION AND ABUSE 
 
Exploitative practices also include exploitation which is accepted by the recipient and 
in this sense is ‘voluntary’ rather than ‘forced’. This takes different forms and may 
conflict with the Congolese culture that refugees are trying so hard to protect. The 
incidence of sexual exploitation en route to South Africa has the effect of making 
women afraid of involvement in economic activities in the informal economy which 
remains the main sources of income of DRC refugees in Durban. This makes women 
more dependent on males. In the process of migration, women travelling to South 
Africa experience terrible things that they were not prepared to talk about because 
they want to protect their dignity 
 
Various economic actors exploit Congolese refugees from the country of origin to the 
country of destination. Indeed, from the informal agents of different nationalities who 
facilitate their journey to well-established Congolese refugees who arrived in the first 
wave and thus built networks on which the new arrivals drew to settle in their host 
country, to the South African private sector (South Africans and others) which 
employs Congolese asylum seekers and refugees, many people in the chain abuse the 
newcomers.  
 
As noted earlier, it is possible that South Africans may also suffer this exploitation in 
the informal economy but the perception of refugees is that it is directed at them and 
that this greatly influences their ability to engage in entrepreneurial activities. An 
example of exploitation refers to the relationship between partners in which males 
may abusively exploit their female counterparts, forcing them into a perpetual cycle 
of dependency often created by teenage pregnancy. In fact, they became dependent 
because they are pregnant; and the pregnancies and the babies that follow make them 
more vulnerable to risk and random events such as illness and consequently more 
dependent.  
 
That is why there is a need to remember that one of the most frequent and easy means 
to make ends meet are exploitative sexual relationships including “concubinage” 
(Crisp, 2002: 16) or “Living Together” in the South African definition in which a 
woman or man receives rewards against sexual favours from regular partners. My 
participant observation revealed that “concubinage” has spread to commercial 
prostitution through escort agencies in the “Wheel Area”, part of the area from which 
the sample was drawn. Due to the increasing number of single female refugees 
without substantial means of subsistence and the relatively easy access to locals this 
appears to be becoming more common. Locals can provide advantages to Congolese 
refugees since they can assist their boyfriends and girlfriends to a permanent 



residence permit and later to South African citizenship if they marry them, either as a 
proper marriage or as some kind of “marriage of convenience”.   
 
Sexual exploitation affects females more negatively than it does their male 
counterparts and may result in pregnancy which increases and maintains a woman’s 
dependency on a man (Crisp, 2002: 16). Sexual exploitation contributes to the spread 
of HIV/AIDS and may result in street kids in the case of the long illness or the death 
of a woman household head. This situation is becoming disturbing since women are 
considered as agents of change and caregivers (Hovy, 2003: 1). 
 
There was also exploitation of both males and females at their work place by business 
owners, in the following instance by a man who was also a Congolese. 
 

LOW AND IRREGULAR WAGES 
 
The lack of access to formal employment and the xenophobic attitudes of some South 
African civil servants including Home Affairs officials, police and city officials 
constrains Congolese refugees to work under conditions in which  employers, both 
South Africans and well established refugees, and employees disregard the South 
African labour law in terms of contracts and working conditions. Both the employers 
and the employees are aware that nobody is willing to interfere and thus there is no 
way of complaining.  
 
The service sector is also an area in which Congolese have been exploited by both 
South Africans and the well-established refugee community as a whole. Indeed, with 
regard to shoemaking and repairs, radio, TV and VCR repairs for example, refugee 
workers, as shown in the previous chapter, do not earn more than R500 per month as 
an average wage. This corresponds sometimes to the bill for one or two appliances 
whereas, in fact, more appliances are repaired. Since refugees, and particularly new 
comers, do not have any other alternative, they rely on these jobs to establish 
themselves or as springboard towards something better. 
 
Child labour is another form of exploitative working conditions which occurs with 
parents’ consent. The working conditions are so hazardous that teenagers, individuals 
whose age is below 18 years, end up being abused in diverse ways. This type of 
employment takes various forms including car guards, shop assistants, security 
guards, hairdressers, shoe repairers, shopping boys and street sellers. Children 
constitute a burden for refugee parents, who habitually cannot afford to feed them 
properly, pay for a place to sleep and send them to school. As a result, some refugee 
parents convert this burden into a moneymaking machine to increase their monthly 
income.  
 
Exploitative practices are apparent and mainly exploit the new comers and the less 
fortunate. There is also indirect exploitation whereby individuals’ desires come before 
the interests of the group. This, again, may increase tensions between different 
refugee groupings and within communities and consequently reduces the possibilities 
of seeing the refugee community acting as a whole, united and focused on common 
gaols.   
 

 MISTRUST 



 
This is another strong theme. Throughout interviews, respondents repeatedly 
mentioned the lack of trust within the Congolese refugee community in South Africa. 
This lack of trust had its roots in the social and political turmoil, struggle to survive, 
and successive wars in the Democratic Republic of the Congo on the one hand, and 
between them and their host community, on the other hand. The effect is that 
respondents are cautious about the very people and the networks on whom they are 
dependent in order to survive.   
 
Well-established refugees, as well as those who have no socio-political status and 
strong social networks and ties within the refugee community and between the 
refugees and South Africans, are subject to manipulation from mainly South African 
NGOs in exchange for receiving some financial and material assistance. This 
increases the level of mistrust within the refugee communities. For example, the 
interview with the chairperson of the Mennonite Church Committee in Durban 
revealed that the availability of assistance for tertiary education is transmitted to the 
refugee community by “word of mouth”. One can therefore question the objectivity of 
the selection criteria. The information is not widely spread by the conventional means 
of communication such as radio, newspaper, and public notice in areas mainly 
occupied and frequently visited by Congolese refugees. These areas include Home 
Affairs, at the Refugee Reception Centre, churches, Albert Park, the Wheel, and 
South Beach as described in my methodology.  
 
As result, well established refugees strengthen their social and economic position 
while those who struggle to survive try to keep their heads above water by spying and 
reporting, if need be incorrect information against other refugees. In practice, this 
situation results in making tertiary education sponsorship available for only 
Congolese refugees who come from one tribe and province. This manipulation and 
duplicity reinforces mistrust and social tension to such an extent that there has been 
no refugee community representative in Durban for six years. Amongst Congolese 
refugees, there is permanent tension between Congolese from the eastern part of the 
Congo, who mainly speak Swahili, and Congolese from the western part of DRC who 
speak Lingala. Within the eastern part of Congo, despite the language which unites 
them, refugees are still divided into Kivutians, Kasaians, Katangais, and Boyomais. 
These conflicts have roots back home and are perpetuated by the social and political 
turmoil on the ground. However, these manipulations and the fact that those who are 
already advantaged are given access to opportunities represent immediate causes of 
Congolese conflict and division amongst Congolese refugees in Durban and in South 
Africa as a whole.  
 
To the question of whether there is any link between the wars in the Congo and the 
way people interact here in Durban, all respondents agreed and expressed the links 
between the insecurity and wars in the DRC and the Congolese refugees’ social 
networks in Durban. As a result, Congolese refugees operate inside tribal boundaries.  
 
The lack of trust constitutes the Achilles heel of the Congolese refugee community. In 
fact, since they remain divided in Durban, and elsewhere in exile, they can never 
strongly voice their concerns and consequently, the status quo will remain and they 
will increasingly become poorer. It would be difficult to live peacefully together in so 



huge country as the DRC if they cannot sit and openly resolve their differences in so 
small a group as in Durban which is, moreover, outside their homeland. 
 
Many Congolese refugees do not trust other nationalities either due to the bad 
memories they have of past experiences. In reality, they have often been victims of 
crooks who robbed them of money or personal items during their trip. 

 
Experiences such as this, I found in my participant observation, have made refugees 
very hesitant to trust others and have created difficulties in the establishment of small 
business. The questions for this interview, given its economic orientation, were not 
designed to capture xenophobic feeling. Despite this, it was evident that name-calling, 
hatred, verbal and physical aggression, and death have been mentioned as “being part 
of everyday city life” (Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 8). In addition to this, the wide range 
of problems that Congolese encounter with both officials and NGOs leadership in 
reality decreases the level of trust towards South Africans. These experiences 
exacerbate the feelings of mistrust which earlier experiences had given rise to. 
 
However, if one considers the responses to the question “how do your customers 
(mostly locals) treat you?” It was evident that the response is generally good. It may 
be concluded that the xenophobic attitudes that some ordinary South Africans 
manifest vis-à-vis Congolese refugees appears from my participant observation to 
arise mainly in a situation based on fear and insecurity over fewer economic 
opportunities. They may also be the result of the political agenda of some politicians 
and officials. Although issues regarding mistrust frequently arose it is nevertheless 
clear that often there was a good working relationship with South Africans. As long as 
Congolese refugees do not get into competition with them, particularly in the formal 
sector, local people in general are quite happy to interact with Congolese refugees as 
these quotes from some respondents illustrate: 
  
Nevertheless, as different Congolese interact with different South Africans, it is 
normal to expect various reactions. This was one response which showed a dislike of 
foreigners. A car guard responding to the same question, for example, went even 
further and revealed that his University fees were paid by one of his regular 
customers. 
 
Many Congolese refugees entered South Africa with the help of locals either as 
agents, a rural person on a farm, or a taxi driver. The dialogue below illustrates how 
people who met for the first time cooperated and understood each other, alone, late at 
night, without even a hope of meeting again. It also illustrates the unexpected 
kindness that refugees sometimes encounter from total strangers. 
 

Respondent No 12 (June 1, 02): … There (in van), I found another three 
passengers. It was very windy, cold and dark. I could not speak. They were all 
speaking Zulu. Then the first passenger jumped out. Since he could not afford 
to pay R50 for the transport fees, the driver took his shoes, watch, and clothes. 
The second passenger could not pay either. The driver confiscated his bags, 
shoes and clothes, except his underwear. The third passenger paid R50. I was 
scared that the driver would ask me for money which I did not have. I was 
expecting to meet my son’s friend to pay for me in Durban. I had his home 
address. I remained the only passenger in the van. I tried to be as perfect as 



possible to the driver in order to avoid trouble. I started smiling without reason 
to in order to show him that I am confident and economically stable. 
 
Driver: “Come and sit with me in the front”, he said.  
 
Respondent No. 12 (June 1, 02): “… I am refugee from DRC, Central Africa, 
far from here. I am going to visit my son’s friend in Durban. He is going to 
pay my transport fees without any doubt. Please, do not disturb me!” I told the 
driver. 
 
Driver: “Do not worry ubaba. I will take you there but let me first leave the 
company van at my work place. I will do it with my own car until you meet 
your people”, he replied. 
 

Respondent No. 12 (June 1, 02): When we found the place we knocked on the 
door and someone opened the door for us. I introduced myself and they gave 
us seats. They then told us that my son was back from Cape Town. He was 
working nightshift. I asked them for R50 to pay the driver. They paid and 
added two bottles of beer as a sign of gratitude for everything he did for us. 

 
Since it does not appear that these refugees will be in economic competition with 
them these locals do not worry about people entering illegally. This example also 
supports what I said in the beginning of this subsection regarding the fact that many 
locals are not unkind to refugees. That is why for many Congolese refugees, 
ignorance was seen as key reasons for hostility (Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 8) 

 
The problems with mistrust by refugees has two consequences. First, the lack of trust 
between Congolese refugees who live in Durban, given that it represents the majority 
of the refugee community, will prevent the refugee community from being united and 
from strongly voicing  their concerns regarding their rights according to the 
international conventions and treaties from both the host country and the UNHCR. In 
addition, since these refugees keep contact with those who remain at home, anything 
untoward happening here will send its shock waves back home and vice versa. 
Second, the lack of trust between the Congolese refugee community and other refugee 
groupings on the one hand, and the Congolese refugee community and local 
population will remain a limiting factor for personal initiative and entrepreneurship. 
As result, Congolese refugee’s living conditions will deteriorate and lead them to self-
exclusion. 
 

THE SEARCH FOR ECONOMIC WELL-BEING 
 
Congolese refugee’s economic well-being varies according to constraints and 
opportunities that refugees face at a specific time. The interviews make clear that the 
types of income earning activities depend on social networks and ties that refugees 
established on arrival. The further expansion of social networks within the refugee 
community and toward South Africans depends on interactions between Durban 
Congolese refugees, and with other Congolese refugees and immigrants outside 
Durban and across the world.  
 



Congolese refugees take whatever opportunities they can to establish their livelihoods 
and increase their resilience to shocks and uncertainty in the changing and new social 
fabric they live in. That is why they are active in hairdressing, shoemaking and 
repairs, guarding cars, prostitution, and child labour. Also important is the fact that 
there is no clear division between the economic activities that refugees perform to 
survive since these activities overlap and refugees move between activities according 
to constraints and opportunities that merge. These activities, combined with a lack of 
focus which indeed spreads efforts, often have adverse consequences to both the 
refugee community and their local host community. Before looking at the kind of 
economic strategies refugees use to survive it is important to be aware of the ways in 
which they maximise opportunities. 
 

MANIPULATING AND MAXIMISING THE FEW 
OPPORTUNITIES 

 
Part of maximising limited opportunities is the way in which many Congolese 
refugees  work at more than one job as they try to put together the resources to 
develop their main source of income. In another business venture, another Congolese 
understood that the only way to make money quickly and legally is to combine more 
than one job since they do not have access to financial institutions’ credit. 
 
Although they may not be happy to be self-employed in the informal economy, 
compared to their initial position back home, some noted the definite benefits 
regarding income of working for themselves. Congolese refugees work hard to 
maximise their income and invest in different activities, yet it is difficult to exclude 
the possibility of some illegal economic activity involvement since such activities are 
difficult to penetrate and to record.  
 

INCOME FROM SOURCES OTHER THAN EMPLOYMENT 
 
For many refugees who are without any income there is a need to turn to a welfare 
service for support. However there is no substantial, or objective, criterion for 
assistance from the South African NGOs such as the Mennonite Church Committee 
which replaced the South Africa Red Cross and the Jesuit Refugee Service and 
partially deals with extreme social issues regarding refugees in Durban. For instance, 
when asked “where do you get funding, how do you communicate with refugees 
about these fewer opportunities and what are your eligibility criteria?” the chairperson 
of  MCC replied: “We advertise funding opportunities by word of mouth …” 
 
The few Congolese NGOs which emerged quickly disappeared due to a lack of 
funding. Only the Refugee Pastoral Care from the Roman Catholic Church and some 
Muslim organisations which only serve the Muslim refugee community from different 
countries continue to assist refugees. A relatively secure livelihood that of self-
employment in the informal economy needs capital at the beginning but this is not 
available from NGOs. Beside the few individuals who start their business with their 
own funds, the majority of Congolese refugees rely on help from their families back 
home, for those from a wealthy background, and on international social networks of 
family members and friends, both refugees and emigrants, who have migrated to 
countries where there is assistance and good job opportunities.  
 



Other male and married Congolese refugees rely on their wives, including South 
African nationals, Congolese refugees and Mozambicans, and children that they sent 
overseas pretending to be refugee widows and orphans.  In fact, the money that these 
Congolese refugee women and children receive as assistance for their own most basic 
needs is used to support the divided family, whose segments are both overseas and in 
Durban. This money is used for the basic needs of the far flung family and provides 
assets for further “expeditions” to different developed countries. Each member who is 
successful in the perilous journey sends remittances to cover the travel costs for who 
those who remain behind because the trip is regarded as a family business. Everybody 
contributes and consequently must get some reward once the trip is successful. 
Massey et al. (1998: 43-45) and Arango (2000: 291) labelled this mechanism as the 
Cumulative Causation Theory and Migrant Networks Theory in their explanation of 
self-sustaining migration phenomenon.  
 
Yet, before the journey has been successfully accomplished and the final destination 
has been established, the receipt of remittances also has the effect of increasing the 
socio-economic inequalities, tension and social conflict between the “haves” and the 
“have-nots” (Crisp, 2002: 19). 
 
Since the majority of Congolese refugees do not have access to banking facilities due 
to lack of proper identification documents, they make use of underground financial 
institutions which deal with money transfers from South Africa to different countries 
around the world and vice versa. Here again, the refugee population in general, who 
are trying to accommodate themselves to the new social fabric, and those of 
Congolese origin in particular, suffer from punitive exploitation. For example, these 
informal financial institutions charge 20 to 35 percent commission on the amount 
transferred.  
 
Although there is no official estimate of the refugee population in Durban, if one 
considers that refugees rely mainly on self-employment funded from transfer of funds 
from relatives back home or in other countries to set themselves up as self-employed 
and considering also that refugees send money to and receive money from their social 
networks, there is reason to believe that these informal money-transferring 
institutions, whose owners belong to as many countries of origin as there are refugee 
communities in Durban, make substantial profits.  
 

SOCIAL SUPPORT 
 
Congolese refugees do not have legal access to either informal or formal employment 
since they are denied a proper work permit which requires the green identity 
document book, and are denied access to trading licences and sites. To make ends 
meet and to access the most basic needs such as shelter, food and water, Congolese 
refugees create churches, Self-Help Projects and political parties. My understanding 
of these groups came in part from participant observation but more particularly from 
being an insider in the Congolese refugee community.   
 
 



MUSHROOMING OF CHURCHES AND SPLITTING OF 
EXISTING ONES 

 
The DRC is a non-religious state. However, the majority of its inhabitants are 
Christians. As a result, Christians are numerous amongst Congolese refugees who live 
in Durban as well as Congolese back home. Faith in a divine power, regardless of the 
name of denomination across time and space, helps Congolese refugees to hope for a 
bright future. The role that faith based organisations play in Congolese livelihoods is 
enormous. Church actions are important in normal life for spiritual guidance in terms 
of good to do and bad to avoid, going to heaven and deserving a joyful eternal life. 
Church participation still plays an active role for integration in Durban and other parts 
of the world. 
 
This is why my respondents introduce themselves as Christians or Muslims, pastors or 
Imams. Others took even a more radical position vis-à-vis their Christian beliefs and 
became Muslims due to the social and economic advantages that  Islam leaders in 
particular provide to their new members. I know a pastor from Uvira, DRC, who did 
Divine Studies or Theology for three years and who was responsible for a Methodist 
Church of around 500 people for many decades back home who became Muslim for 
economic reasons. The inverse, a Muslim becoming a Christian, is so rare that I have 
never seen it in Durban within the Congolese refugee community.  
 
My respondents introduce themselves differently, take on a different identity and seek 
to penetrate different social networks, according to the challenges they meet, as the 
following extract illustrates. 
 
Certain Congolese refugees create their own churches from scratch or from splitting 
churches and these people consider the church as livelihood. The first church 
members include family and tribe members, friends and those with various social ties 
within the Congolese community and beyond it. All members have to pay 10 percent 
of their monthly income, and special contributions whenever necessary, in order to be 
blessed by God. These contributions cover the expenses of the churches and the 
pastors who renounce worldly activities and commit themselves to the expansion of 
the word of God by bringing new members and consequently more money.  The 
second source of income within the church as a means of livelihood is expanding ties 
with the South African community with similar beliefs in order to gather funds. 
However, as the church grows and the monthly contributions from zealous members 
increase the money becomes the Achilles heel of the pastor and of the spiritual 
journey of the church members. The quest for leadership starts and always ends up 
with division and further subdivisions of the church into many small groupings which 
in turn will follow the same patterns and produce more conflict than it does solutions 
among the Congolese refugee community. I remember a situation where two 
“pastors” were fighting over the church members, each one accusing the other of 
stealing his Christians. The church, instead of creating a peaceful environment and 
friendship between people, becomes instead an object of division and conflict.   
 
The search for economic viability, in the absence of ready access to employment 
opportunities, has sometimes taken the form of the establishment of small churches. 
However, the limited opportunity that it offers in fact increases the high level of 
mistrust within the Congolese refugee community. Similar to the formation of small 



churches are numerous political parties and self-help projects discussed in the 
following section. 
 

FORMATION OF ETHNIC BASED POLITICAL PARTIES 
 
The Cold War Era is over, as is the interest of the West in emerging political parties in 
DRC. Consequently the allocation of funds to the political party leadership has 
declined. Nevertheless, some Congolese refugees refuse to believe it. They are 
convinced that they will get a living from the formation of political parties. There are, 
in Durban alone, around twenty political parties within the Congolese refugee 
community. Some originate in Durban whereas others already existed in the DRC. 
They have in common tribal orientation, poor leadership and a lack of clear vision for 
the country they all pretend to fight for. Their only difference is indeed their different 
ethnic backgrounds. The exception is the Congolese National Party whose founder 
and president is a well-established Congolese refugee in Johannesburg. Once a 
political party is formed, from the splitting of another political party, the enrolment of 
members and attribution of functions follow the same patterns as churches. Then the 
different leaders try desperately to build links with their South African counterparts in 
opposition. These Congolese political parties want to use South African politicians as 
a springboard for upward mobility back home. In exchange, they promise all the 
riches of DRC once in power at home.  This is, in essence, a variant to achieve a 
secure future. In the case of political parties however, the future is seen to be in the 
DRC.  
 

CREATION OF SELF-HELP PROJECTS 
 
Self-Help Projects represent another kind of livelihood that Congolese refugees try to 
develop in Durban in order to survive and prosper. In fact, despite the good intention 
of the founders, the end results that the members pursue are income-generating 
activities. These projects, however, face many challenges including lack of access to 
funding, xenophobic attitudes of some South Africans, and lack of interest in refugee 
related issues by the UNHCR. 
 

EMIGRATION  
 

 TO REFUGEE CAMPS OUTSIDE SOUTH AFRICA 
 
It became clear from the participant observation that when these different livelihood 
strategies fail in terms of integration and of sustainable income generating activities 
for various reasons, the cost of living in Durban pushes Congolese refugees back to 
refugee camps through which they had earlier passed en route to South Africa. These 
camps include the camps of Namibia, Mozambique, Botswana and Zimbabwe.  
 

TO EUROPE, AMERICA AND AUSTRALIA 
 
It was clear from participant observation and from insider knowledge of the 
Congolese refugee community that refugees view a move to European and American 
countries or Australia as a tremendous success for the family concerned in Durban 
and back home.  
 



Onward migration is difficult for two reasons. First, such a move requires strong, 
efficient and reliable networks both internally within the South African community, 
and externally in terms of updates of information regarding immigration policies and 
the most suitable country of destination. Second, it is highly costly in terms of money 
which may also come from internal networks as a loan, an investment or as a non-
refundable contribution. This move is supported by a popular belief, within the 
refugee community in general, that “Europe is Europe; America is America; … 
Australia is Australia.” Durban Congolese refugees are no exception. It means that it 
is better to be a refugee anywhere in the world other than in Africa because, on this 
continent, the conditions and standards of living are poor and there is a lack of social 
protection. Therefore, success for some Congolese who live in Durban refers to their 
ability to extend their ties across Africa and abroad and to succeed in channelling at 
least one family member to a developed country. They will then be able to enjoy the 
remittances the family member will, ceteris paribus, send back home  to be used for 
further migration or to improve the living conditions of family members who remain 
in South Africa or at home in the DRC. 
 
CONCLUSION 

 
This research had three main objectives. Firstly, it tried to understand livelihood 
strategies of DRC refugees by exploring social networks and social capital. Secondly, 
this research focused on evaluating problems that Congolese refugees encounter in 
their day-to-day lives in Durban and the roles played by different key officials. 
Thirdly, this research looked at analysing the refugees’ income generating activities 
and how Congolese refugees cope with random events such as death, long term 
unemployment, illness or arrest.  
 
The key findings revealed that the Durban Congolese refugee community is diverse, 
complex, and heterogeneous and this was reflected in my sample.  
 
Regarding incomes, the informal economy remain the main source of incomes of 
Durban Congolese refugees. Household income does not solely come from 
employment. Remittances equally play a crucial role as table 19 demonstrates it. 
However, if one considers administrative barriers that Congolese refugees face in this 
sector and the general trends and patterns of the informal economic activities, there 
are grounds to conclude that the livelihoods of the Durban refugee community are not 
sustainable. 

 
There is a link between education and income levels regardless of the field of 
activities although this link was not the focus of this study. 
Only 10.0 percent of respondents are below the South African national poverty line of 
R345 per capita per month due to a constant flow of money between Durban and 
other parts of the world (UNDP, 2003: 41). 
 
Social networks are active long before the move from the DRC, during the move and 
afterward. They play critical roles in the lives of Durban Congolese refugees and 
consist of a wide range of people including family members and friends, priests and 
illegal agents, both South Africans and foreigners for different and sometimes 



conflicting reasons, who play a critical role in the lives of Durban Congolese 
refugees.  
 
However, social networks can also produce three situations which they initially 
intended to redress: exploitation in terms of low and irregular wages, sexual 
exploitation, concubinage and bribery; age and gender differential, and thus unequal 
access to information and power. 
 
These exploitative practices coupled with traumatic experience of the journey, 
atrocities that Congolese refugees went through back home, and manipulation by 
some South African NGOs such as the ex-KwaZulu Natal Refugee Forum cause the 
trust which should strengthen Congolese refugees’ social networks and families in 
exile to deteriorate. Yet, mistrust is not unique to the Congolese refugee community 
in Durban.  

 
Other problems consist of a lack access to banking facilities and proper work permits 
for formal employment and trading licences for the informal economy of the city in 
which they live and contribute in various ways. Congolese refugees’ livelihood 
strategies are also affected by police harassment and xenophobia. But xenophobia is a 
result of perceived competition over scarce resources and political manipulation from 
some political elites. 
 
This study has three limitations. Firstly, there is the sampling method. I used purposive 
sampling in order to capture what I judged useful for my research and considering the 
difficulties of designing a sampling frame. As a result, my findings cannot be 
generalised because probability sampling was not used. Second, there is the size of the 
sample. I am not able to claim that I have chosen the right respondents and justify it 
since accurate statistics on Congolese refugees are not available. Lastly, this research 
has been conducted by me, a refugee and an informal tribal leader.  There may be some 
kind of bias. These limitations were minimised firstly by including a wide range of 
respondents taking into account gender, marital status, family size, diverse previous and 
current occupations, and individuals from different places in Durban and different tribes 
and provinces in the DRC. Second, given the time constraint, the number of questions 
and complexity of them, and considering that I planned to use quantitative and 
qualitative analyses and NVIVO software and Constant Comparative Analysis, I have 
chosen thirty households. It is not much but it is enough and acceptable. Thirdly, I have 
tried to overcome personal bias by working with people who are not involved in 
refugee related issues. That is why I am confident that my findings are accurate, fair 
and relevant.  
 
These findings call for a holistic approach to the management of the city of Durban 
which includes all economic agents since each and every one has a role to play for the 
sustainability of local economic development. Refugee issues should not remain forever 
“a blind spot in the Metro government or a taboo to policy development” (Ballard, 
2003: 108) because, whether it is widely recognised or not, refugees are here to stay.     
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