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Debate has emerged over the African Union's (AU) definition of the 
African diaspora, especially regarding whether Africans living in 
other African countries should be included. This brief contends 
that the main challenge is not the AU definition itself, but the lack 
of clear differentiation and effective institutional implementation. 
Distinguishing between the African diaspora and intra-African mi-
grants can strengthen both diaspora partnerships and regional in-
tegration. 

→ The current AU’s definition of the African diaspora should be 
retained, while complementary policy categories are devel-
oped for intra-African migrants on the continent.  

 

→ African diaspora and intra-African migrants make distinct but 
equally valuable contributions to Africa’s development at all 
levels. 

 

→ Africa’s priority should shift from debating definitions to im-
proving policy implementation that addresses real gaps in mi-
gration and diaspora partnerships. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Africa's population and the number of African 
migrants are both rising1. Migrants play a cen-
tral role in Africa's development2, but they are 
not a homogeneous group. Governments and 
regional institutions across the continent rec-
ognise that people of African origin living out-
side their communities, countries, and regions 
contribute not only through remittances but 
also by driving investment, knowledge transfer, 
diplomacy, intercontinental connections, and 
Africa's integration agenda. 
Effective engagement of Africans outside their 
communities, countries, regions, and the conti-
nent requires clear definitions. For example, if 
the term 'African diaspora' is used too broadly, 
it loses policy relevance; if too narrowly, it may 
exclude groups with strong ties to Africa. It is 
not only who belongs to the diaspora or migra-
tion categories, but also how to understand dif-
ferent forms of African ancestry, mobility, citi-
zenship, belonging, and identity for policy pur-
poses. All Africans on the move matter, but they 
should not be grouped into a single policy cat-
egory. 
 
Recently, the African Union's (AU) definition of 
the African diaspora has been debated, espe-
cially regarding whether Africans living in other 
African countries should be included. This brief 
contends that the main challenge is not the AU 
definition itself, but the lack of differentiation 
and effective institutional implementation of 
migration and diaspora policies. 
 
 
THE AU DEFINITION CRITIQUE  

The AU3 defines the African Diaspora as "peo-
ple of African origin living outside the conti-
nent, irrespective of their citizenship and na-
tionality and who are willing to contribute to 
the development of the continent and the 
building of the African Union." Some stakehold-
ers believe this definition lacks operational pre-
cision4. This concern was raised at the African 
stakeholders' forum on diaspora in Addis Ab-
aba in April 2026, themed "Harnessing Dias-
pora Potential for Continental Development." 
Participants highlighted gaps in implementing 
diaspora cooperation and questioned whether 
the AU definition reflects the realities of African 

 
1 Manning, Patrick. (2022). Counting and Categorizing Afri-

can Migrants, 1980–2020. 10.4324/9781003225027-23.  
2 IOM (2026).Africa | World Migration Report 
3 https://au.int/en/diaspora-division  
4 https://www.europesays.com/africa/215300/  

mobility and contributions. A key issue is that 
Africans migrating within the continent also re-
mit, invest, and transfer knowledge to their 
countries of origin. According to the World 
Bank5, Sub-Saharan countries received US$55.8 
billion in personal remittances in 2024. World 
Bank estimates that these flows originate from 
both within Sub-Saharan Africa and from out-
side the region6. Based on these arguments, 
some stakeholders called for a review of the 
AU's definition, viewing it as narrow and opera-
tionally problematic.   
 

 
 
 
INTRA-AFRICAN MIGRANTS AND 
THE AFRICAN DIASPORA  

Imagine a family compound with 54 rooms, 
each representing an AU member state. Kofi 
and Hawa are siblings living there. Kofi moves 
between rooms within the compound, while 
Hawa leaves to live in a neighbouring com-
pound. Both may continue to support their 
family, maintain emotional ties, and contribute 
resources. However, their locations place them 
in different policy categories.  
 
Kofi represents an intra-African migrant, living 
in another African country. Hawa represents 
the African diaspora as defined by the AU. Both 
groups are important for Africa's development 
and may remit, invest, transfer skills, and 
maintain ties with their countries of origin. 
However, their shared contributions do not 
mean they belong in the same policy category. 
The key policy question is whether the same 

5 https://data.worldbank.org/indica-
tor/BX.TRF.PWKR.CD.DT?locations=ZG  

6 based World Bank’s Bilateral Remittance Matrix 

Photo 1: Background picture for the African Stakeholders' 
Forum on Diaspora held in Addis Ababa in April 2026.  
Photo Credit: GIZ/MEG Programme 

https://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/what-we-do/world-migration-report-2026/chapter-3/africa
https://au.int/en/diaspora-division
https://www.europesays.com/africa/215300/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.TRF.PWKR.CD.DT?locations=ZG
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.TRF.PWKR.CD.DT?locations=ZG
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/peoplemove/bilateral-remittance-matrix-new?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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definitions and instruments should apply to 
both. 
 
Many AU member states define diaspora at the 
national level, not continentally as the AU does. 
For example, Kenyan citizens in Angola are con-
sidered part of the Kenyan diaspora in align-
ment with Kenya's constitution – as Kenyan cit-
izens living abroad7; and not from the AU's con-
tinental perspective. 
While migration underpins many diasporic for-
mations, not all migration results in the same 
policy category. For continental purposes, the 
African diaspora should refer to persons of Afri-
can origin residing outside Africa. The AU and 
its member states should also recognise intra-
African migrants through migration, mobility, 
citizenship, labour, and integration frame-
works.  
 

Intra-African migrants need 

focused policy attention. 
 

They face documentation challenges, labour-
market exclusion, xenophobia, limited access 
to services, and weak protection from both 
host and origin states. These issues are best ad-
dressed through migration governance, re-
gional integration, labour mobility, citizenship 
rights, social protection, and consular engage-
ment, rather than by expanding the AU defini-
tion of African diaspora.  
 
 
A PROPOSED POLICY TAXONOMY  

Statehood and sovereignty often lead AU 
member states to argue that their nationals 
elsewhere in Africa should be considered dias-
pora. While member states have a duty to en-
gage all citizens abroad, treating all citizens 
abroad as a single group is overly simplistic and 
problematic. This approach overlooks shared 
and distinct experiences, ancestral ties, and sol-
idarity, and undermines the AU's integration vi-
sion.  
In policy discussions, differentiating AU mem-
ber state citizens residing in Africa from the di-
aspora is essential for operationalising defini-
tions of the African diaspora and African mi-
grants. To avoid confusion, member state ac-

 
7 See page 4 of Kenya Diaspora Policy 2024 
8 This taxonomy draws on the AU’s definition of the Afri-

can diaspora, the AU Migration Policy Framework for Af-
rica, and IOM migration terminology. It is adapted to 
these sources to clarify the distinction between conti-
nental diaspora cooperation and intra-African migration 
governance 

tors, civil society organisations, and interna-
tional development agencies should distin-
guish between categories of African mobility 
and belonging. Stakeholders often ask, "How 
should we define and engage them effec-
tively?"  
The following taxonomy8 may be useful for pol-
icy purposes: 
 
Intra-African Migrants 
African nationals residing (immigrants) in an 
AU member state9. For example, Nigerians in 
Ethiopia, Kenyans in Tanzania, or Ghanaians in 
South Africa. 
 
Nationals Abroad within Africa 
An AU member state national (emigrant) who 
resides in another African country. This cate-
gory may be especially useful for national gov-
ernments seeking to engage their citizens else-
where on the continent. 
 
The African Diaspora 
For AU-level purposes, this category should re-
fer broadly to persons of African origin residing 
outside the continent who maintain an interest 
in contributing to Africa's development, inte-
gration, representation, and global positioning. 
This category can, however, be operationalised 
when further distinguished: 
 
• Emigrant Diaspora 
First-generation African migrants residing out-
side the African continent. These individuals 
usually retain direct citizenship, family ties, eco-
nomic ties, and political ties to their countries 
of origin. 
 
• Descendant Diaspora 
Second- and subsequent-generation people of 
African origin living outside the continent. 
Their ties to Africa may be familial, cultural, his-
torical, symbolic, political, or economic. 

 
• Historical or Ancestral African Diaspora 
Communities of African descent whose con-
nection to Africa is rooted in histories of forced 
displacement, especially the transatlantic slave 
trade, slavery, colonialism, and racialised exclu-
sion10. 

9 See African Union Commission (2018). Migration Policy 
Framework for Africa and Plan of Action 2018–2030. Ad-
dis Ababa: African Union. 

10 See Cohen, Robin (2008). Global Diasporas: An Introduc-
tion. 2nd ed. London: Routledge. 

https://repository.kippra.or.ke/server/api/core/bitstreams/f664d1c3-9e8b-4e1e-bea3-50b8b55a7b76/content
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This taxonomy helps the AU and member 
states avoid conceptual dilution and supports 
clear definitions. It also recognises that the 
same individual may be described differently 
depending on the home or host country per-
spective. For example, a Ghanaian living in 
South Africa may be considered a Ghanaian na-
tional abroad within Africa from Ghana's per-

spective, and an intra-African migrant from the 
South African or AU perspective.  
Second, third, and subsequent generations of 
the intra-African migrants and African diaspora 
may not share the same policy definition as 
first-generation or ancestral diaspora. Clear dis-
tinctions enable more intentional and targeted 
engagement or cooperation frameworks. 
 

 

 
Source: Author's taxonomy 11 

 
 

FOCUSING ON THE REAL 
IMPLEMENTATION GAPS  

The main challenge for intra-African migrants 
and diaspora cooperation is not just the AU def-
inition. Many African countries and institutions 
still lack the administrative systems, data infra-
structure, policy instruments, and trust-based 
partnerships needed to engage different cate-
gories of migrants and diaspora communities. 
 
First, many countries lack reliable data on citi-
zens abroad, diaspora communities, and na-
tionals residing elsewhere in Africa. Without 
proper mapping, governments cannot design 
effective policies for investment, skills transfer, 

 
11 Visualisation done with OpenAI 

belonging, consular services, voting rights, cul-
tural exchange, identity, or social protection. 
 
Second, diaspora and migrant cooperation is 
often fragmented across ministries, agencies, 
embassies, investment authorities, and ad hoc 
initiatives, weakening coordination and caus-
ing duplication. 
 
Third, trust deficits remain a major obstacle. 
Many diaspora communities and migrants are 
willing to contribute but are discouraged by 
corruption, bureaucratic delays, lack of trans-
parency, weak dispute-resolution mechanisms, 
and limited confidence in public institutions. 
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Fourth, citizenship and rights regimes remain 
uneven across the continent. Dual citizenship, 
voting rights from abroad, property rights, doc-
umentation, labour mobility, and access to ser-
vices vary significantly between countries. 
 
Fifth, African governments often view diaspora 
communities primarily as sources of remit-
tances, without investing enough in long-term 
partnership, representation, co-creation, and 
mutual accountability. 
 
Finally, intra-African migrants are often over-
looked in diaspora debates, despite being cen-
tral to the African Continental Free Trade Area, 
regional integration, labour mobility, and peo-
ple-to-people cooperation. Their exclusion 
from diaspora policy should not result in policy 
neglect. Instead, they require dedicated frame-
works suited to their location and legal status 
within Africa. 
 
MIGRATION AND DIASPORA 
POLICY CLARITY  

The debate over the African diaspora should 
not be reduced to inclusion versus exclusion. 
Both Africans who move within the continent 
and those of African origin living outside Africa 
are important to the continent's future. The 
policy challenge is to recognise their contribu-
tions without merging them into a single, im-
precise category. 
 
At the AU level, the African diaspora should 
continue to be defined as persons of African 
origin residing outside the continent. Intra-Af-
rican migrants should also be recognised 
through a distinct, equally important policy 
framework linked to migration governance, re-
gional integration, labour mobility, citizenship 
rights, and social protection. 

Clarity does not mean exclusion. 

In fact, clearer categories enable 

more effective inclusion.  

Clear migration and diaspora policy categories 
enable African institutions to design appropri-
ate policies, collect relevant data, build trust, 
and engage diverse communities based on 
their specific locations, histories, rights, and ca-
pacities. 
 
Africa's migration and diaspora integration 
agendas should be treated as complementary, 
not competing, priorities. Clear distinctions be-

tween the African diaspora and intra-African 
migrants can strengthen both. Research and 
targeted interventions can harness their devel-
opmental contributions and address their chal-
lenges, which is crucial for the AU and its mem-
ber states.  
 
 
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

The AU 

• maintain the current continental definition 
of the African diaspora while developing 
complementary terminology for intra-Afri-
can migrants and nationals abroad within 
Africa; 

• develop a continental policy taxonomy that 
member states can adapt to reduce confu-
sion among diaspora cooperation, migra-
tion governance approaches, labour mobil-
ity arrangements, and regional integration; 

• support the creation of common data 
standards for mapping the African diaspora 
and intra-African migrants, while ensuring 
data protection, privacy, and ethical use; 

• institutionalise regular continental dia-
logue involving diaspora organisations, mi-
grant associations, member states, regional 
communities, civil society, private-sector 
actors, women, youth, and inter-genera-
tional communities. 

 
AU Member States 

• develop differentiated policies for citizens 
abroad within Africa and citizens or de-
scendants outside the continent. These 
groups may overlap and converge in their 
contributions and investments, but they 
face different legal, political, and institu-
tional realities; 

• improve diaspora and migrant mapping 
through research, embassies and consu-
lates, digital platforms, civil registration sys-
tems, and partnerships with community or-
ganisations; 

• strengthen trust by reducing bureaucratic 
barriers, improving transparency, creating 
credible dispute-resolution mechanisms, 
and co-creating policies with diaspora and 
migrant groups; 

• share experiences and learn from each oth-
er's successes on mapping, engagements, 
and migration and diaspora governance; 
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• review citizenship, voting, documentation, 
investment, and property frameworks to 
ensure that citizens abroad and diaspora 
communities can contribute without un-
necessary administrative obstacles. 

 
Regional Economic Communities 

• address the specific needs of intra-African 
migrants through labour mobility frame-
works, mutual recognition of skills, social 
protection portability, migrant rights, and 
anti-xenophobia measures; 

• coordinate with the AU and member states 
to ensure that intra-African migration is 
treated as a central component of African 
integration, not as an afterthought in dias-
pora policy. 

 
African Development Partners 

• support research, data systems, digital in-
frastructure, and institutional capacity for 
diaspora and migrant cooperation; 

• avoid imposing externally designed cooper-
ation models but instead support African-
led frameworks that move away from colo-
nial continuities;  

• Multi-lateral African institutions such as the 
African Development Bank and the African 
Investment Bank should be positioned to 
support investment facilitation, skills-trans-
fer initiatives, diaspora bonds, innovation 
networks, and platforms for intra-African 
and African diaspora women and youth. 

 

Diaspora and Migrant Organisations 

• Engage in policy design, implementation, 
monitoring, and accountability processes. 
Such participation is important for building 
trust, identifying community needs, mobi-
lising expertise, and ensuring that policies 
reflect lived realities; 

• strengthen coordination among groups 
and organisations to avoid duplication, elite 
capture, exclusion, and the neglect of 
smaller or less visible communities; 

• Build leadership capacities in statesman-
ship and diplomacy within migrant and di-
aspora communities to understand contex-
tual issues in both host and home coun-
tries. This enables effective and cordial en-
gagement with key stakeholders, rather 
than becoming political wings or policy af-
terthoughts. 

 
Researchers, Civil Society and Media 
 

• Avoid the use of imposed labels, definitions 
and taxonomies that promote anti-African 
integration and sentiments; 

• Be interested in research that highlights 
the separate roles that intra-African migra-
tion and African diaspora play in Africa's de-
velopment; 

• Strengthen research on continental migra-
tion, while avoiding the use of terminolo-
gies, labels and frameworks that promote 
colonial continuities in the field of African 
migration and diaspora. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

An der Ihle 5A 
39291 Friedensau 
Germany 
Tel. +49 (0) 3921 916-144 
info@fife.institute 
www.fife.institute 

The Friedensau Institute for Evaluation (FIFE) is committed to promoting evidence-based decision-
making, organisational learning, and meaningful policy and social impact through rigorous evalua-
tion, applied research, and innovative methodological approaches. The opinions expressed in this 
publication are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position of the Frieden-
sau Institute for Evaluation (FIFE), clients, or partners unless explicitly stated. 

Publisher 
Friedensau Institute for Evaluation (FIFE) 
 
Layout FIFE 
 
Design Concept FIFE 
 
Author photo(s) © FIFE 
 
DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.21763499  
 

 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution – Non-commercial – No Derivatives 4.0 International 
License. 

 

mailto:info@fife.institute
http://www.fife.institute/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.21763499

