
217

A ngol a a n d the Democr atic 
R epu blic of Congo’s  bor der

From a pl ace of busi n e ss to the poi n t  
of en try for il l ega l im migr ation

Avelino Chico, S. J.

Introduction

This chapter discusses the effects of the border between Angola and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) on international migration. Besides 
commerce, the flow of trucks, transport of plenty of goods, smuggling of 
diamonds, exchange of foreign currency, drug trafficking, traffic of fuel, 
timber, vehicles and basic supplies, the border between Angola and DRC 
serves as a gateway for both legal and illegal immigration. Those who enter 
illegally aim to work in the Angolan diamond mining areas of Lunda Norte, 
Lunda Sul, and Bié. However, there are some whose goal is the Angolan 
capital of Luanda. In Luanda, they seek to establish an informal sector as 
well as construction and trade. Others view Luanda as a place of transit, and 
their goal is to reach South Africa, Brazil, Europe, and the US. However, mi-
grants also cross the border due to forced displacement. By May 2017, 50,000 
Congolese refugees were forced to cross the border fleeing from insecurity, 
violence, ethnic cleansing, and political persecution in the region of Kasai 
and Central Kasai of whom 70% are women and children (United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2017). They are being sheltered 
at the camp of Lóvua located in the Angolan province of Lunda Norte. 

Nevertheless, Angola and the Democratic Republic of Congo’s border 
is not only used by Congolese nationals, citizens are also using it from other 
Central and West African countries: Republic of Congo, Central African 
Republic, Cameroon, Chad, Senegal, Mali, Nigeria, Guinea, Sierra Leone, 
Ivory Coast, Liberia, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritania, and The Gambia. There 
are also Asian citizens, mainly Chinese, that are usually smuggled into the 
country by their Angolan counterparts. Some are carried in trucks, others 
in boats that land on Angolan shores, and others by way of rivers and lakes. 
Assisting the immigrants are the fishermen, traditional authority, church 
leaders, and border police. Since Angola may be a transit country and not a 
final destination for some, what takes place along Angola and the DRC border 
leads to boundary crossings and therefore, international migration. 
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Throughout this chapter, boundary crossings will be explored from 
four different angles. First, a historical overview that argues for combin-
ing the approaches of looking at the flow of immigrants between the two 
countries. Second, a sociological perspective that seeks to understand 
the profound cause of boundary-crossing through Angola and the DRC. 
Third, an evolutionary approach based on the effects of this migration. 
Fourth, a legal framework which addresses the regulations on migration 
put in place by Angola as a labour receiving country as well as a country 
of immigration in the Southern Africa region just behind South Africa. 
Finally, the conclusion shall address a way forward to deal with migra-
tion and border management. Mass deportation and closure of borders 
may not be the solution for illegal immigration. These proposals lead to 
the emergence of mafia groups and human rights abuse. The education of 
young ones and highlighting the positive roles and benefits of migration 
seem to be the best solutions. 

Historical overview

The land border between Angola and DRC is at least 2,500 km (Davidson, 
1972, p. 58). In the 19th century, this territory was still part of the great Kongo 
Kingdom. The kingdom, whose capital was located in the contemporary 
Angolan city of Mbanza Congo in the province of Zaire, was established 
between the mid-1300s and the mid-1400s. The kingdom extended itself 
along the present-day northern part of Angola (Cabinda enclave), Republic 
of Congo (Brazzaville), and the Western region of DRC (Lukombo, 1997a). 
However, the division of this kingdom by the Portuguese, Belgian, and 
French colonial powers (at the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885) meant that 
the population belonging to the same clan remained divided (see Figure 1). 
For instance, we continue to have the Bakongo ethnic group in the south of 
the Republic of Gabon, in the south-west of the Republic of Congo, the DRC, 
as well as in the north of Angola. Rather than fragmenting ethnic identity, 
the division has strengthened it. Visiting relatives and performing certain 
traditional ceremonies along the borders and within these countries have 
been maintained (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 1. Maps of Africa before and after the Berlin Conference
Source: Google maps.
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Most illegal immigration occurs within this social space, which does 
not coincide with national boundaries. There are cases of Angolan chil-
dren who live along the border and attend school in the DRC. Some of these 
schools are located in the Congolese region of Kasango-Lunda, Popoka-
baka, and Matadi. This is not something new. In the 1970s, many Angolan 
people were already being educated at DRC’s schools with Swedish assistance 
(Sellstroem, 2003). The same happens with those seeking medical treatment 
in the DRC. Some cross the Kwango River, which separates the two countries 
in the Northwest and goes as far as Kinshasa (James, 2004). 

Furthermore, as soon as the liberation struggle and the civil war 
erupted in Angola in 1961 and 1975 respectively, the Bakongo population 
in Angola crossed the DRC’s borders to get to Kinshasa, Bandundu, Mata-
di, and surrounding neighbourhoods. The same is happening nowadays 
with the Bakongo and other ethnic groups from the DRC who are fleeing 
from political unrest, economic crisis, and social uncertainty (see Figure 3). 
Since the beginning of the rebellion movement against the former president 
Laurent-Désiré Kabila, more than 300,000 Congolese have attempted to 
cross the border to reach Angola (Ngolet, 2011). 

It is worth to point out that the political situation in the Kongo 
Kingdom was always described as calm as well as peaceful (Thornton, 
1983). The succession to the throne was initially by way of an election to 
prevent the accumulation of hereditary power. However, the only indis-
pensable qualification for candidature to the throne was a descendant 
from Ntinu Wene, the founding king. That is why, at that time, Africans 
had shown a great capacity for handling the problems of political power 
and conflict resolution. Moreover, it may even be that the peaceful regu-
lation of the ‘community relations’ has been their supreme accomplish-
ment (Davidson, 1972). Therefore, in the Kongo Kingdom, as in others, 
great care was taken to prevent conflict and political unrest. Nevertheless, 
nothing was put in place to prevent people from moving from one place 
to another. Ancient lifestyle expressed itself not only in material culture 
but also hand in hand with migration across kingdoms, continents and 
oceans (Bellwood, 2013). 
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Figure 3. Map of DRC with locations where migrants depart to enter to Angola
Source: Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) (2005).
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Migration was and will always be part of humankind. Both in the 
pre-colonial and colonial period, the area that comprises Angola and 
DRC’s border experienced a variety of migration. Apart from searching 
for security, escaping from the slave trade, and forced labour, migrations 
fled due to tax imposition and the search for land for settlement and farm-
ing. Migration occurred due to the search for ‘fertile’ forest to hunt in, to 
conquer territories to inhabit, or for trade. Moreover, the movement of 
people was also caused by ethnic conflicts, trade, and population pressure 
(Kabunda, 2011). Commerce not only included selling and exchanging 
merchandise but also the slave trade and forced labour. For instance, by 
the 15th and 16th centuries, slave trade had reached its peak in the Kongo 
Kingdom. The Portuguese settlers, who had arrived in the kingdom in 
the 15th century that included missionaries, teachers, tailors, carpenters, 
and other workers, demanded that their salaries should be paid in the 
exchange of slaves (Milagres & Santos, 2018). This and other factors had 
converted the Kongo Kingdom in the most powerful state on the African 
West Coast while kingdoms such as Loango and Ndongo were in a vassal 
relationship with Kongo (Pepetela, 1983).

Angola as a sending country 

This section takes us back to 1975 when Angola was at war, which includes 
both the colonial struggle (1961-1974) and the civil war (1975-2002), which 
drove the country into poverty, social chaos, political unrest, economic 
disaster, and the persecution of activists and civil society (Faria, 2013). 
Apart from soldiers from South Africa (former Zaire), Cuban, Russian, 
Israeli and mercenaries from the United States were also involved in 
the conflict (Polack, 2013). National resources were only feeding the war 
and a few ruling elites who spent most of the country’s petrodollars (De 
Oliveira, 2015). Between 1980 and 1990, the civil war damaged 80% of the 
economy and 80% of infrastructure and industry (Heywood, 2000). The 
number of casualties among civilians and soldiers that occurred during 
this period was also high: between 1975 and 1991, 340,000 people per-
ished during the war (Clodfelter, 2017), and from 1992 to 2002 the number 
rose to 1,000 deaths per day (Stedman & Lyons, 2004). As a result, many 
people left the country. 
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Neighbouring countries such as the Republic of Congo, DRC, Zam-
bia, and Namibia, were the major destinations for Angolan emigrants 
and refugees. By 2002, the Angolan refugees were estimated at 1.7 million 
(Carciotto, 2014). In addition, there were around 5 million Internally Dis-
placed People (IDP) (Soares, 2015), and the Democratic Republic of Congo 
hosted the highest number of Angolan migrants. By the end of the civil 
war in 2002, there were more than 450,000 Angolan refugees in the DRC 
(Lopes, 2013). The figure is quite similar to the Congolese who are found 
in Angola at the moment. Nevertheless, Angola’s diaspora was also found 
in Europe, America, and Asia. Tables 1-3 illustrate the countries, which 
hosted and are still hosting Angolan emigrants as well as their global 
distribution.

Table 1. Angola’s emigrants (1990-2017) 

Year Emigrants 
(man)

Emigrants 
(women) Emigrants Emigrants (%) 

2017 314,410 318,289 632,699 2.12

2015 302,929 308,391 611,320 2.29

2010 310,137 314,147 624,284 2.71

2005 335,869 344,536 680,405 3.43

2000 434,807 435,707 870,514 5.08

1995 333,757 334,521 668,278 4.52

1990 397,396 412,546 809,942 6.36

Source: Datosmacro.com (2018).
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Table 2. Angolan emigrants, hosting country (2017) 

Country Number

RDC 197,499

Portugal 159,028

South Africa 65,716

Republic of Congo 41,856

Zambia 38,927

Namibia 34,405

France 21,610

United States 13,841

Great Britain 12,882

Brazil 7,897

Switzerland 6,966

Holland 5,221

Botswana 3,677

Spain 3,586

Canada 2,981

Cameroon 2,777

Belgium 2,747

Italy 1,901

Tanzania 1,488

Sweden 750

Gabon 748

Australia 608

Finland 565

Mali 543
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Country Number

Norway 522

Ireland 516

Russia 511

Cape Verde 379

Austria 375

Eritrea 348

Czech Republic 195

Venezuela 190

Denmark 181

Guinea 111

Cuba 90

Hungry 83

Filipinas 78

México 76

Poland 60

Chile 58

Colombia 56

Ecuador 43

Iceland 34

Egypt 27

Peru 15

Argentina 9

Greece 8

Bolivia 6

Source: Datosmacro.com (2018).
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Table 3. Geographic distribution of Angolan emigrants

Country Estimated (%)

Democratic Republic of Congo 31.22

Portugal 25.13

South Africa 10.39

Europe (except Portugal) 16

African countries (except DRC and South Africa) 13

USA 4

Brazil 0.26

Total 100

Source: International Organization for Migration (IOM) (2014).

In Europe, Angolan emigrants preferred Portugal because the two 
countries hold a long-standing relationship (Marinho, 2016). Language, cul-
ture, and affinity between the two nations played a significant role. There-
fore, one can conclude that besides looking for safety, migrants quite often 
choose countries of a similar cultural background (Kapur, 2017). Moreover, 
with a mean age of 38 years old, among the Angolan diaspora some were 
highly educated. Still, the majority of them had only finished secondary 
and primary school, and some were illiterate (Tinajero, 2010). For instance, 
Angolan emigrants, who settled in Portugal were all from Angola’s urban 
areas such as Luanda, Huambo, Benguela, and Huíla (Øien, 2007). Their 
education levels were the following: 15% had completed higher education, 
56% secondary education, and 29% elementary education (Grassi, 2016). For 
this reason, they end up occupying jobs that require a lower education level 
such as craft and trade, and while 65% of them were economically active, 
29% were unemployed. 

Most of the Angolan immigrants integrated themselves well in the 
receiving countries. First, they conformed to the social and cultural values 
of the hosting countries. Second, they had developed a sense of belonging 
to hosting societies. Third, the receiving countries were quite welcoming, 
and this helped Angolan citizens learn the language, habits, and norms. 
Fourth, the integration of Angolan emigrants into these nations was also 
due to ethnicity and multiple identities. In other words, those who sought 
refuge in neighbouring countries found people from their ethnic groups. 
For instance, the Bakongo who migrated to the DRC and Republic of Congo 
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met other Bakongo, and the sense of belonging was never put into doubt. 
The same happened with the Herero people who fled to Namibia. However, 
professor Anthony Smith argues that ethnic communities are far too large 
to possess any kinship basis. He continues to assert, “their sense of common 
descent is only a myth, albeit a powerful one” (Gyekye, 1997, p. 97). 

Multiple identities is expressed through convivência (conviviality) 
and calor humano (human warmth). These concepts or expressions have to 
do with how Angolan people sought to adapt in any context. They also refer 
to living together, intimacy, familiarity, sociality, social relations, hospitality, 
and solidarity. Thanks to the two terms, Angolan emigrants felt that they 
are individuals of multiethnic origin, and this helped them to learn from 
one another. In other words, convivência and calor humano 

were thus concepts that created a common base from which An-
golan migrants understood their social world […] these concepts 
tended to be a starting point for sharing something with relatives 
and others outside their immediate family. A practice that would be 
more generally described as ‘African hospitality’ and ‘African soli-
darity. (Øien, 2007, p. 25)

Unfortunately, these concepts seem not to apply it when it comes to 
hosting and integrating immigrants who are seeking a better life in Angola. 
Apart from considering them ‘silent invaders,’ immigrants are catalogued 
as ‘parasites.’

Present day migration: Angola as a receiving country 

After several attempts (the Alvor Accord in 1975, the Bicesse Accord in 1991, 
and the Lusaka Accord in 1994), Angola’s hostile parties reached a peace 
agreement on 4 April 2002, in the Angolan city of Luena (Comerford, 2005). 
Not only did the peace treaty boost political stability as well as economic 
growth and social development, but the change was also felt in the area of 
migration. From a country of emigration, Angola had turned into a country 
of immigration. Its porous borders, natural resources, and job opportuni-
ties in the informal artisanal diamond mining in Angola’s provinces of 
Lunda Norte, Lunda Sul, and Bié started attracting migrants from neigh-
bouring countries as well as from Europe, Asia, and America. 
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Moreover, the historical contact between Angola and the DRC’s 
cross-border activity is easily leading the Congolese and other African im-
migrants to Angola’s diamond areas. Nevertheless, the major target for im-
migrants is to get to Luanda (Montes, 2002). The opportunities that this 
city offers attract many of them and 70% of foreign nationals who reside 
in Angola reside in Luanda (Instituto Nacional de Estatística [INE], 2016). 
Furthermore, the first glimpses of Angola’s economic growth were felt in 
Luanda. Angola has 65% of the country’s job offers, 75% of the construction 
industry, 63% of the informal family sector (street vendors), and adminis-
trative businesses are all in Luanda (Milando, 2009). For this reason, im-
migrants prefer Luanda to any other Angolan city.

Luanda is full of a life that manages to overflow the adversities of the 
great city. The neighborhoods of shacks have surpassed the periphery 
and have spread throughout the territory of the capital. They shelter 
emigrants who have fled the war and seek with their families a bet-
ter future in Luanda. This overflowing life can be felt in any of the 
main streets of the city or on the sand roads of the neighborhoods. 
The constant racking is also seen in the numerous markets that pro-
liferate throughout the city. To buy and sell almost any place is good: 
the sidewalks, the middle of the roads [and] the doors of the houses. 
(García, 2005, p. 32)

The present-day migration along Angola and the DRC’s borders is 
more complex, diverse, and dynamic. Most of its complexity is rooted in 
historical, cultural, political, economic, and social factors. Those who mi-
grate across the border include refugees, economic migrants, temporary 
cross-border workers, female and male traders, farm labourers, profes-
sionals, clandestine workers. Some children who cross the border to attend 
schools in DRC, students who go as far as Kinshasa to apply for university 
education, and those looking for medical assistance in DRC’s hospitals and 
clinics.1 Moreover, the kinship between those living along the border has 

1 Besides from children who live along provinces bordering the Democratic Republic of Congo, young 
Angolan ones leave for this country to attend university. The former do that because most of these 
provinces lack schools for them. The latter prefer heading to DRC because fees are less expensive 
compared to those charged in Angola. These young ones come all over the country, not only from 
places near the border. In addition to that, despite having much better structures, both education 
and health services in Angola are very poor.
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also served as a pull factor. Many cross the border on foot without any 
documentation and only ethnic affiliation. They leave in the morning and 
are back in the afternoon. This takes place not only along the Angolan and 
DRC border but also in various part of Africa (Kabunda, 2006). For instance, 
the Ewes in Togo cross the Aflao border to reach their counterparts in Gha-
na. They convene their members to attend celebrations and traditional cer-
emonies near the border (Adepoju, 2007, p. 164). They seem to alternate, 
for example, if this year the celebration or ceremony takes place in Ghana, 
next year it shall be in Togo. However, this cross-border foot migration has 
nothing to do with what it is taking place in the Mediterranean. At these 
African borders, migrants cross short distances on foot and are ethnically 
related. In contrast, migrants crossing the Mediterranean are expected to 
bribe officials and the risk of losing one’s life is high (Arthur, 2012, p. 4). 

Even though the colonial regime had established territorial bound-
aries and enforced various political schemes such as ethnic separation 
(Adepoju, 2003, p. 37), ethnic kinship remained intact. By and large, cus-
toms, traditions, rites, dance, and language had united people. For instance, 
just like what we saw during the Angolan civil war, entire villages in the 
north of the country were left unpopulated (Lukombo, 1997a) and Ango-
lans settled in the DRC cities of Kinshasa, Matadi, Mbanza Ngungu, Kisan-
tu, and Bandundu (Lukombo, 1997b). As soon as Angola finalized a peace 
agreement, and there were political stability and economic growth, migrant 
emigration began to increase.2 In Southern Africa, Angola was among the 
nations with highest economic growth reaching 12.5% between 2004 and 
2008 (Bras, 2015, p. 187) and 15% and 14% in 2005 and 2007 respectively 
(Fernandes, 2015). This economic boom was attributed to the country’s re-
serves of diamond and oil. Crude oil accounts for 42% of Angola’s GDP, 90% 
of exports, and more than 80% of government revenue (Forest & Sousa, 
2006). Oil production was estimated at 1,651 million barrels per day, and 
in 2006 Angola saw its candidacy to the Organization of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) approved (Conchiglia, 2008). In 2000, the dia-
mond reserves were estimated at 40 million carats in alluvial deposits and 
50 million in kimberlitic deposits (World Bank, 2007, p. 7).

2 Soon after reaching peace accord in 2002, the economy of the country began to grow, likewise the 
Human Development Index. The latter has grown as two hundredths a year: 2000: 0.377; 2005: 0.446; 
2008: 0.490; 2010: 0.504; 2011: 0.521; 2012: 0.524; 2013: 0.526; 2014: 0.532.
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Citizens from West Africa, Central Africa, Europe, Asia and Ameri-
ca saw Angola as El Dorado (a country of fabulous riches and opportunities). 
However, while the West and Central African people had made their way to 
Angola on their own, most of the European, Asian, and American citizens 
came under the umbrella of mutual aid and assistance agreements (See Ta-
bles 4 & 5). Moreover, the former found themselves in the informal sectors, 
street vendors and hawkers. The latter countries were backed by govern-
ment policy and were involved in construction, the manufacturing indus-
try, communication, marketing, and the petroleum industry. Furthermore, 
all of them arrive in the country with a contract and work visa or permit. 
The majority of them are involved in the National Planning and Housing 
Program (PNUH in the Portuguese acronym) approved by the government. 
The program includes the construction of one million houses all over the 
country as well as the construction of networks of water supply, wastewater 
disposal, road placement, public lighting and signage, social facilities and 
green spaces (Pereira, 2011). Apart from China, the government has signed 

Table 4. Immigrants, asylum seekers and refugees in Angola (2007-2010)

2007 2008 2009 2010

Immigrants 53,607 87,981 216,647 310,079

Asylum 
seekers 3,515 3,936 3,034 5,568

Refugees 12,343 10,537 10,696 10,618

Source: Milagres and Santos (2013).

Table 5. Immigrants in Angola (1990-2017)

Year Immigrants 
(men)

Immigrants 
(women) Immigrants Immigrants (%)

2017 307,681 330,818 638,499 2.14

2015 304,635 327,543 632,178 2.37

2010 37,113 39,436 76,549 0.33

2005 30,240 31,089 61,329 0.31

2000 23,367 22,741 46,108 0.27

1995 20,755 19,058 39,813 0.27

1990 18,142 15,375 33,517 0.26

Source: Datosmacro.com (2018).
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Table 6. Migrants’ remittance sent and received from Angola

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Remittance 
sent 
(USD millions)

38.9 43.4 43.7 44.9 44.7 43.1 42.7 46.9

Remittance 
sent (% GDP) 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0,04 0.04 0.04

Remittance 
received 
(USD millions)

18 0.2 0.2 0 11.1 11.1 11.1 4.2

Remittance re-
ceived (% GDP) 0.02 0 0 0 0.01 0.01 0.01 0

Source: World Bank (2019).

an accord with Portugal (Åkesson, 2018, p. 69) and Brazil to carry on with 
the PNUH. By 2015, the number of Chinese companies in the country was 
1,500; Portuguese, 1,217; and Brazilian, 200 (Corkin, 2016). 

The informal sector, mainly trade, has plenty of immigrants from 
West Africa. Most of them come from the DRC by crossing the border. In 
2004, the country hosted more than 500,000 Congolese and quite a num-
ber of them were working illegally in diamond mines in northern Ango-
la (Geenen, 2015). Immigrants from West Africa such as Guinea, Nigeria, 
The Gambia, Sierra Leone, and Mali are also working in diamond mines. 
However, they work predominantly in commerce, and in Luanda they run 
a variety of small shops (Gaibazzi, 2015). Apart from foodstuffs, they sell 
school supplies, hygienic materials, and soft drinks, have opened phone 
shops, printing services, and some even exchange currency illegally, usu-
ally called kínguilas. Moreover, while men are the ones running shops such 
as printing services and currency-dealers, women tend to be street vendors. 
Known as zungueiras, they are found early in the morning all over town 
selling food, drinks, water, clothes, and furniture.

West African women are particularly keen on selling tangawisi3 and 
foodstuffs from the western part of Africa that contribute to Angola’s eco-
nomic growth. Despite financial hardship, which Angola has been facing 
since 2014, it is still a remittance-sending country (see Table 6).

3 This is a drink made out of ginger. Apart from medicinal attributes, it is sought to have aphrodisiac 
qualities. 
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Illegal immigration is also registered daily . The border of Angola and 
DRC is once again the most porous for illegal entry allowing for mainly Con-
golese immigrants. Though there is no data, according to the Police Chief, 
Paulo de Almeida, there are more than half a million illegal immigrants in 
Angola (“Há mais de meio milhão de imigrantes ilegais em Angola”, 2015). 
Deportations and mass expulsions have been the government’s response to 
these kinds of flows (see Table 7). Human rights abuses occur during this 
process. On September 25 and November 5 2018, the Angolan government 
began with the so-called Operação Transparência and Operação Resgate, 
respectively. While Operação Resgate intends to close shops and business 
owned by illegal immigrants and subsequently deport them, Operação 
Transparência is meant to expel those carrying out illegal extractions of 
diamond and other resources in the Angolan Provinces of Malanje, Lun-
da Norte, Lunda Sul, Bengo, Luanda, Cuanza Sul, Cuanza Norte, Cuando 
Cubango, Bié, Moxico, Zaire, and Uíge. By October 16, 2018, more than 
420,000 immigrants, mainly from DRC, were deported (Âgencia Lusa, 2018). 
The government also seized more than one million USD, 17,000 carats of dia-
monds, and 51 guns. Besides human right abuses, the government ended up 
expelling Congolese refugees who had fled conflicts from the DRC Province 
of Kasai and Central Kasai. That is why Michelle Bachelet, the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, has called upon the government to halt 
deportations of migrants. 

International law and African Charter of Human and Peoples’ Rights 
forbid the mass expulsion of non-nationals without individual assess-
ment or other due process guarantees. In expelling such a massive 
number of people in such a short time, Angola has placed tens of thou-
sands of families at severe risk. I call on the Government of Angola to 
halt any ongoing deportations until it can be assured that any returns 
will be carried out in full respect of the rule of law and the human 
rights of all affected migrants. I also urge the Government to ensure 
that security forces and others responsible for violations in the course 
of these expulsions are held accountable (United Nations [UN], 2018)

In fact, this situation is not something new. In 2016, François Cré-
peau, the UN rapporteur on the human rights of migrants, visited Angola. 
At the end of his stay, he stated: 
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In recent years, mass expulsions have been accompanied by allegations 
of human rights violations by Angolan security forces against migrants 
expelled from Angola, the majority of whom were Congolese. The sit-
uations of people in need of international protection were not taken 
into account during collective expulsions. Allegations of human rights 
violations, including sexual abuse and sexual exploitation, were also 
reported. Excessive bureaucracy and petty corruption have dispropor-
tionate effects on human rights protection, as they limit the access of 
irregular migrants to social services such as education, health care and 
justice. Immigration rules are not well known by law enforcement of-
ficials and, when they are, their implementation is hampered by the 
lack of proper institutional structures and by corruption. The overly 
stringent immigration rules often make being undocumented the only 
option for many migrants. Still, migrants continue to go to Angola to 
work, often in the construction and mining industries, and set up busi-
nesses, all of which contribute significantly to the economy. However, 
their status is rarely regularized, and they face exploitative conditions 
of work. (UN Human Rights Council, 2017, p. 4)

Table 7. Deportation of immigrants from Angola

Year Number

2005 7,340

2006 15,617

2007 30,439

2008 17,058

2009 46,617

2010 15,667

2011 38,277

2012 37,728

2013 33,707

2014 50,726

2015 40,780

2016 81,904

Source: Milagres & Santos (2018).
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As for the asylum seekers and refugees, according to Wellington 
Carneiro, a UNHCR senior official, Angola is one of the Community of Por-
tuguese Language Countries (CPLP in Portuguese), which hosts the most 
refugees (Esteves, 2018). Refugees search for security and political stability; 
therefore, Angola turns into a major pull factor. Since the end of the war, 
Angola was not only seen as a stable country but ‘an empire’ in the South-
ern African Development Community (SADC). This is because firstly, the 
country reached a peace agreement without foreign intervention. Secondly, 
the merger of the two armies is an example of reconciliation throughout the 
continent as nothing related to ethnic cleansing has been reported (Jeffery, 
2014); and thirdly, the capital city of Angola (Luanda) arose as the centre 
for peace and conflict resolution for the Great Lake Region. For the last 
three years, Angola presided over the International Conference on the Great 
Lakes Region (ICGLR) and has witnessed the arrival of Heads of State and 
Government of the ICGLR to its capital. Thanks to its role, a peace accord 
was agreed to in DRC, Central African Republic, Burundi, South Sudan, and 
Sudan. This development and the political scenario inspire confidence in 
refugees who seek safety and protection. 

Nevertheless, the situation in neighbouring countries cannot be ig-
nored. Since the removal of president Mobuto Sese Seko and the murder 
of president Laurent-Désiré Kabila, the DRC has not been at peace. Early in 
2016, conflicts had erupted in the DRC Provinces of Kasai and Central Ka-
sai next to Angola’s Province of Lunda Norte. Since then, Congolese refu-
gees have never stopped seeking refuge and protection in Angola (see Table 
8). Though at peace, the Republic of Congo was facing political instability 
prompted by the opposition parties that wanted to stop president Denis 
Sassou Nguesso from running in the 2016 presidential election who has 
been in power since 1979. In addition, economic hardship was biting at the 
country due to the falling prices of crude oil. Those who were being perse-
cuted by Sassou’s regime, who had changed the constitution a year later after 
exhausting his two-term limit, started leaving for Angola. The same hap-
pened with refugees running away from the war in the Ivory Coast, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, as well as the genocide in Burundi and Rwanda. The economic 
deterioration in Zambia and Zimbabwe also prompted their citizens to seek 
protection in Angola. At the moment, Angola hosts 68,436 refugees and 
30,000 asylum-seekers (UNHCR, 2018). 
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Table 8. Refugees in Angola by their origin

Country of origin Population (%) Population

Democratic Republic of the Congo 53.0 36,374

Others 23.2 15,903

Ivoire Coast 9.4 6,448

Mauritania 8.3 5,709

Sudan 2.9 1,983

Sierra Leone 2.7 1,871

Rwanda 0.5 340

Source: UNHCR (2018).

There are eleven entry points used by illegal immigrants to en-
ter Angola (see Table 9). First, in Cabinda, which appears to be the clas-
sic point of entry, immigrants use the following four channels to reach 
Angolan territory: road, air, river, and sea. A fluvial channel such as lake 
Tchukse is about 90 km from the town of Cabinda or 17 km from the town 
of Ybubu. For those who use roads, they bribe local authorities in order to 
pass through the borders of Yema, Beira Nova, Massabi, and Chimbuanda. 
Second, Zaire is also among the classic routes with three entry points: ter-
restrial, fluvial and maritime. On the border of Luvo (also called Lufu 
in Congo), one can find the routes used by immigrants. Thirdly, in Uíge 
other terrestrial and fluvial points of entry could be found. Fourth, Bengo 
also offers maritime and terrestrial channels. Fifth, Luanda is used by 
those holding a visa but also by others who enter through terrestrial and 
maritime channels, and migrants with visas enter through the Interna-
tional Airport. Sixth, Malanje-Lunda and Norte-Lunda Sul is a route used 
by immigrants whose aim is to work in informal artisanal diamond min-
ing. The points of entry to this area are terrestrial and fluvial. In seventh 
place, Benguela has three channels: maritime, air, and terrestrial. Then 
in eighth place, Huambo has terrestrial and air channels. Ninth, Cunene 
is like Huambo and offers terrestrial and air facilities. Tenth, Moxico has 
terrestrial and fluvial channels. Eleventh, Cuando Cubango is similar to 
Moxico and boasts terrestrial and fluvial entrances. 
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Table 9. Points of entry used by migrants to get to Angola

Point  
of entry Means Foreigner 

origin Activity Observations

Cabinda

-air
-fluvial
-maritime
-terrestrial

Congolese

-street trading
-prostitution
-cars’ wash
-robbery
-money laundering

Immigrants use fake An-
golan ID, bribe national 
church leaders, traditional 
authorities and border 
police. 

Zaire
-fluvial
-maritime
-terrestrial

-Congolese
-West Africa
-Asia

-timber trade
-forge ID
-sale of fuel

Immigrants are helped by 
fishermen to cross Zaire 
River. 

Uíge -fluvial
-terrestrial Congolese -commerce

-forge ID

Border posts with major 
migratory incidence are 
the Maquela de Zombo 
and the Quimbata.

Bengo -maritime
-terrestrial

-Congolese
-West Africa
-Asia

Immigrants’ target is to 
reach Luanda. The local 
population hides them in 
fishing boats, trucks and 
lorries carrying timber, 
charcoal, fuel and goods. 

Luanda
-air
-maritime
-terrestrial

-Chinese
-Congolese
-West Africa

-street trade
-barbershop
-construction
-mechanic
-money exchange 
(kinguila)

-taxi driver 
(candongueiro)

-photograph
-conductor

Entry point used by 
immigrants who do not 
depart from DRC and 
Congo. Many of them get 
in through 4 de Fevereiro 
International Airport with 
a tourist visa and fake 
documents.

Malanje
Lunda 
Norte
Lunda Sul

-fluvial
-terrestrial

-Congolese
-West Africa Diamond mining

Entry point for 
immigrant’s desire to work 
in informal artisanal dia-
mond mining 

Benguela
-air
-maritime
-terrestrial

-Congolese
-West Africa

-informal trade
-store
-sale of frescoes

Those who fly the first land 
in Luanda and those who 
use the road depart from 
northern borders with 
DRC and Congo. The coast 
helps those using small 
boats.

Huambo -air
-terrestrial

-Congolese
-West Africa

-informal trade 
-store

Beside northern borders, 
migrants use the southern 
ones with Namibia.

Cunene -air
-terrestrial

-Congolese
-West Africa

-informal trade 
-store

Entry point used as an 
alternative to Zaire point 
of entry which is more 
secured
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Point  
of entry Means Foreigner 

origin Activity Observations

Moxico -fluvial
-terrestrial

-Congolese
-West Africa

-informal trade 
-store

The extensive eastern bor-
der with Zambia serves as 
the gateway. 

Cuando 
Cubango

-fluvial
-terrestrial

-Congolese
-West Africa

-informal trade 
-store

The uncontrolled eastern 
border with Zambia and 
southern with Namibia 
exploited by immigrants

Source: Milagres & Santos (2018).

Even though immigrants are helped by the local population, includ-
ing traditional chiefs, church leaders, and border police, immigrants spend 
a lot of money on their way to Angola. The expenditure involves not only 
forging an Angolan ID but also bribes and transport fees due to no restric-
tive immigration policy. For example, West African citizens often take the 
clandestine route through the Republic of Congo (Brazzaville) from here, 
traffickers take them by boat to Kinshasa (DRC). From Kinshasa, they are 
then dispatched to Matadi, one of the cities of the Bas-Congo Province (“Mi-
grantes oeste-africanos para Angola passam por Baixo Congo”, 2008). From 
Matadi, immigrants are transferred to Boma, the second largest city of Bas-
Congo. Finally, in Boma, they are ‘packed’ into trucks carrying containers 
and carried to the municipality of Soyo, one of Angola’s border cities with 
the DRC. Once in Soyo, immigrants make their way to Luanda by sea or 
by land. Along the way, they are assisted by locals looking to make money. 
From Kinshasa to Soyo, the traffickers do not charge less than 500 dollars; 
however, the cost ends up being much higher since immigrants are also 
obliged to bribe local authorities and police if or when they are caught at any 
point along the way. Thus, there is an urgent need to adopt legislation and 
migration policies that prevent these situations from arising and multiplying. 

However, all of this seems to contradict how life carries on at the 
border (Crush, 2000). Angolans living at the border with the DRC as well 
as with the Republic of Congo, Zambia, and Namibia speak the same lan-
guage and belong to the same ethnic tribes. In other words, there are the 
Bakongo people in Angola but also throughout the border with the DRC 
and the Republic of Congo. The Herero people are in Southern Angola and 
Namibia, and the Chokwe population can be found in Eastern Angola as 
well as in the southwestern part of DRC and northwestern Zambia. All of 
these factors make crossing the border much easier being that those living 
along the border have similar customs and ethnic roots. 
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Moreover, apart from their common origin, language, and culture, 
they know how to differentiate themselves from one another. For instance, 
the Bakongo people that settled in Angola differentiate themselves from 
those in DRC. Nsingi Afonso, an Angolan returnee from DRC, puts it well: 

“we speak the same language; however, some words are not pronounced in 
the same way, but the rest is all the same. We also knew that we were for-
eigners and they were Congolese” (Inglés, 2017, p. 36).

Angola’s government seems to take into account how life is lived at 
the border. For example, popular traditional leaders let children from An-
gola attend school in the DRC provinces situated at the border. They also look 
the other way when people seek treatments at health centres or dispensaries 
found near the border. However, the problem is when other citizens use the 
same border to reach Luanda and the diamond mining areas. What is hap-
pening is that many Congolese far away from the border’s villages as well as 
migrants from West Africa are making their way to Angola through the 2,500 
km of the border shared between Angola and DRC. Others do not remain 
in Angola, they go as far as South Africa (Pugh, 2014), to Brazil, or Europe. 
There are many cases of Congolese migrants heading to Brazil through An-
gola. Most of them are pregnant women and travel with their children. Just 
in the first semester of 2018, 600 women reached Brazil’s city of São Paulo 
and applied for asylum (Nova Notícia, 2018). Last year in 2017, the Brazilian 
Immigration Authorities recorded 2,036 applications (Idoeta, 2018). Some of 
these emigrants present themselves as Angolan citizens and demand asylum 
on the grounds of war and political persecution, but they forget that Angola 
has been at peace since 2002. Therefore, the government has been investing 
in border security and is acquiring modern surveillance tools. As we shall 
see, the legal framework and policies also seek to discourage it. 

Legal framework and policies

Since the beginning of mass migration to Angola, the Angolan central gov-
ernment has approved eight main norms for visas, passport controls, and 
customs regulations. The laws are also meant to attract foreign investment 
and assign work permits for immigrants and foreign workers whose special 
skills fit the country’s needs. However, these laws are also used to restrict 
the flow of immigrants, carry out deportations, discourage the inflow of 
unskilled immigrants, and preserve job opportunities for national citizens. 
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Angola adopted the Law Regulating the Legal Status of Foreigners in 
2007. The Foreigners Law provides a legal framework for immigration 
control including grounds for immigration-related detention. The 
Angolan Constitution also contains relevant provisions—including 
on the freedom of internal movement, foreign travel, emigration, and 
repatriation—although the government has at times restricted these 
constitutional rights. Under the Foreigners Law, detention is compul-
sory when foreign nationals are denied entry or when they are subject 
to judicial expulsion after being found to be undocumented or pres-
ent illegally in national territory. In both cases, irregular migrants are 
detained prior to their removal from Angola to their country of ori-
gin or of habitual residence. The Foreigners Law contains provisions 
for the judicial review of expulsion decisions. However, the possibility 
for judicial review is restricted as the administration of justice is con-
centrated in the Interior Ministry only and judges are not involved 
in verifying the lawfulness of detention. Consequently, migrants are 
often arrested arbitrarily and denied due process to challenge their 
deportation. (Global Detention Project, 2016, para. 4-7)

The eight laws are (see Table 10): Law 2/07 of 31 August, Legal Re-
gime of Foreigners in Angola; Presidential Decree 108/11 of 25 May, Reg-
ulation on the Legal System of Foreigners; Law 7/15 of 15 June, General 
Labor Law of Angola; Law 10/15 of 17 June, Law on the Right to Asylum 
and the Status of Refugees; Law 2/16 of 15 April, Law on Nationality; Presi-
dential Decree 43/17 of 6 May, Regulation on the Exercise of Professional 
Activity of the Non-resident Foreign Worker; Law 10/18 of 26 June, Law 
on Private Investment; the Constitution of the Republic of Angola (CRA) 
from 21 January 2010. 

Also known as the “visa law,” Law 2/07 aims at extending the typolo-
gy of visas required to enter the country and attract foreign investment4. At 
the same time, Presidential Decree 108/11 is also a step forward as it grants 
multiple entries to ordinary visa holders (art. 57). These visas are given to 
those who wish to study and do business in the country. In this regard, the 
Presidential Decree assumes the role of attracting foreign investors. Law 

4 A new law of the Legal Regime for Foreigners in Angola has just been approved, the Law 13/19 of 23 
May. The Law 13/19 replaces the Law 2/07 of 31 August. However, the new law is almost a copy of the 
previous one. It also aims at attracting the ‘immigrants’ investors’. 
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7/15 establishes a clear distinction between a nonresident foreign worker 
and a resident worker. While the nonresident foreign worker is subject to a 
special regime regulated by Presidential Decree 43/17, the resident worker is 
bound by the General Labor Law applied to national citizens. Law 10/15 and 
Law 2/16 regulate the policy of the right to asylum and the status of refugees 
as well as the acquisition of nationality, respectively. One of the strengths of 
Law 10/15 has to do with the assignment of refugee status on the grounds of 
natural calamities. However, the Law makes it clear that only those fleeing 
from neighbouring countries qualify for it (art. 32). In other words, these 
are citizens from DRC, the Republic of Congo, Zambia and Namibia. The 
Geneva Convention of 1951 does not refer to environmental refugees; thus, 
the Law 10/15 represents a step forward. The Constitution of the country 
grants immigrants who are in the country fundamental freedoms, protec-
tion, and equal treatment (art. 25). 

Nevertheless, these regulations seem to be too strict and often un-
dermine immigrant rights. First, under the Law 2/07, illegal immigration 
is a crime (art. 104), and detention is compulsory when a foreign is denied 
at entry (art. 18-19). The detention is also enforced when an immigrant is 
found without documentation or presents themselves in the national ter-
ritory illegally (art. 104). Furthermore, mass deportation and immigration 
raids are conducted. For those who are expelled, the Law states that they 
cannot reenter the country for no less than five years (art. 32). Though the 
Law provides stipulations for the judicial review of expulsion, this is not 
always done. The time allotted for the enforcement of an expulsion order, 
fifteen days for a resident foreigner and eight days for a non-resident (art. 
32), is not respected. Under Operção Transparência, the government ex-
pelled in less than a week more than 420,000 foreign nationals (“Governo 
angolano explica à ONU objetivos da Operação Transparência”, 2018). On 
several occasions, they have used the army to enforce expulsions. Apart 
from considering the Law strict, François Crépeau, the UN special rappor-
teur on the human rights of migrants, on his mission to Angola said to 

“decriminalize undocumented migration, which while constituting a viola-
tion of some administrative rules, is not and should never be considered a 
crime” (UN Human Rights Council, 2017 p. 15). 

The Presidential Decree 108/11 reinforces mass deportation and immi-
gration raids. Instead of containing irregular immigration, the Decree ends 
up promoting the creation of mafia groups. The law on the right to asylum 
and the status of refugees limits people’s freedom of movement. It boosts the 
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creation of camps,5 but since its promulgation, Law 10/15 has not been imple-
mented. That is why many asylum-seekers do not hold any documentation. 
As a consequence, “vulnerable migrants—including asylum-seekers, pregnant 
women and minors are placed in administrative immigration detention […] 
systematic detention of asylum-seekers without any consideration of alterna-
tives measures occurs on a daily basis” (UNHCR, 2014, p. 4). Finally, Presiden-
tial Decree 43/17, on the Exercise of Professional Activity of the Non-resident 
Foreign Worker, seems to favour the expatriates. The law states that they can 
be paid in foreign currency (art. 10). This goes against the so-called equal 
treatment reiterated in the Constitution (art. 25), and in this Decree (art. 11) 
national workers are all paid in local currency. 

Conclusion

Angola and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) share a land bor-
der of no less than 2,500 km. Seven out of eighteen of Angola’s provinces 
neighbour the DRC, Cabinda, Zaire, Uíge, Malanje, Lunda Norte, Lunda 
Sul, and Moxico. Apart from encouraging trade, this border serves as a 

5 The creation of Centro de Acolhimento de Refugiados e Requerentes de Asilo (CARRA) is part and parcel 
of the Law 10/2015 (art. 27). The policy should be that of “out of camping” implemented by countries, 
such as Uganda and Ethiopia. This allows people to cultivate and secure their livelihood. 

Table 10. Angola legislation on migrants 

Law Designation

Law 2/07 of 31 August Legal Regime of Foreigners in Angola

Presidential Decree 108/11 of 25 May Regulation on the Legal System of Foreigners

Law 7/15 of 15 June General Labor Law of Angola

Law 10/15 of 17 June Law on the Right to Asylum and the Status of 
Refugees

Law 2/16 of 15 April Law on Nationality

Presidential Decree 43/17 of 6 May Regulation on the Exercise of Professional Activi-
ty of the Non-resident Foreign Worker

Law 10/18 of 26 June Law on Private Investment

CRA of January 2010 Constitution of the Republic of Angola

Source: own work.
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point of entry for both legal and irregular migration. While many im-
migrants who cross the border head to Angola’s capital, Luanda, some of 
them use Angola as a transit country with to travel to Europe, Brazil, and 
South Africa. The border is comprised of eleven major entry points: Cabin-
da, Zaire, Uíge, Bengo, Luanda, Malanje-Lunda Norte-Lunda Sul, Benguela, 
Huambo, Cunene, Moxico, and Cuando Cubango. The foreign nationals 
who use these entries are mainly the Congolese, West African citizens, and 
the Asian population, mainly the Chinese. In Angola, their goal is to get to 
Luanda and the diamond mining areas of Lunda Norte, Lunda Sul, and Bié. 
Immigrants also target Angola’s Provinces of Cuando Cubango, Cabinda, 
Huílam, and Moxico. There, they seek to exploit illegally other national 
resources such as wood, iron, mercury, and fishing. 

As for the undocumented immigrants, they rely on the local popu-
lation along their migratory adventure. The population to whom migrants 
entrust their adventure resides in the Angolan provinces situated along the 
border and those on the way to Luanda and the mining areas. These people 
include traditional chiefs, religious leaders, police officers, fisher mongers, 
and truck drivers. They help immigrants to cross the border, transport them 
in trucks carrying timber, charcoal, fuel, merchandise, and help them get 
fake documents. An example would be fishermen taking illegal migrants 
in small boats to the Angolan coast, crossing rivers and lakes such as the 
Tchukse and Ybubu (Cabinda), Zaire (Zaire), and Cuando (Cuando Cubango). 
However, these are not the only means to get to Angola. Some immigrants, 
mainly the Chinese and even those from Central and West Africa, land 
in Luanda International Airport as well as in Catumbela, Lubango, and 
Huambo. They enter as tourists and end up staying. Others acquire fake 
IDs and visas to outmanoeuvre the authorities. All of this is done with the 
help of local inhabitants who get money in exchange for letting immigrants 
enter the country illegally. 

The absence of peace and stability in many regions of DRC act as 
a push factor and force many to abandon their country of origin. This 
also applies to other African nations whose social and economic situation 
obliges their citizens to abandon their countries of origin and look for a 
better life in Angola. However, Angola is also receiving immigrants who 
arrive under the government’s National Reconstruction Program, mostly 
from China, Brazil, Portugal, and Cuba. These foreign nationals come with 
a contract and a work permit. Apart from construction, they work in hos-
pitals, mining, and oil industries. 
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Nevertheless, some of them end up staying longer than their con-
tract or visa and work in the private sector. However, African emigrants 
arrive out without any government backing. Most of them come from Cen-
tral and West Africa and work in the informal business sector. They run 
phone shops, are in the frozen food industry, sell bakery products, run 
repair shops, and sell automotive parts and accessories. As for the asylum-
seekers and refugees, Angola has tried to keep them out of the cities and 
keep them in camps and tents far from Lunda Norte. 

However, keep them there has not been an easy task because of the 
strong presence of the Congolese community in the country. The same can 
be said of the West African population settled in Luanda, Huambo, and the 
diamond areas of Lunda Norte and Lunda Sul. These communities are the 
ones helping immigrants integrate. They also assist them in dealing with 
many challenges upon their arrival, such as how to get acquainted with dif-
ferent places in the city, to avoid immigration officials, get a job, and accom-
modation. Immigrants in Angola are hardworking, and one cannot ignore 
their contribution to the Angolan economy. Despite the financial crisis, An-
gola is still a remittance-sending country. The money sent by immigrants 
to their countries of origin is higher than the amount that Angola receives. 
Thus, rather than debating mass deportations and border closures, Angola 
should see these immigrants not as ‘invaders,’ but as human resources for 
the betterment of the country. 

To accomplish this, the government should implement the following: 
first, the government needs to approve its immigration law. This law should 
address the matter of integrating foreigners. Once in Angola, immigrants 
should receive assistance to help them learn the language, culture, and cus-
toms of the people of Angola. Second, city councils should ensure proper 
integration of those residing under their administrations. They should also 
register them regardless of their migration situation or status. Unfortu-
nately, this is not happening. 

As a consequence, there are insufficient statistics and data concern-
ing their population. Third, migration should be related to development. In 
fact, the new face of Angola shows it. Since the civil war ended, Angola’s 
many cities have been changing. The country is constructing new build-
ings, houses, industries, soccer pitches, roads, hospitals, universities, and 
schools. All of this is due to immigrant workers in the construction indus-
try. For the sending countries, development “plays a major role in shaping 
future migration pressures” (Dayton-Johnson, Katseli, Maniatis, Münz, & 
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Papademetriou, 2007, p. 65). Fourth, there is a need to continue educating 
children on the benefits the country is getting from migration. 
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