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1. INTRODUCTION 
There are very few times in history that have crystallised the nexus between human mobility, 

urbanism, development planning and public health as the current global pandemic. The 

disaster we are faced with highlights how development trajectories have deviated from some 

basic sustainable development principles. The harmony between “People, Place and Planet” 

have been disrupted in ways that will be extremely difficult to restore. We have been exposed 

on how badly prepared we are for the self-created disaster - poor planning and development, 

poor public health policy and disaster management.   

 

So why are we so ill prepared when there has been signs that we will get here? Data, science 

and technology has shown us for a while that a health crisis was imminent. The technology 

guru, Bill Gates did a “Ted Talk” in 2015 and argued at that time that the next global crisis is 

not going to be brought about by war. He seemed to be arguing that our preoccupation with 

insulating ourselves against nuclear warfare and all the conspiracy theories associated with 

global warfare are misguided. He stated that if anything is going to kill over 10 Million people 

in the next few decades, it is more likely to be a highly infectious virus than guns, bombs and 

missiles. He showed us that our next crisis would come from a virus that we are ill prepared 

for. He mapped out how the virus would spread across the globe through human mobility. 

Something that we haven’t planned for neither in Disaster Risk Planning, or Health Planning 

or Urban Planning. But why aren’t we planning better……?     

The Spanish Flu killed about Thirty (30) Million people in 1918. We are almost at Four (4) 

Million COVID-19 cases and counting fast. However the bigger question for such global 

dialogues that bring us here is how did we get here and how do we avoid another similar 

catastrophe? How do we still pursue the African Union dream of “Silencing the Guns” while 

at the same time planning for a New World and all that comes with it including the different 

risks that will come with it.   

 

COLLABORATION: COVID-19 pandemic urges all of us to propel action and collaboration at all 

levels. Engaging in structured dialogue with national governments, the international 

community, NGO’s and other stakeholders, is key in this regard. The GFMD, as the only 
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international and state-led, multi-actor forum to discuss migration and development, is 

uniquely positioned to bolster new solutions to shared challenges brought by this crisis. 

At the Mayors Mechanism, we are glad to see the growing commitment of the GFMD with 

multi-level and multi-stakeholder dialogue, as well as its willingness to engage in a collective 

discussions about the impact of COVID-19 on migration and development through the 

organisation of 2 webinars and the set-up of a COVID-19 GFMD working group.  

Nelson Mandela once reflected on a dream that he had, of an Africa that is at peace with 

itself. This peace was not only peace from wars. While wars are still a big part of many African 

countries, the peace he referred to was about an Africa that is safe, accessible, resilient and 

sustainable for its current and future children.  

 

2. THINK GLOBAL ACT LOCAL 

Despite the diverse realities of the world urban system and of the municipalist movement, 

represented by networks like UCLG, we have openly expressed our commitment to 

maintaining basic service provision, and ensuring equal access to them by our communities, 

with special attention to the most vulnerable. We know that the world will never be the same 

and that our constituency needs to be very involved in shaping the future. Providing basic 

services to migrants today mean also strengthening their protection within the host 

communities. 

The Decalogue for the post COVID-19 era is the political charter of UCLG in these times of 

crisis, building on the 2019 Durban Declaration and focusing on the commitment of local and 

regional governments to build a world of solidarity. The 10 actions highlighted in the 

decalogue aim to transform how the governance system interacts with communities by 

protecting those that need it the most, transforming the multilateral system, and ensuring 

that the sacrifices that we are undertaking do not become a burden for the communities of 

the future. 

The decalogue highlights how the solidarity promoted by local and regional governments has 

become a beacon of security, and it should guide the transformations we need. As the closest 

level of government to the citizenship, local and regional governments have demonstrated 

their capacity to act as promoters and guardians of this solidarity both nationally and 

internationally. We recall the relevance of the 2030 Agenda and the need for a renewed and 

stronger multilateral system and for financial measures that will ensure the sustainability of 

the service provision. 
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Addressing this pandemic is not only about responding to local realities — it is about playing 

our part in achieving global goals. We as mayors stay committed to implementing the 

Marrakech Mayors Declaration, which calls for non-discriminatory access to health and other 

services regardless of status, by endorsing key provisions of the Global Compact for Migration 

and Global Compact on Refugees; the Sustainable Development Goals; the New Urban 

Agenda; and the Paris Agreement. We must not lose sight of these global goals and ensure 

we live up to our promise to leave no one behind. 

 

3. LABOUR MIGRATION  
 

164 Million migrants seek to participate in the labour market and can therefore be 

considered to be migrant workers. It may be useful to determine what proportion of this 

comprises the African migrant labour market. This provides an opportunity in the destination 

countries and regions. However we need to plan a lot better for it in order to capitalise on 

the opportunity while mitigating against the risks and adversarial effects that have often 

characterised it.  

The 2009/2010 SALGA published research on Migration, Urbanisation and Local 
Governance, revealed two broad categories of migrants that local authorities must deal with:- 

i. International migrant: who is often the first that comes to mind when people talk 

about migrants. These migrants are often limited in number compared to local 

populations, they are easily identifiable and vulnerable including that they do not 

quality for many financial support instruments offered by the host country. 

ii. Local Migrant: The migrant that moves from the rural hinterland to cities and town 

within the same country. Rural to urban migrants in Africa and Asia have been moving 

in large numbers and are the biggest contributors to urbanisation, urban poverty and 

the pressures that most of our cities and town must accommodate. The high 

urbanisation rate creates pressure on municipalities to:- 

a. provide basic services such as water and housing; 
b. create economic and job opportunities that will absorb the new labour; 
c. Cope with largely unskilled labour.    

 

In Africa this is particularly important given that the continent is urbanising at 4% per year. It 

is estimated that African cities will house 2.5 billion people (60% of its population) by 2050 

compared to the 1.23 billion people in 2015. This expansion is happening in the global context 

that, for the first time in history, humans are predominantly urban. This imbalance between 

People, Place and Planet is unsustainable.  
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PROBLEM STATEMENT: Africa’s urbanisation has not been accompanied by economic gains 

as seen elsewhere in the world. Inequalities have been aggravated by factors such as 

infrastructure shortages, colonial urban planning postulating cities as centres for extraction, 

absence of decentralised political power to the local level, and even more critical, 

inappropriate planning and visioning for a sustainable future. 

 

PROPOSED SOLUTION: It is absolutely essential to better manage the nexus between human 
mobility, urbanism, development planning and public health if we are to manage the current 

global pandemic and even more importantly to mitigate the risk of future crises.  

Urban actors have attempted to address Africa’s spatial legacies retroactively but seemingly, 

the attempts haven’t been sufficient enough to leapfrog Africa’s cities into a more sustainable 

future. Clearly there are no simple solutions to the challenges. The complexities currently 

faced by our cities require a systemic, holistic and trans-disciplinary approach that spans 
different disciplines and expertise. 

 

4. SKILLING MIGRANTS FOR EMPLOYMENT 
 

CHALLENGES: A challenge is that unlike labour intensive industrialisation that drove American 

and European urbanisation, African cities are characterised by ‘jobless urban growth’. Rather 

than work in factories or offices, the majority of those in cities navigate the precarious 

informal economy. The challenge therefore is as much about creating a large number of job 

while also building the skills base of local and migrant workers to take up the jobs in a 

changing labour market.  

Some of the main challenges migrants face in accessing quality training and decent jobs 

include:- 

• the under-utilization of skills; 

• a lack of employment or training opportunities; 

• lack of information; and  

• exploitation of low-skilled workers.  

 

PROPOSED SOLUTION: In order to address these challenges, we need to strengthen skills 
anticipation systems which must then:- 

• inform migration policies; 
• increase access to education and training; and  

• establish bilateral or multilateral recognition of qualifications and skills.  
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Skills partnerships along migration corridors, between and within regions, and between 

employers’ and workers’ organizations can be useful in enabling peer learning among 
migrants and between them and their host communities.  

 

5. ADDRESSING THE GAPS IN MIGRANT PROTECTION 
 

Migrants are integral community members that directly contribute their skills and resources 

to the preparedness, emergency and recovery phases of this crisis. They make essential 

contributions to the community as health care workers, sanitation and construction workers, 

grocers, farmers, and postal workers, among others. While migrants may find themselves in 

situations of vulnerability, they are also critical in efforts to tackle to effects of the disease 

and are key members in designing and implementing recovery plans. 

Some countries like South Africa have placed renewed emphasis on social cohesion including 

communities of different origins and backgrounds. At the same time the police have had to 

redouble their efforts to fight criminality and violence in various communities. Although not 

explicitly about migration, these two imperatives nonetheless bring issues of mobility and 

security into sharp focus. While defining social cohesion remains an ongoing conceptual 

debate, most would however agree that it must include overcoming any form of intolerance 

and bias. Managing the tensions of diverse communities in systematic and equitable ways is 

very important. Doing so successfully should produce greater social equity and justice while 

limiting the opportunities of criminality and socially destructive behaviours.  

Although national institutional frameworks, policy priorities, and incentives are important in 

both shaping conflicts and preventing them, the majority of tensions manifest themselves 

locally and may need to be addressed within specific local contexts. Addressing issues of 

identity-based tensions and migration related security requires a constant moulding of mind-

set and attitudes towards migrants among communities and empowering community leaders 

to support broader calls for cohesion and tolerance acknowledging different individual need 

relating to security, livelihoods and accommodation. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 
 

If this pandemic teaches us anything, it is that the virus has no boundaries, and the wellbeing 

of both rich and poor are co-dependent.  

Rich and poor lives are imbricated within Africa’s urban economies. To quote Wanyonyi 

(2020), ‘this adversity presents us an opportunity’ to erase the acute inequalities in the 
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distribution of urban resources in cities. With hope it may encourage us to act with the urban 

poor rather than ‘for’ or ‘on’ them. What is clear is that we cannot create the inclusive cities 

called for by the SDGs and the New Urban Agenda without a more just spatial transformation. 


