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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The dependence of Lesotho on migratory labour to the
South African mines is deeply entrenched. Basotho men
have been working on the South African mines since the
mid- nineteenth century. Currently, around 100, 000
Basotho men are migrants in the gold, platinum and coal

mines. In 1994 these workers remitted R329 million to the country (over
75 per of total earnings). About 40% of the male Basotho labour force
are employed in South Africa, and remittances  account for 40–50% of
Gross National Product. Many Basotho households are dependent on the
mine wages are generally worse off than those that do.

The end of apartheid has opened up new opportunities and challenges
for the people of Lesotho. Access to South Africa, for both men and
women, has become much easier and the incentives to cross the border
are much increased. Basotho are buying land in the Free State, moving
freely back and forth to do business, attending school and seeking medi-
cal care. At the same time, the mine workforce has been downsizing
since the peak employment years of the 1980s. New workseekers can no
longer automatically anticipate a mine job. Existing opportunities for
young men. A systematic examination of these changes in migrant
households was one of the objectives of the current study.

In 1994, the initial fear of many Basotho was that the new South
African government would expel Basotho from the mines to create jobs
for South African citizens. This has not happened. On the contrary, the
Mandela government, at the instigation of the National Union of
Mineworkers, has taken steps to try and humanise an inhumane and
unjust labour system. One of these measures was an offer of permanent
residence to miners who had worked on contract on the mines for 10
years of more. A large proportion of the current generation of Basotho
mineworkers started work in the 1970s and 1980s and were immediately
eligible for permanent residence. There were serious bureaucratic prob-
lems in the implementation of the amnesty and the NUM continues to
push to have amnesty reopened and extended to miners with 5 years
service.

The “miners’ amnesty”, as it is known, caused consternation in
Lesotho and in certain circles in South Africa. Some in Lesotho feared
that miners would now relocate to South Africa and abandon their own
country and those who were still living there. The loss of remittances
would be catastrophic economically. Within South Africa, many feared
that miners would relocate with their families putting further strain on
the country’s overburdened health, education and social welfare systems.
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The present study set out to examine how Basotho miners and their
spouses were reacting to the amnesty; what did they understand it to be?
Would they take advantage of it and why? Did they really intend to
abandon the country in favour of South Africa? And what did they think
of the system which forced them to defer  large proportion of their
earnings home?

In this study conducted by Sechaba Consultants for the Southern
African Migration Project, a total of 493 miners and 127 wives were
interviewed to determine their socio-economic and demographic experi-
ence, migrant behaviour, work experience and attitudes towards possible
permanent residence in South Africa. The interviews were conducted in
Maseru, Mafekeng  and Hlotse in Lesotho, and in Welkom in South
Africa. Some wives were interviewed in rural and peri-urban areas in the
Lesotho lowlands. Unstructured interviews were also conducted with
miners in Welkom to determine their general attitudes to migrancy, to
Lesotho and to South Africa.

The major findings of the survey are:
• In general, miners and their families are better off than typical

families but face a very uncertain future should the miners lose
their jobs or should they cut off their relations with home. Mean
monthly income per mine household member is M165 (R165).
the average number of people totally supported by each miner is
very high, at 6.9. Only 22% of households report other sources of
income to supplement miners’ remittances.

• The highest proportion work of interviewees work on Anglo
American mine (62%), in underground jobs (90%) and in
supervisory (40%) or skilled technical (34%) positions. Almost
50% of Basotho miners work in the neighbouring Free State
mines. Most have worked on the mines for many years (average o
15.6). Some 90% have served for 5 years or more. This pattern of
long and continuous service is very different from the 1970s.
Most Basotho miners are very experienced and skilled.

• With fewer restrictions on movement, miners visit Lesotho far
more often. They used to go home only once a year. Now 60% of
men go home once a month. Spouses and families also visit the
mines more often. Some 55% of spouses have visited the mines.
Some have spent more than a year there with a maximum stay of
2 years.

• Basotho miners remitted R162 million in compulsory deferred
pay and a further R168 million voluntarily in 1994. Miners are
not generally in favour op compulsory deferred pay, while their
spouses favour the system. Both agree that they are deprived of
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interest. Men would like to see the system become optional.
Women are concerned that if this were to happen, they would
benefit much less from remittances.

• A total of 52% of miners believe they are eligible for permanent
residence in South Africa although only 23% of the sample have
applied of been granted status. In Total, 33,630 Basotho miners
applied for permanent residence (or a little under a third of the
total workforce).

• Our survey shows that only 6% of miners seek to become South
African citizens and leave home for good. A further 4% wish to
hold dual citizenship and 9% would take up permanent residence
in South Africa without becoming South African citizens. Thus,
only 19% of miners wish to live in South Africa permanently but
most of those would retain strong ties with Lesotho. The remain-
ing 81% wish to maintain their status as residents of Lesotho and
do not wish to move permanently to South Africa.

• Basotho miners and wives hold generally negative opinions about
life in South Africa compared with Lesotho although some
express concern that Lesotho’s government is uncaring, incompe-
tent and corrupt. There is an undercurrent of fear of political
instability and violence in South Africa. Even those who take
permanent residence will probably eventually return home. As
one pointed out “clouded promises about permanent residence
and benefits is a ride on a tiger and those who take the ride will
sooner or later change their minds.”

The principal policy implications of this study are:
• Only a relatively small proportion of miners plan to take up

permanent residence in South Africa and the majority of those
would not sever ties with Lesotho. There would certainly be a
loss of income and skills to Lesotho, but it would not be as
significant as some have feared.

• Miners need better information about the legal requirements for
permanent residence or their rights as miners. A number of
miners, and even more wives, do not understand permanent
residence and citizenship is not clearly understood.

• The pension rights for those who do not take up permanent
residence must be clarified. There is something of a contradiction
between the small number who would take up permanent resi-
dence and the broad desire for a pension after completion of
mine service. The difference between state and mine pensions
needs to be made clear.

• There are conflicting interests and opinions around compulsory
deferred pay with spouses in favour and miners against. The
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implication of this study is that even if it were abolished miners
would continue to remit large sums home voluntarily. If it were
made optional, as the majority of men desire, wives would be
given greater access to pay deferred through other channels.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

Lesotho’s dependence on migratory labour has been a basic fact
of life since the opening of the diamond and gold mines in the
19th century. As the World Bank points out: “Most important
is Lesotho’s export of human capital to South Africa, hence, its

reputation as a labour pool for South Africa’s mines. The 1986 census
found that nearly half of Lesotho’s adult male workers were employed in
South Africa. In the 1980s, remittances from Basotho labourers working
in South Africa accounted for about half of the country’s gross national
product (GNP), and equalled 100% of its gross domestic product (GDP).
Today, about 40% of the Basotho male labour force is employed in South
Africa, and remittances account for a third of GNP.”1

Our current estimates of the mine labour force in South Africa are
based on interviews with officials at TEBA (which hires men for gold
and platinum mines), E R Ramsden Bleskop (which hires workers for
platinum and coal mines, and also hires shaft sinkers for all mines),
Anglo-Colliery Recruiting Organisation (which hires men primarily for
collieries, but also for diamond mines, and for specialised tasks in all
mines), and Ribaneng Recruiting Agency (which hires shaft sinkers as
well as workers in the coal mines). The number of recruits for 1996 is a
projection to the end of the year, based on the numbers reported at the
time of the survey. For the four most recent years, the numbers of
Basotho men working at all the mines served by these four companies are
as follows: 102 376 in 1993, 102 479 in 1994, 100 840 in 1995 and
96 618 in 1996. There is a slight but steady decline in the numbers, a
trend which has continued since the peak years of the mid-1980s.
Mhlanga reports slightly higher figures than our own figures, giving the
1993 and 1994 totals of men employed in the South African mines as
116 100 and 111 000 respectively, but the trend is the same.2

The problem of Lesotho’s dependence on its workers in South Africa
is made more serious by two “amnesty” offers from the South Africans.
This means obtaining the right of permanent residence after having lived
and worked in the country for a certain minimum period. The first offer,
made from November 1995 to March 1996, was confined to miners who
had worked for at least 10 years. The second offer of permanent resi-
dence, made in June 1996 and later extended to the end of November
1996, was for any SADC citizen who had worked for at least five years in
South Africa. As of November 1996, 21 000 Lesotho citizens had been
granted permanent residence and another 13 000 applications were being
processed.
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This report is based on research conducted from late August 1996 to
early October 1996 among mineworkers and their wives. The purpose of
the research is to assess the numbers of miners and families who may
wish to take up the offer of permanent residence, and to assess the
potential impact on Lesotho. Throughout the report reference will be
made both to the survey and to relevant evidence obtained from other
sources.

1.2 METHODOLOGY

A questionnaire was developed in collaboration with researchers in
Mozambique and Canada for use with the miners and their wives. The
questionnaires were administered at TEBA offices in Maseru, Mafeteng,
Hlotse and Welkom. The first three are major district towns in Lesotho
and the fourth is a mine centre in South Africa’s Free State Province.

The enumerators interviewed miners chosen at random from those
present at TEBA offices during the period 31 August 1996 to 2 October
1996. For two reasons it was not possible, or even necessary, to select
persons in a systematically random way. First, people came to TEBA
offices without any predetermined plan, thus making the population
already well mixed. Second, people visiting TEBA offices wanted to
finish their business as fast as possible, so that no one could be asked to
wait until their turn came to be interviewed. Rather the enumerators
simply took one person, interviewed him or her, and upon completion of
the interview took the next person available.

Enumerators went out to rural and peri-urban villages in Lesotho’s
western lowlands to interview wives of migrants, who were also selected
on a haphazard, first-come first-interviewed basis. Within the time
available it would not have been possible to find them in a strictly
random way. Moreover, we did not feel that the availability or non-
availability of a miner’s wife at the time of the interview would have
biased the results in any significant way.

The original plan was to interview 500 miners and 125 miners’ wives.
In the end the numbers were 492 miners and 127 wives. The plan was to
have equal numbers in each of four TEBA centres. For reasons of office
administration, it proved much easier to obtain miners in Maseru and
Hlotse than the other two centres, so that the final sample consisted of
259 miners in Maseru, 146 in Hlotse, 30 in Mafeteng and 57 in Welkom.
Some of the wives were found in the Maseru TEBA office, but others
were interviewed in villages near Maseru when it proved difficult to
interview enough wives at the TEBA office.

When an interview was completed, it was coded and the data entered on
computer, using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Data
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Entry package. The data was cleaned and then analysed, also using SPSS.
All tables and charts in this report have been produced in this way.

2. BASOTHO MINERS: A MATERIAL PROFILE

This section provides a social and economic profile of the
sample of miners interviewed for this study. We indicate
where these findings differ from or confirm those of other
recent studies. Detailed statistics can be found in the tables in

the Appendix.

2.1 PLACE OF RESIDENCE OF MINERS

Miners in the sample were mostly from the districts where they were
interviewed. This probably does not introduce a significant distortion in
the sample, because attitudes toward migrancy and residence are very
little influenced by the miner’s home district, as will be shown later in
this report. Table A1 compares the percentage of miners in the sample
from each of the ecological zones with the 1996 projected population
based on the 1986 census. There is rough agreement between the 1993
poverty study and the present study that the great majority of miners
come from the lowlands and the foothills instead of the mountains/
Senqu Valley or the urban areas.3  This preponderance of the lowlands/
foothills goes beyond the basic population split, for adult men from the
lowlands/foothills area are more likely to be miners than those from the
mountains and Senqu Valley and the urban areas. This confirms the
general experience that migrants tend to move down from the remote
areas to be closer to their workplace. As a corollary, since there is more
paid employment in the urban areas than in the rural areas, the percent-
age of miners from urban areas is lower than the percentage of the
general population in the cities.

2.2 HOUSEHOLD DEMOGRAPHY AND ASSETS

Table A2 lists basic facts about the household members in the sample.
Miners were asked how many persons were either totally or partly depen-
dent on them, whether in the household or not. The number of persons
totally dependent on the miners is very high, with a mean of 6.9 persons.
Only a small proportion of the households had independent incomes
that they were willing to report. Moreover, most miners supported other
persons outside the household. The maximum reported was 11 persons
outside the immediate household, the minimum was 0 and the mean was
2.1 persons.
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As the population of Lesotho grows and the number of mine jobs
decreases, the level of dependence on mineworkers will increase. Cobbe
points out that: “The number of people in Lesotho per migrant worker
has ... grown from a low of fewer than 10 in 1977 to over 16 in 1992.”4

As recently as 1991, the number of people supported by each miner was
only 5, as pointed out by Setsabi, Lesaoana and Molefi: “On the average
a Mosotho miner supports himself and 5 dependents. Thus, 14 202 men
losing their jobs actually affects more than 85 000 Basotho people.”5  Our
estimate of 6.9 persons dependent on each miner makes the situation
even worse.

One reason why miners might wish to remain in Lesotho is that they
have assets in Lesotho which they would not wish to leave behind. The
level of possession of these assets is much higher in the urban and nearby
areas than in the mountains and Senqu Valley. Tables A3-A6 provide
details of various household assets.

Clearly the people in the mountains/Senqu Valley have poorer water
sources than those in the rest of the country, with the urban areas and
the lowlands/foothills having the best water sources. In the case of
sanitation also, the urban and lowland/foothill areas are better off than
the more remote areas, with the mountains/Senqu Valley having the
poorest sanitation facilities. The material indices in Table A5 confirm
that the mountains/Senqu Valley is the poorest area in the country.

Livestock ownership by miners is clearly much higher in the moun-
tains/Senqu Valley than in the remaining areas. However, the number of
bags of cereals harvested in 1996 is lower in the mountains/Senqu Valley
than in the lowlands and foothills. Naturally the production of cereals in
the urban areas is quite low. On the other hand, the urban areas have
slightly more garden crops planted during the present year.

It has often been stated that miners invest in livestock as a kind of
savings bank. The mean number of animals reported by miners in this
survey is overall about 50% higher than the means reported by the 1993
poverty study for all households. This difference might be due to wealth
rather than to a conscious choice by miners to purchase livestock.
However, the data shows the opposite. Households in the 1993 poverty
study with a monthly income of at least M50 overall have slightly fewer
smallstock and equines than the overall mean for all households, and
only slightly more cattle (1 Maloti = R1.00). A further check on these
statistics is found in the Central Bank survey of miners conducted be-
tween April 1992 and March 1993. The data they report corresponds
very closely to our data.6

An additional confirmation of the desire of miners for livestock rather
than other possessions concerns housing. The mean number of rooms in
the household for the miners in the present survey is about 20% higher
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than for the 1993 poverty survey. On the other hand, the mean number
of rooms for households with a monthly income of at least M50 per
member in the poverty study is almost exactly the same as that for the
miners in the present survey. In other words, the miners follow the
pattern of their income group in providing more space for their family,
but buy more animals than other families who belong to their income
group.

2.3 HOUSEHOLD FINANCIAL RESOURCES

The households of miners surveyed are in general not poor (Tables A6-
A8). They have resources with which they can survive in times of need,
they have a substantial investment in housing, their fixed assets are not
insignificant and they have livestock which could be sold in an emer-
gency. In addition, they have household incomes per member that are far
above the average in Lesotho. The figure they themselves quote has a
mean of M127 per month. Moreover, if we adjust that figure upward by
the 30% suggested by World Bank consultants (an adjustment based on
expenditures in excess of reported income, with which we concur), this
gives a mean monthly income per member of M165.7  It is not enough for
a lavish lifestyle, but it is enough to allow children to attend school and
family members to receive medical care. In short, there is much to tie
them to their homes in Lesotho.

One significant fact is that only 22% of the households report some
source of income other than the miner’s remittances, and only 10.9%
report an income greater than M200 per month from other sources. The
miners’ households may be living reasonably well, by comparison with
other Basotho families, but they depend greatly on the miners keeping
their jobs. It is clear from other evidence that these jobs are indeed
insecure, and there is no guarantee from one year to the next that the
miner will be re-employed.The World Bank makes the lack of other
formal sector employment very clear: “In 1993, opportunities for formal
employment fell far short of need ... Altogether only 28% of the
workforce, or an estimated 225,000 people held formal wage jobs.”8

Overall they estimate that “for the population as a whole, an estimated
25 to 30% of the workforce is unemployed.”9  The bank report goes on to
point out that “remittances from migrant workers fell 17.2% in real terms
between 1987 and 1992, sharply reducing national income”.10 The
situation is no better in the informal sector, casual labour or agriculture.
Sechaba Consultants state that “only about 22 800 households in the
informal sector have income of at least M50 per month per member,
leaving the remaining 169 200 with very minimal income. Similarly, we
estimate that only 6 100 of those in casual labour (7.8% of the total)



“RIDING THE TIGER”: LESOTHO MINERS AND PERMANENT RESIDENCE IN SOUTH AFRICA

6

have a living family wage. Finally, we estimate that a very small number,
perhaps less than 2 000, receive an income which can support a family
from agriculture. Almost all of those who depend on agriculture alone
are far below the economic cut-off point for full employment.”11  The
figure of M50 per month as a minimal income was derived by the authors
through an intensive and qualitative analysis of the way in which a small
number of destitute families actually survive.12 The obvious conclusion is
that miners and their families are well off but face a very uncertain future
should the miners lose their jobs. Seidman interviewed a number of
retrenched ex-miners in Lesotho and the Free State, whose lives are
harsh indeed. Only one of those she interviewed in Maseru was able to
use a skill learned at the mine in order to make a living, and she con-
cludes that these men have few options for making a living, other than
trying to be re-engaged.13  Setsabi et al report the same phenomenon:
“Nearly 70% of the returning miners were reported to be without em-
ployment. Returning miners were sustaining themselves mainly by
agriculture (55%), some odd jobs (23%), and savings (7%).”14  We will
return to the very important theme of how the men can expect to earn a
living after their mining careers are finished.

In the meantime the miners must do their best to support their
families, realizing that it will be very difficult for them to return to any
form of self-support or even subsistence in Lesotho. Even as long ago as
the mid-1970s, Van der Wiel pointed out the difficulty of reintegrating
into a successful way of life in Lesotho: “Even if the migrant has brought
back a ‘desire to change’ caused by the widening of his perspectives he
will probably be confronted by the practical impossibility of carrying out
his projects, because on the large scale the distortion in the allocation of
resources to his region deprives him of the elementary framework re-
quired for success.”15  As a result, Moodie points out that “modern black
mineworkers with rural homes may indeed be ‘men of two worlds.’ It
makes better sense, however, to conceive of them as professional miners
whose families continue to reside in the countryside. That is, they have
become rural commuters”.16

2.4 MINE EMPLOYMENT

Miners are employed in a great variety of jobs on the mines. Table 1 lists
the percentage in each of the basic categories: surface work and under-
ground supervisory, mechanical, engineering and basic, as well as their
more important sub-categories.

It is likely that the miners who listed their occupation as “miner”
were not necessarily referring to the technical category of “miner”, which
implies the ability to do blasting. Some of these may have fallen into
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that category, but others probably used
the term to imply a general mine worker.
There were also a few miners in special-
ized more highly-paid positions, including
personnel assistants and computer opera-
tors. However, the vast majority of the
Basotho in our sample, which is presum-
ably representative of the overall labour
force, work underground at productive
and difficult tasks.

The vast majority of miners inter-
viewed (61.9%) work for the Anglo
American group (Table 2).

In addition a few workers stated that
they were employed by collieries, despite
the fact that TEBA does not recruit
workers for coal mines.

The dominance of AA as an employer
of Basotho miners is reflected in the fact
that the top six mines on which they
work all belong to this group, as evi-
denced in Table 3, where there is also a

considerable concentration of
employment with 68.7% of the
miners working at only 10
mines.

Another 33 mines are re-
ported by the men who were
interviewed, all with less than 2%
of the sample. Vaal Reefs, Presi-
dent Steyn and Western Hold-
ings are by far the most popular
mines for the men in our sample.

In 1990, almost 50% of
miners from Lesotho worked at the neigh- bouring Free State Goldfields
around Welkom, within easy weekly commuting distance of most parts
of Lesotho. This pattern was confirmed in our own study since many of
the most popular mines are in this region.17

Figure 1 gives the length of service of the miners in our sample. As is
clear, these miners have been working on the mines for many years. Few
are really newcomers, particularly since the time for recruitment of
novices is largely over. Some 90% of the men in our sample had served
five or more contracts.
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Years of experience

FIGURE 1. Length of service of miners interviewed
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Length of service data supplied by
TEBA confirm this pattern of long
service in Lesotho as a whole with
almost two-thirds of Basotho miners
having more than 10 years of mining
experience. See Figure 2.

The long service of men on the
mines is in stark contrast with the situa-
tion in the mid-1970s, as reported by
Van der Wiel. He calculated that “the
real average length of his working life
that a migrant worker spends outside
Lesotho is estimated to be 16 years for
those coming from the lowlands and 13
years for those from the mountain zone”.18

It is possible to calculate a compa-
rable figure for the men in our survey,
by assuming that they will remain in
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their jobs until a retirement age of 55 years. That this retirement age is
not unreasonable is indicated by the fact that 4.6% of our sample is at
present 55 years old or older. The expected mean years on the mine for
the men in our sample, assuming no premature retrenchment, would be
33 years, with a median of 34 years. Even if some retrenchment or early
retirement takes place, the resulting time on the mines would be much
greater than the 16 or 13 years reported by Van der Wiel. Even at
present, the average number of contracts is already 15.6 for the men in
the survey.

Only eight of the men had worked elsewhere in South Africa before
taking their first mine contract, of whom seven had worked there prior to
the critical year of 1975 when mine wages were greatly increased. Their
previous work was in such activities as farming, the railways, construc-
tion, machinery and casual labour.

A total of 88.8% of the men reported belonging to a union, almost all
of whom named the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) as their
union. Only five named a different union, in all but one case a union at
the managerial level.

2.5 FAMILY LIFE OF MINERS

One of the principal concerns over the years has been the destructive
effect of migrant labour on family life. Increasingly, miners have been
able to return home more regularly as a result of better transport facilities
and adjusted working periods, particularly the 11-day-on, 3-day-off
arrangement. With fewer restrictions on movement, spouses and families
visit the mines more often. Figure 3 gives data on the number of times in
the last year that the miners returned home, with the average visit
lasting 16 days.

The system is still not good for family life, but there are many more
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opportunities for visits now than in the past. No miners reported never
visiting home. However, we have no records of the times when miners
might have visited Lesotho but not reached their actual homes. Some of
the figures in Figure 3 may include visits of that type which miners were
not willing to admit. The most common number of visits was once a
month, reported by 60.5% of the men. The situation reported by Van der
Wiel in the mid-1970s was very different, where 67% of his sample of
miners made no home visits during an average contract length of 9.6
months, and only 4% of the miners made four or more visits during an
average contract length of 18.3 months.19

It must be borne in mind that there were almost as many women
(44.5% of the total) who did not visit at all as there were women who
visited their men at the mine. Yet it is striking that altogether 5% of all
wives had spent at least a month at the workplace in their last visit.
Some have event spent more than a year there, where the maximum stay
was 624 days. This, of course, is a radical change from the old apartheid
days, when the issue of women visiting their husbands does not even
arise in the literature.

Two major studies of women in relation to migrant labour do not
even mention the possibility that the wives could visit their men. Judith
Gay reports that “the average married migrant made 2.8 visits and spent
9.5 weeks at home” in 1977, but visits in the other direction clearly did
not happen.20  Elizabeth Gordon provides an in-depth analysis of the
strain experienced by women in the absence of their husbands, but does
not even consider the idea that they might have reduced the strain by
visiting the men at the mines.21

Only about 30% of the miners do productive work when they come
home. The remaining men apparently simply rest. Of those who do
productive work at home, 77.3% engage in farming. This proportion
corresponds closely to the report of Van der Wiel in 1977 that “approxi-
mately 20 percent of the fields were ploughed by a household member on
leave in Lesotho”.22  The most common other activity is construction,
mentioned by 8.2% of the miners. Other activities are generally focused
around businesses of one form or another, including driving, hawking,
knitting, making and selling medicine and sewing.

Only 5% of the miners are unmarried. The situation was very differ-
ent in the mid-1970s when 26% of the miners were unmarried.23  Since
that time, migrancy has become a lifetime occupation.

It has often been rumoured that married miners keep second families
in South Africa. In fact only eight, or 1.3% of the total sample, admit to
having wives in South Africa, while 5.0% acknowledge that they have
girl friends there. All of these who say they have wives in South Africa
are also married in Lesotho, and of that number five have children they
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must support in South Africa. All but one of those with girl friends in
South Africa are married at home in Lesotho. It is very likely that the
number with wives or girl friends or children in South Africa is higher
than the figures we have obtained. Our enumerators noted that the men
were often embarrassed by this question, and felt that many of the miners
were hiding the real truth. This question is discussed in greater detail
later when we summarize informal interviews held with the miners in
Welkom in the Free State Province.

3. CHOOSING BETWEEN LESOTHO AND SOUTH AFRICA

3.1 OFFERS OF PERMANENT RESIDENCE IN SOUTH AFRICA FOR MINERS

In October of 1995 an agreement was struck between the NUM,
President Nelson Mandela, and South African Minister of Home
Affairs Mangosutho Buthelezi to offer mineworkers from other
countries the opportunity to apply for permanent residency status

in South Africa. The offer was valid from November 1995 until March
1996, and was open to those mineworkers who:

i) had entered the Republic of South Africa before June 13, 1986;
ii) were ordinarily resident in the country before that date;
iii) were not prohibited persons at that stage; and
iv) were in possession of a voter’s eligibility document which allowed

them to vote in the April 1994 elections24

A subsequent decision by Cabinet in June 1996 broadened this offer of
amnesty to any citizens of the Southern African Development Commu-
nity (SADC).25  They had to be:

presently residing in the Republic of South Africa (RSA)
and who qualify in terms of the conditions stated hereunder
to apply for exemption in terms of which permanent resi-
dence in the RSA may legally be acquired:
a) can demonstrate or provide evidence of continuous residence

in the RSA as from 1 July 1991;
b) i) are engaged in productive economic activity in the country

(either formal sector employment or informal sector
activity); or

ii) are in a relationship with a South African partner or
spouse (customary marriages included); or

iii) have dependent children born or residing lawfully in
South Africa; and

c) have not committed a criminal offence listed in
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Schedules I and/or II of the Aliens Control Act, 1991
(Act 96 of 1991) as amended.

For the purposes of this exemption the spouse(s) of the
principal applicant as well as dependent children under the
age of 18 years will be included.
The aim of the Department is to give the citizens of the
SADC an opportunity to apply for exemption, in terms of
which permanent residence in the RSA may legally be
acquired. Full details can be obtained from Home Affairs
offices throughout the country.26

This second amnesty was initially offered between 1 July 1996 and 30
September 1996, but was later extended to November 30, 1996.

3.2 ATTITUDES TOWARDS PERMANENT RESIDENCE

The miners and their wives included in our survey were asked a number
of questions concerning permanent residency and a possible move to
South Africa. These questions are given in detail in the questionnaire in
Table 4, which gives the breakdown between miners and wives as to the
basic questions concerning permanent residency.

Table 4 gives the percentages of the total sample of men and women,
rather than the percentages of those who answered the question. The
double figure in the column indicating those who do not wish to live in
South Africa reflects the way the question was asked. The first number is
a firm “No”, while the second number is implied by the fact that these
miners and wives did not answer the question. The latter group consists
almost entirely of men who said they had not applied for permanent resi-
dence and women who were not interested in further questions about
permanent residence after having initially indicated their lack of knowledge.
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The percentage of miners who say they have been granted permanent
residence differs from the percentage that might be expected from the
figures supplied by the South African Department of Home Affairs.27

The Department reports that by March 1996, 16 278 Basotho
mineworkers had been granted an exemption. It is not clear to us why
this difference exists. We believe that most of the miners to whom we
spoke were telling us the truth. In fact, one of the research assistants said
that men who were not interviewed approached him to be interviewed,
thinking that he might be able to help them. Men were generally open
and frank, and were even willing to discuss the strategies they used to get
the best advantage out of having both a Lesotho passport and a South
African ID or residence permit.

One possible explanation is that some men may not have been
informed about their status. One of the research assistants reported that
men were complaining that they had registered at the mines, but had not
heard anything yet. Another is that a few may have been deterred from
admitting the truth after being warned in an induction course (which a
research assistant overheard) that if they took permanent residence they
would not be able to get back into Lesotho. In fact, some men with IDs
stamped into their passports have been told at the border that they must
get a visa to enter Lesotho, and one even said that men will tear up
passports stamped in this way in order to return home. Some also say that
if they have an ID they will be refused service at the TEBA office. If this
last statement is true, then perhaps our sample was biased away from
those who already possess an ID and have been granted permanent
residence. We do not know the real truth, and thus have no choice but
to report what the men themselves said.

The large proportion of women who are not sure about their hus-
bands’ plans is an important fact about relations between miners and
their wives. There is a slight tendency for the wives who know about
their husbands’ plans to be better educated, but in general there is not
much difference between the two groups of women.

Many men also do not know if they are eligible, a fact which is
surprising given the large amount of publicity on the issue. These are
more likely to be men with fewer years of schooling, a mean of 3.4 years,
as opposed to 4.3 years for those who know they are eligible, and 4.9
years for those who know they are ineligible.

There are many possible relations between social, economic and
attitudinal facts about the miners and their eligibility for permanent
residence, making an application for permanent residence, and wishing
to live in South Africa. Table 5 lists the most significant of these rela-
tions. Those who do not know about their eligibility are omitted from
this and further analysis.
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Those who believe themselves to be eligible for permanent residency in
South Africa are significantly different in several ways from those who
think they are ineligible. Their households are larger, with more depen-
dents. They have served substantially longer on the mines. They have
higher income and more livestock. Their fields, however, are of less
value, using our earlier definition of field value. The miners themselves
have a greater desire to live in South Africa than their ineligible coun-
terparts.

The principal source for information about permanent residency is
the NUM. It is striking that the message as interpreted by miners differs
by whether they believe themselves to be eligible or not. Those who say
they are eligible are more likely to believe that years of service on the
mine is the principal qualification for permanent residency. Miners gave
several different figures for the number of years required, the majority
believing that at least 10 years of service are needed before the miner can
apply. The fact that some miners believe the period is 10 years and others
only five years arises from the fact that the first amnesty for miners,
which was offered from November 1995 to March 1996, specified a
period of 10 years, while the second general amnesty specifies a period of
five years28 . Despite the knowledge on the part of both groups that years
of service is the main criterion, neither group thinks it is the correct
criterion. The dominant criteria stressed by these miners are that all
Basotho should be eligible, or that local passport and identification
papers or other immigration credentials should suffice.

Table 6 gives comparable information for miners who have actually
applied or are not applying for permanent residence.
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In this case also there are clear distinctions between the miners who
apply for permanent residence and those who do not. Those who apply
have larger families, with more dependents. They have worked in the
mines longer. On the other hand, they have fewer livestock, less monthly
income from non-mining sources and lower monthly savings. They spend
more money on goods to send to their homes. Those who have applied
wish to live in South Africa, and want the benefits of life there. On the
other hand, those who have not applied have, in about a third of the
cases, not yet decided. Some also have investments in Lesotho that deter
them from moving.

Thus, comparing Tables 5 and 6, it is clear that large households made
more prosperous by years of mine labour are both more eligible for
permanent residence and yet less likely to want to acquire it.

Coplan and Thoahlane report a similar pattern of responses to their
interviews. They point out: “The willingness of migrants and ex-migrants
and their wives to leave Lesotho and live in South Africa varied with
their social and material investment in their homesteads. The greater the
investment, the greater their commitment to remaining labour migrants
and keeping their families on their homesteads in Lesotho.”29  This
pattern of reasons for applying for permanent residence makes sense.
These less well-off men are in greater need than others and have less
resources with which to meet those needs. They see real benefits across
the border. Finally, they do not have investments in Lesotho that make it
attractive to remain.

ecnedisertnenamreprofnoitacilppadnaedutittadnaymonoce,yteicoS:6ELBAT

gniylppA gniylppAtoN

dlohesuohnisrebmeM 6.5 2.5

stnednepeD 1.7 7.6

stcartnocforebmunlatoT 1.91 1.61

kcotsevilfoeulaV 6282M 9665M

secruosgninim-nonmorfemocniylhtnoM 13M 36M

sgnivasylhtnoM 02M 94M

emohtnesyenomdnasdoogfoeulavylhtnoM 556M 285M

ASRnievilotsehsiW %2.64 %6.41

ASRniefilfostifenebehtstnaW %4.75 %6.0

ASRniecnedisertnenamreptnawt’noD %3.3 %2.94

dedicedtoN %9.4 %0.13

ohtoseLnistnemtsevnievaH %0.4 %8.51



“RIDING THE TIGER”: LESOTHO MINERS AND PERMANENT RESIDENCE IN SOUTH AFRICA

16

Those who wish to live in South Africa are better educated and have a
higher cash income than those who wish to remain in Lesotho (Table 7).
They send more money and goods home than their counterparts. On the
other hand, those who prefer Lesotho have substantially more assets,
particularly livestock, than those who wish to move. Reasons for the
desire to move include the benefits which can be gained from living in
South Africa, in particular the opportunity to have a small business
there. Reasons for remaining in Lesotho, in addition to simply preferring
one’s home country, include assets present in Lesotho and the intention
to farm after retirement. These reasons make good sense, since those who
have the money and the education and business skill see South Africa as
potentially more profitable, while those with less money and education,
but with agricultural assets see Lesotho as a place to make a living in
farming.

Certain factors which might be expected to influence the decision to
live in South Africa are unrelated to the decision. They include where
the miner comes from in Lesotho and the access to modern amenities at
home (water supply, toilets). Nor is the migrant’s willingness to do
productive work when he is at home a factor, despite the fact that such
work is almost always agricultural. Age of the miner is also not a relevant
factor, although there is a slight tendency for unmarried miners (who are
usually younger than their married counterparts) to express more interest
in South African permanent residence than married men.
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3.3 PERMANENT RESIDENCE AND THE MINER’S FAMILY

An important influence on the decision about whether to go or stay is
the miner’s relations with his family. Table 8 displays the percentages of
those miners who have and have not had family discussions, family visits
to South Africa, and second families in South Africa, who are (a) eli-
gible for permanent residence, (b) have applied for permanent residence,
and (c) are willing to move to South Africa.

Each of these factors is closely
related to eligibility and application
for permanent residence, and to
desire to live in South Africa. The
strongest relation is between discuss-
ing moving to South Africa and
eligibility, application and prefer-
ence. The presence of a second
family in South Africa is the next
strongest, and visiting the miner in
South Africa is third, but by no
means insignificant.

Are families or dependents of
eligible miners likely to move to
South Africa? Just under half
(49.5%) of the families are prepared
to move to South Africa. This figure

is well below the worst-case scenario of the South Africans who assume
that all people granted amnesty will inevitably bring all of their depen-
dents to the country. The main reasons why the families would want to
move include keeping the family together (35.8%), seeking benefits in
South Africa (17.0%), finding a better life than Lesotho offers (13.2%)
and getting employment (11.3%).

By far the strongest reason why the family would not move is that
they like Lesotho better than South Africa (61.8%), followed far behind
by the desire to stay with family (9.1%). Coplan provides an in-depth
explanation of the reasons for miners’ loyalty to Lesotho:

There are powerful reasons why Basotho migrants cling to
Lesotho’s national sovereignty, no matter how impoverished.
The proud history of Lesotho with its distinctive institutions,
social structure, and resistance to incorporation is a hard thing
to abandon. ... [A] married man is theoretically entitled to
pasture and fields for cultivation as ‘free goods,’ and in genuine
practice to some ground on which to build his house. ... [T]he
rights to residential stands, fields for cultivation, and pasturage
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that attach to social identity as a member of a Basotho family,
clan, and chieftaincy, as well as that identity in and of itself,
represent precious entitlements to a great many migrants, the
more so as they have to spend so many hard years away from
them. ... Those who would prefer to carry South African
identity documents still resists the idea of ‘incorporating’
Lesotho into its hegemonic neighbour, just as they prefer not to
relocate their families to the workplace. ... ‘That would be the
end of Sesotho,’ they protest. By Sesotho they mean far more
than their ‘language and culture’, narrowly conceived. It means
a social identity and its entitlements, reciprocities and their
resources, investments of the self and substance, a personal as
well as communal, genealogical, and national history, and a
secure-self-comprehending way of life.30

There are differences as to which members of the family would move. If
the family were to decide to live in South Africa, some 86.2% of the
wives of men who would like to live in South Africa would move with
him, only 25.4% would take only infants out of all their children, 32.2%
would take only schoolchildren, and 64.5% would take all children. Only
8.2% of parents would join the miner in South Africa. Thus it is clear that
in most cases the nuclear family of wives and children would go with the
husband, but the extended family would usually remain behind in Lesotho.

Closely related to family matters is the possibility for the miner who
takes up permanent residence in South Africa of maintaining a home in
Lesotho, where these members of the family or extended family might
live. Some 68.3% of the miners and wives who claimed they would move
to South Africa said that they would keep a home in Lesotho, while

31.7% said they would
cut their ties with their
original home. Table 9
displays the factors which
relate to a decision to
keep one or two homes,
one in South Africa and
perhaps one in Lesotho,
for those miners who say
they will move to South
Africa. Only the most
important factors are
mentioned.

The explanations
given by the miners or
their wives are consistent
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with our earlier findings and with the common consensus. Those who
would cut their ties with Lesotho are motivated by economics, feeling
that it would be expensive to have two homes and better for their family
if they concentrated on the benefits they could gain in South Africa. Yet
some of those who would live permanently in South Africa would also
maintain a home in Lesotho Those who would keep a Lesotho home are
motivated either by what seems to be patriotism, by assets already
present in Lesotho or by the presence of family in Lesotho. Plans for the
future also influence the decision, in that families which look to farming
emphasize keeping a home in Lesotho. Driving or running a taxi, and to
some extent having a small business, lead to South Africa. That some
factors lead both to positive and negative responses is related to the fact
that miners must weigh many different factors which could work in
opposite directions. We report in this table and in Table 19 the indi-
vidual factors, not the complex of issues which must be considered.

3.4 PERMANENT RESIDENCE AND CITIZENSHIP

The next question concerns whether these miners would seek citizenship
in South Africa, and if so why. Table 10 gives the basic facts about
application for South African citizenship, as well as retention of Lesotho
citizenship.

If these figures are cor-
rect, the following reasoning
should apply. Only 18.7% of
miners say they want to live
in South Africa. Of this
group 50.9% (which repre-
sents 9.5% of the total) say
they also want to take South
African citizenship. And
64.0% of this group who say
they want both South
African residence and South
African citizenship (repre-

senting 6.1% of the total) say they would give up Lesotho citizenship. In
short, the net result of this series of preferences is that 6.1% of the
miners in our sample would seek to become South African citizens and
leave home entirely, 3.4% would take up South African citizenship but
also try to keep their Lesotho citizenship, 9.2% would be permanent
residents in South Africa without taking up South African citizenship,
and the remaining 81.3% would maintain their status as migrant workers
with residence in Lesotho. This result may be biased by the factors
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mentioned above which either prevent some miners from admitting their
desire for permanent residence or from presenting themselves at a TEBA
office if they have already been granted permanent residence. It is thus
possible that the true figures are higher than those which we state here.

This conclusion depends on eligibility to take up permanent residence
as perceived by the miners and their wives, not on objective factors
which must be considered by the government of South Africa. We have
no way of verifying the statements of those whom we interviewed, but we
believe that their own perceptions of their own situation and desires are
largely accurate, with one major exception: a number of those whom we
interviewed believe that 10 years of service is required rather than five,
which could make a difference in their willingness to apply. If this
misperception, which is based on the difference between the two declara-
tions of amnesty, is corrected, then the total figure may be somewhat
higher, but not significantly higher.

Table 11 explores some of the reasons why migrants would or would
not seek South African citizenship.

Obligations to relatives is a strong factor leading many miners to wish
to remain citizens of Lesotho, but nonetheless a smaller number also feel
it leads them to seek South African citizenship. Jobs are a reason for
moving to South Africa, but the possibility of finding a job does not
significantly tip the balance in favour of South African citizenship. More
significant is the feeling of some Basotho that they have no obligations
to Lesotho, but wish for the benefits of being South African.

An important factor in the minds of many miners is the availability of
farm land. Those who intend to maintain their status as citizens of

Lesotho cite the lack of farm
land in South Africa as an
important reason. On the other
hand, many who wish to take
up South African citizenship
recognize the importance of
land and farming but apparently
do not consider it a sufficient
incentive to remain citizens of
their home country, identifying
it as a poor country despite its
advantages of free land and
access to farming.

In fact, farming is an un-
likely prospect, as many com-
mentators have pointed out.
Even in 1986, Keyter listed a
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series of reasons why “a reconstruction of peasant agriculture no longer
seems possible,” including loss of cattle and equipment through peasant
dispossession, land fragmentation, rise of a consumer as opposed to a
producer economy, low level of capital investment, loss of community
co-operation, and dependence on remittances.31

We have already pointed out the low level of agricultural productivity
in Lesotho. Further evidence has been adduced by Sechaba Consultants,
who show the declining production of cereal crops per capita in Lesotho,
to the point that the expected harvest in 2001 will only provide a quarter
of Lesotho’s food needs.32  Furthermore, careful regression analysis shows
that for ordinary farmers there is likely to be a negative return for money
spent on crop farming.33  It is no wonder that so few miners think of
farming as a hope for them when they retire or are retrenched. The situation
is different, of course, with livestock, since the person who has substantial
numbers of animals at least has a bank account on which to fall back. The
investment in livestock which we have reported earlier is thus a more
sensible approach to the lean years coming than recourse to crop farming.

A very similar pattern emerges if we ask why people would also try to
keep Lesotho citizenship if they became citizens of South Africa. As
stated above, commitments to family members are important but pull in
both directions. Those who feel no personal obligation to Lesotho are
far less likely to keep their Lesotho citizenship. Benefits and jobs are the
main factors keeping people in South Africa, but many of those who
seek such benefits prefer not to break ties if they can avoid doing so.
Free land in Lesotho remains an attraction even to those who seek
South African citizenship, since by retaining Lesotho citizenship in
addition to their new allegiance to South Africa they hope they can get
the best of both worlds.

4. DEFERRED PAY

4.1 PROBLEMS WITH DEFERRED PAY

An important part of Lesotho’s income derives from
deferred pay. Table 12 shows that compulsory deferred
pay payments in 1994 were over M160 million. Total
remittances to Lesotho were over M320 million. Thus
half of the country’s remittances are from compulsory

and half from voluntary forms of deferment.
Table 13 shows the attitudes of miners and their wives toward de-

ferred pay, whether it is viewed as a problem and what type of deferred
pay they would prefer.

Miners have a slightly greater problem with deferred pay than do their
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wives, although in neither case does a
majority have a problem. On the
other hand, given the choice, miners
would strongly prefer it to be op-
tional, while wives even more
strongly wish it to remain compul-
sory. There is, incidentally, a striking

difference between the percentage of miners in our survey who found
deferred pay a problem, and the percentage reported in the earlier survey
conducted by the Central Bank, who said “only 7 per cent of the
mineworkers indicated that they did not like the Deferred Pay Fund
(DPF) scheme”.34  This difference may arise because migrants were afraid
to tell the truth to representatives of the Central Bank, or may reflect a
change of heart eight months later.

The reasons for this division between men and women come out
clearly when we examine the reasons why deferred pay is or is not a
problem. Table 14 presents the basic issues, first whether deferred pay is
seen as a problem, and second according to the miner or his wife.

The basic problem with deferred pay is that the interest rate is be-
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lieved to be low. In fact, on the basis of an agreement between Lesotho
and the Board of Trustees for deferred pay the Lesotho Bank reports that
the interest on deferred pay is 2% higher than the basic interest rate of
6%. Subsidiary problems are that it is hard to get the money, that the
system is hard to understand, and that men misuse the system. The real
advantage is that it provides a reserve when the family needs it.

There is a sharp difference between the opinions of men and women
on some of the issues, despite the fact that both agree on the importance
of having a reserve supply of money. Men are concerned with such
matters as low interest rate, difficulty of access, and inability to under-
stand the system. The big issue for women, which is doubtless why they
would like to keep the system, is that men misuse the system and would
doubtless misuse it even further if it were made optional. The women do
not state exactly the form of the misuse.

Table 15 gives the reasons why deferred pay should be required or
optional.

Once again a pattern emerges. Women do not trust their husbands

with money, and would like to see a better way of handling the family
income. Men are more concerned with managing their money them-
selves, without the nuisance of going to TEBA to collect their deferred
pay.

4.2 WAYS TO IMPROVE THE DEFERRED PAY SYSTEM

Table 16 explores ways in which the system can be improved, from
the perspective of those who do or do not find it a problem, as well as the
miner and his wife.

There is no great difference between the groups over the questions of
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having better interest and a personal bank account. Men are more
interested than women in keeping the system compulsory, while women
are more concerned to increase the amount of the miner’s pay which is
deferred until later. Clearly the wives want to be more involved in the
process. An interesting suggestion is that the fund be used to make loans,
so that it would accrue interest.

5. THE VIEW FROM SOUTH AFRICA

One of the enumerators spoke at length in open-ended
interviews with miners he met in Welkom in the Free
State.35  These miners reflected the same ambivalence
toward Lesotho and South Africa that was displayed in the

answers to the structured questionnaires. The heart of the matter for
them is the migrant labour system itself, whereby men are forced to live
and work away from their homes for almost the whole of every year. This
separates them from their wives and children, and they face a long-term
future in a country which uses them and which they use for mutual
convenience and mutual exploitation.

The girl friend or prostitute in South Africa is symbolic of the prob-
lem. A repeated theme in these interviews with miners in Welkom is the
breakdown of deep loving relations with wives at home, and the conse-
quent turn to short-term sexual satisfaction. The parallel theme is the
breakdown of the political/patriotic relation between the miner and his
home country Lesotho, which is replaced by the short-term satisfaction
of getting job, salary and benefits from a South Africa which uses the
miner and which is in turn used by the miner.

One miner said:
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Apart from pensions, there is no future for Basotho miners here
because the women here say, ‘Get old, and get kicked out’.

Another said, on the basis of years of life in South Africa, that:

South African life is the most corrupt. As means of survival,
social norms do not exist. Social laws of South Africa are
such that it is difficult to maintain social values in the
households.

The same analogy applies to the women and the country left behind. Not
only do wives exploit their husbands, according to these men, but they
too will seek quick money in South Africa. A miner cited the example of
a friend, whose wife went missing from her home in Lesotho, but was
then traced to a shack near the mines where she was living with a differ-
ent miner.

Another miner was almost poetic in his description of the women
who “trap” the migrant workers:

They are a ruthless lot. They want the whole purse and
demand everything. You bring her here and rent out for two
weeks and while you are at work she will be working hard to
mix all the potions to get you hooked. In less than one week
she will be playing the guitar and you will be dancing to her
music. By this time, you will have forgotten all about the
family and instead will be getting across the border with her
to withdraw the deferred pay and come back. There is no
way you can hide from them because they have access to the
hostels. When the potions wear down, she has no problem
catching a new miner.

His recommendation was that going home or bringing wives to visit on a
regular basis was too expensive. Families should rather live together in
South Africa as permanent residents.

A woman who was interviewed in Welkom spoke frankly about the
women who entrap these miners:

I have a friend here who has been bought a house by a
mineworker. Her so-called husband has a family in Mafeteng
in Lesotho. This man has not been home for the past four
years, and you can imagine how his family is surviving. All
my friend is working for is to get legally married to this man
so as to get all the benefits. Once this objective is achieved,
the man will be kicked out in the cold, and a new one will
come in.

In saying so, she echoed the words of another miner who said:
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Unemployed Basotho women open their mouths wide to
swallow everything a man has. ... Social life here is corrupt,
and things we most value as Basotho do not mean anything
here. ...In terms of peace, Lesotho is the best place to stay
in.

A miner agreed, saying:

Lesotho has economic problems which will be worsened if
migrants take up South African citizenship but still, there is
free land which could balance the situation if well utilized.

He feels if he had the rights to stay in South Africa, he would have
problems bringing his family there to expose them to all the social evils
common there.

Some miners are bitter that Lesotho has no real intention of assisting
mineworkers. Rather they feel that Lesotho uses the miners in the same
way that the wives use the husbands. The deferred pay scheme benefits
the banks and the government officials, but not the miners, according to
one man. Among such miners there is little feeling for Lesotho as their
home, their mother country. Another man said:

Lesotho is unable to provide for her people because of poor
governance, and this would ensure that many miners would
seek permanent residence. ...Lesotho will face disastrous
economic problems as she will lose all her earnings from
migrant labour.

A miner in Welkom who came from the rural areas of Maseru district
agreed:

Migrant workers like everybody else are disgruntled by the
fact that their expectations to improve economically have
been shattered. Our voices to the government to use the
deferred pay money to improve and make education acces-
sible to all, and pensions for the aged and disabled, have not
been heard. Government officials use our hard earned
money to enrich themselves.

Yet he sees the same problem on the other side of the border:

Clouded promises about permanent residence and benefits is
a ride on a tiger and those who take the ride will sooner or
later change their minds. If miracles do happen that some of
the promises materialize, Basotho mineworkers would still
have the same problems as they would in Lesotho because
mining skills cannot be applied anywhere else.

He worries further that the South Africans have not thought through the
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issues which will be raised by the exodus from all migrant labour supply-
ing countries. There are not enough jobs, and crime is already a serious
problem.

Several of the miners are nonetheless preparing to take up permanent
residence. One miner gave five reasons: his contribution as a miner to
the South African economy, his vote for the new South African govern-
ment, his prospects of unemployment benefits, his hope for old age
pension, and access to free education for his children. This miner knows
that the influx will be great, but he sees that there is plenty of surplus
land in South Africa that can be used for everyone.

Others disagree. They fear that the new permanent residents will be
forced to live in shacks. One remembers the snow in July this year:

When the heavy snow fell in July, there was much misery
around the shacks. Some shacks are built of plastic materi-
als, and with heavy snow they just fell in. Some people died
and amongst these were Basotho from Lesotho. Is this the
type of housing Basotho migrants want to have?

For others, permanent residence is only a device to get what Lesotho
should get through legitimate means, namely, to win back the “Con-
quered Territories”, which consists of most of the eastern Free State.
Winning this back does not mean physical conquest, of course, but
rather access to the free services and pensions that are the product of the
South African economy to which the miners have contributed over the
years. Permanent residence to such miners means being a beneficiary, not
a physical resident.

One man, for example, said he had no intention to bring his family to
South Africa even if he is granted permanent residence:

Life in South Africa is garbage. Working in South Africa is
like going to the cattle post where you take your livestock in
summer and bring them back in winter. I will only use my
ID or permanent residence as a passport to get the benefits I
have worked for. I don’t think that the pensions will con-
tinue, because there will be too many people demanding
them, but for the time being I want my share.

Another miner sees the issue as basically political:

I am aware through my work with shaft sinkers that
Mozambicans and Basotho are knowledgeable, tolerant,
skilled workers and have served South Africa well. These
are the people permanent residence is extended to. Should
they respond positively, South Africa would no longer have
to go through all the bureaucratic engagement channels.
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South African-born citizens can only do certain jobs, but
the most laborious would be for Basotho. South Africa
would save money in attestation fees, deferred pay and
money sent out of the country to families.

But he warned that in the end:

Life in South Africa would be hell. Population boom,
competition for jobs and ever-rising crime would ensue from
this move. The South African trap is closing in very quickly,
and something has to be done and not just said, as has
always been the case.

An important part of the political struggle is that taken by the NUM.
Extensive discussions with NUM officials in Welkom displayed real
suspicion of attempts to interview miners. They felt they had won the
struggle for wages, benefits and power in the mines, and they did not
want this victory to be compromised. They were confident that South
Africa would be able to accommodate permanent residents from Lesotho
and other labour-sending countries. They had a close alliance with the
governing ANC, and according to one miner:

Many miners who applied for IDs did so because they feared
they would lose their jobs unless they voted for the ANC.

The union is strongly behind the move toward permanent residence for
Basotho, a position which some miners say was taken without consulting
them. The political suspicion was put clearly by one miner:

South African citizens still face serious unemployment
problems and if the present South African president dies,
South Africa will plunge into civil war. South Africa is
merely a time bomb which can explode any time. We as
miners were requested to register our children for jobs and
assistance for their education, but one registering official
told me secretly that this was merely a ploy to win our
confidence. In short, this will never happen. I am asking
myself why this bait, pensions and blue cards, is used against
us, if not to let other people with unknown agendas organise
our lives for us.

The issue of deferred pay was mentioned by this man, who feels it is an
important way for miners to take care of their families in Lesotho:

The deferred pay helps a lot of miners who, if it was not
there, would not know what to do with their money, except
to spend it on prostitutes staying in shacks. It happens that
their wives visit such miners to collect money for the
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children at home, only to find that their husbands have not
a cent in their pockets, or even hide so as not to be seen.

The problem of life back home in Lesotho is not confined to the need to
provide money for the family. Some of the miners who, on balance, think
it is necessary to take up permanent residence realize that there are no
jobs in Lesotho as well as a shortage of land. One man said:

It is downright foolish to stay in Lesotho when there are
opportunities in South Africa. Every Mosotho may think
that farming is a sustainable form of life, but in recent years
it has become too expensive and changing climatic condi-
tions make it too risky.

Others point out the problem of retirement in Lesotho without employ-
ment, without pension and without the chance to start a small business.
It is already the case that some people even today who have retired in
Lesotho go monthly to South Africa to pick up their pensions.

In summary, the view from Welkom is cloudy. The smoke which rises
from the mines and from the shacks disturbs the clarity of the air in the
Free State. It is the same smoke which makes miners realize that they are
caught between two ways of life, two nations, two societies. Both societ-
ies exploit them, at the personal level and at the national economic and
political level. Some see that the way out is to return home to Lesotho.
Others believe their hope lies in South Africa. The reasons on both sides
are cogent and convincing. For a given individual, the choice is therefore
difficult. He is on his own, with alien and greedy forces pressing him on
every side.

6. CONCLUSION

As the results of the survey and the informal interviews show,
Basotho migrant labourers on the South African gold and
platinum mines face an uncertain future. The uncertainty is
not simply a result of the objective economic situation in

South Africa, namely, a change in gold price, an increase in inflation,
closing of mines due to uneconomic costs of production, retrenchment
because of mechanization or political instability. The issue which this
report has addressed is the uncertainty of the miner and his family as to
what choice to make in this new and rapidly changing region.

There are push and pull factors which help determine the choice a
miner and his wife will make when considering taking up permanent
residence in South Africa. Francis Wilson developed the push-pull model
for migrant labour in South Africa in the early 1970s, and it still applies
today. He showed at the time that under apartheid there could be no
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simple solution to the increasing pull of urban areas and the decreasing
attraction of the rural labour-supplying areas. As a result, the enforced
residential separation implied that “the contradiction inherent in the
simultaneous pursuit of the twin goals [industrialization and apartheid]
can be resolved only by entrenching the pattern of oscillating migration
at the heart of the economy.”36

Today the situation has changed, as legal apartheid has officially been
abandoned and informal apartheid is gradually yielding to non-racialism.
Miners and their families now have a choice which would have seemed
impossible to Wilson and those writing in the 1970s and even the 1980s.
The choice of where to live is more nearly theirs to make, although not
entirely, and may reflect factors which we have not uncovered.

It seems that the issues raised in the questionnaires and interviews are
the main influences on the decision. We summarize these as a matrix:
the factors that push miners away from Lesotho and pull them toward
Lesotho; and the factors that push miners away from South Africa and
pull them toward South Africa. We attempt to go a step beyond Wilson’s
analysis by suggesting which factors are more and less important. We give
ranks for these factors, to indicate their relative importance, based on the
frequency with which they were mentioned in the questionnaires and on
informal discussions with miners in which these factors were summarized
for them. Table 17 lists the factors which would tend to persuade the
miner and his family to stay in Lesotho and not take up permanent
residence in South Africa.

Table 18 lists the factors which would tend to persuade a family in
Lesotho to take up permanent residence in South Africa.
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Each family, miner and wife, must make its own choice, as we have
noted. These are some of the factors that will influence the choice.

We have already noted, on the basis of Table 12, that 6.1% of the
miners in our sample would seek to become South African citizens and
leave home entirely, 3.4% would take up South African citizenship but
also try to keep their Lesotho citizenship, 9.2% would take permanent
residence in South Africa without taking up South African citizenship
(and thus by implication retaining rights, and in half the cases homes in
Lesotho), and the remaining 81.3% would maintain their status as
migrant workers with residence in Lesotho. It seems likely, however, that
most of these 81.3% of the miners would also do their best to get access
to pensions, so that they can enjoy the fruits of their labour. How they
can do this without taking permanent residence is unclear. They may not
fully understand the issues involved, but if they do not accept the offer
they may have to rely on what Lesotho has to offer when they finally
leave mining.

It is important therefore to ask how Lesotho is responding to this new
and very fluid situation. Clearly the pattern that Murray described is no
longer possible for most migrants: “The paradigm of the successful mi-
grant career for a man is to establish his own household and to build up a
capital base, through the acquisition of land, livestock and equipment, to
enable him to retire from migrant labour and to maintain an indepen-
dent way of life at home.”37  Murray realized at that time that few men
ever realized this goal. Mayer makes the same point: “The elaborate
defences developed by [migrant cultures] have lost their effectiveness
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once the possibility of obtaining arable land has fallen away, or when
fathers and lineage elders no longer have a say in matters of land alloca-
tion.”38  Setsabi et al point out that “only 10% of ... miners reported
harvesting sufficient crops to support their families”.39  Clearly the time-
honoured sentiments which suggest a return to the land simply do not
work.

The Lesotho government has not made any definitive pronounce-
ment on the matter, and even seems unwilling to recognize the present-
day reality. Former Minister of Employment and Labour Notsi Molopo
argued in early 1996 that:

...permanent residence to migrant workers will not affect
Lesotho’s economy because the majority of Basotho mine-
workers (who constitute the largest number of immigrants)
will not take the benefit. They have settled families, rela-
tives, fields to grow crops and domestic animals in Lesotho,
all of which will make it difficult for them to leave and go to
South Africa.

He said a minor economic effect might be experienced from mine-
workers who will retire or be retrenched from South African mines.40

Former government minister and Basutoland National Party (BNP)
leader Retsilisitso Sekhonyana said that the Lesotho government is faced
with the challenge of making the country attractive to its citizens. This is
important no matter how far or near a Mosotho may be in relation to his/
her home country, and regardless of whether such a person is a perma-
nent resident in any other country. The BNP leader suggested that
improvement of the education standard and the granting of bonds to
Basotho migrant workers by the banks in Lesotho would make the
country more attractive to its absent citizens, and encourage them to
spend revenues in Lesotho.41  In actual fact, little has been said by
present or past government officials to address Sekhonyana’s point or
even to indicate a real concern about the issue.

More to the point has been the effort to create jobs within Lesotho
for those migrants who choose to return. Matlosa refers to an important
scheme developed in the wake of the retrenchments caused by the 1987
strike on the South African mines.

At the micro-level, the National Union of Mineworkers
(NUM) has embarked on a strategy of engaging retrenched
miners and their dependents in income-generating schemes
in their home countries. It was in pursuit of this strategy
that the Basotho Mineworkers Labour Cooperative (BMLC)
was established in 1988. ... These projects, however, are not
in any way a panacea to Lesotho’s chronic employment
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crisis. It would be helpful if the government and the mining
houses could contribute toward projects like these in order
to enhance their rate of success.42

Creating jobs within Lesotho may be very difficult, however. The BMLC
has succeeded in creating employment for a few, but a very few, of the
miners who have returned to Lesotho. Otherwise job creation in the
country has certainly not kept pace with the return of mineworkers,
much less the growth of the whole population.

The ultimate answer seems to lie for many Basotho migrants to
establish a base in South Africa, even while keeping the base at home. It
is probably true, as we have pointed out, that very few actually wish to
live permanently in South Africa and that most wish to remain in
Lesotho. The deep and moving call to Lesotho as home, and to
“Sesotho” as a defining concept, that Coplan describes so well, remains
powerful. But poverty and patriotism is not a marriage likely to last too
long.

Moreover, it is important to remember that the poverty is not simply
a phenomenon on Lesotho’s side of the border. The miners themselves
know that there are serious problems in South Africa of crime, poor
housing, lack of land, violence and lack of employment. Sechaba Con-
sultants has noted the fact that “there is less hard core poverty in
Lesotho than in South Africa.”43  Miners sensibly wish to have the best of
two difficult worlds.

In 1986 one writer identified a way forward:

With regard to the core labour-employing areas, the migra-
tory labour system has spawned the development of two
types of areas:

• The thriving industrial conurbations, typified by the
Witwatersrand, where in addition to migrants, the settled
urban Blacks have added their needs and spending power
to those of the white population;

• Mines, scattered throughout the provinces, where there
are only few houses for white miners and management,
and a senior Black employee, a few shops and compounds
for the miners.

The latter places seem to epitomize lost opportunities. Who
can say what thriving industrious communities might have
developed had the labour force been allowed to settle with
their wives and families?”44

If migrants choose to take up permanent residence and settle with their
families in the vicinity of the mines, then this hope for “thriving indus-
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trious communities” to come into being may well come true. It is cer-
tainly the hope of those migrants who look forward to setting up small
businesses in South Africa. These miners, moreover, will keep their ties
in Lesotho, since almost none have indicated the desire to leave Lesotho
totally. Perhaps this will be the future scenario: residence in both coun-
tries, loyalty to Lesotho and to “Sesotho”, income from South African
economic growth, and maintenance of a fail-safe “bank account” of
livestock in Lesotho.

What are the implications for Lesotho of such scenario? For one thing
the GNP would decline. The exact amount is hard to predict, since even
those miners who would take up permanent residence would leave some
family members in Lesotho to whom they would send money. At the
worst, if roughly 20% were to move to South Africa and send nothing to
Lesotho, this could result in a loss of 71.3% of the mean net income of
M836 for 19 000 men, or a total of M135 900 000 annually. A rough
projection of the GNP for 1996 is about M4 000 000 000, so that the loss
by migrants moving to South Africa would be about 3% of GNP.

A second result is that the border would become increasingly porous.
Already Basotho are buying land in the Free State, moving freely back
and forth to do business, attending school throughout South Africa, and
seeking medical care in South Africa. It has often been pointed out that
there are more Basotho in South Africa than in Lesotho, if Basotho are
defined in terms of ethnicity and language rather than citizenship.45

There are many scenarios as to the ways in which the border between
Lesotho and South Africa might, if not disappear, at least melt into
insignificance. These have been summarized by Stephen Gill, the Cura-
tor of the Morija Museum and Archives, under four headings: a re-
unified Basotho state including much of South Africa’s present Free
State Province, a federation of southern African states, the retention of
the status quo, and what is called by Cobbe the “Eire Model”.46  James
Motlatsi, the President of the NUM and himself a citizen of Lesotho, has
gone even farther, and opened the debate on whether Lesotho should
simply be incorporated into South Africa.47  The debate raged exten-
sively at the time of his speech on Monday 14 March 1996, and still
continues. Whatever the answer, it is clear that the miners see their
futures as lying in both their home and their place of work. The ideal
answer, in their eyes, is not an “either/or”, but a “both/and”. Whether
that is possible remains to be seen.



MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 2

35

APPENDIX

The most frequent number of years of school for the wives is seven, with
29.6% having gone this far. Altogether only 28.2% of the miners have
had at least seven years of school, while 62.2% of the wives have com-
pleted seven years or more. Altogether 84% of the households have had
at least one member complete seven years or more, 35.3% of the house-
holds have had at least one member complete 10 years of school, and
12.7% of the households have had at least one member complete the full
12 years of school. We did not ask for the pass rate of those who com-
pleted Std 7, form C (or 10 years) and form E (or 12 years).
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• Gross pay at mine per month: Less than half the miners were able
to state their gross pay before taxes, provident fund deductions,
union dues and deferred pay. At the time of the interview, the
miners did not have their pay slips with them. Wives also did not
know the gross pay. This figure is thus skewed toward the higher-
income miners, who seemed to have better knowledge of their
pay packet. The minimum recorded is of a miner who worked
only part time during the year. The others worked full-time.

• Net income at mine per month: This figure was calculated as the
sum of savings, travel expenses, expenditures at the mine, pur-
chases for the miner himself and for the family at home, and the
amount sent home to the family. Wives were unable to give these
amounts.

• Money sent home per month: This figure, as well as the following
figures, is either the amount reported by the miner or the amount
reported by the wife, depending on who was interviewed. The
Central Bank of Lesotho reports in this connection: “It is esti-
mated that on average a mineworker remitted around 71.3% of
his total income. Total income includes wage income as well as
non-wage income, while total remittances are made up of cash
remittances and remittances-in-kind.”48  Our own data show
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precisely the same figure, 71.3% of the miner’s income on average
is sent home either in the form or cash or in the form of goods.

• Total income at home per month: The total income includes the
amount sent home by the miner, plus any other income earned at
home.

• Monthly income per member: The total income per month is
divided by the number of members in the household, but not by
the total number of dependents.

• Non-mining income at home per month: This includes all other
sources of income.

• Value of savings account: This figure was given by the miners or
the wives. Altogether 68.2% of the miners or their wives reported
having savings accounts. Of these, 88.7% kept their money in
Lesotho while 11.3% kept their money in South Africa.

• Value of fixed assets at home: Fixed assets are defined as livestock,
fields, vehicles, sewing or knitting machines, radios and televi-
sion sets. A nominal market value in Maloti has been given to
each, as follows: cattle, 1100; horses, 1500; donkeys, 600; sheep,
175; goats, 100; fields, 200 or the total crop value divided by the
number of fields, whichever is larger; vehicles, 10 000; sewing or
knitting machines, 1 000; radios, 200; television sets, 1 500.
These values were chosen after extensive discussion with in-
formed persons.

• Value of houses at home: Houses were valued according to the
number of rooms. Each room was given a value of M1 500 times
an income level. The income levels were defined in Maloti as
follows: 1, less than 50 per member month; 2, between 50 and
100; 3, between 100 and 150; 4, between 150 and 200; 5, be-
tween 200 and 300; 6, between 300 and 400; 7, between 400 and
500; 8, greater than 500. The range is therefore between 1 500
and 12 000 per room, depending on the family income.

• Value of livestock at home: Livestock were valued as indicated in
the discussion of fixed assets.

• Value of crops harvested in 1996: A bag of cereal crops was esti-
mated as being worth M110. Pulses and garden crops were not
taken into consideration.

• Value of fields: Fields were valued as indicated in the discussion of
fixed assets. The minimum figure of M200 for a field was arbi-
trarily chosen to indicate the possible rental value of a field.

• Resources available to household: This is intended to represent
money potentially available to household members if assets were
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sold. It includes income received at home, the present balance in
the savings account, the values of livestock, cereal crops har-
vested in 1996, houses, vehicles, sewing or knitting machines,
radios, television sets, latrines, privately owned water sources,
and deferred pay.

In terms of resource base by ecological zone, the principal difference
between the areas lies in agriculture. Households in the mountains and
in the Senqu Valley have far more livestock than other areas, leading to
higher fixed assets in the mountains and Senqu Valley than elsewhere.
Likewise, households in the foothills and mountains had better crop
harvests in 1996 than other areas. The urban areas are at the bottom in
both categories. There are no great differences between the areas in
income and housing.
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