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FINDINGS FROM The euMAGINe ReSeARCh PROJeCT ReveAL ThAT 
PRevAILING MIGRATORy ASPIRATIONS OFTeN FAIL TO MATeRIALIze IN 
ACTuAL MeASuReS NeCeSSARy TO GO ABROAD. whILe euROPe IS The 
MOST COveTeD DeSTINATION, POveRTy AND MISeRy ARe NOT The SOLe 
DeTeRMINANTS. SeNeGALeSe INTeRNATIONAL MIGRATION ReFLeCTS 
A GReAT DeAL OF ThIRST FOR eMANCIPATION ThAT GOeS ALONG wITh 
THE CLAIM FOR A FUNDAMENTAL RIGHT: THE FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT.

IMAGINING EUROPE: 
BEING WILLING 
TO GO DOES NOT 
NECESSARILY 
RESULT IN TAKING 
THE NECESSARY 
STEPS

Fundamental Institute of Black Africa 
Cheikh Anta Diop University, Dakar

Director of the Network for African International Migrations Studies
SENEGAL

by Papa Demba Fall

Intro

The original research carried out in 
the framework of the Imagining Europe 
from the Outside project shed new light 
on the Senegalese migratory process. 
Indeed, the study of Senegalese inter-

national mobility is deeply affected 
by the lack of relevant and up-to-date 
data, which would allow for a thor-
ough analysis of this phenomenon. It 
is to fill this gap that research was car-

ried out in four geographic areas that 
are representative of the main Sen-
egalese migratory contexts, mainly: 

1. A religious city and its hinter-
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land comprised of rural areas repre-
senting regions of strong emigration: 
Darou Mousty; 
2. An agricultural area located 
in the heart of the Groundnut basin, 
representing regions with low emi-
gration: Lambaye;
3. A residential area in the Da-
kar suburb that symbolizes areas fea-
turing a wide ranging double immi-
gration and emigration process: Golf 
Sud;
4.  A peripheral area representa-
tive of the old emigration basin locat-
ed along the Senegal river: Orkadiéré.

By the end of the investigations car-
ried out from February 2010 to Janu-
ary 20131, four results are particularly 

1      Following the test period, 2000 indi-
vidual questionnaires have been administered to 
people aged 18- 39 chosen at random from 500 
households surveyed in each of the research ar-
eas. Fifty previously trained interviewers have 
contributed, under the authority of two super-
visors, in the collection of data on the basis of a 
24-page questionnaire. They have counted the 

worth highlighting: the pervasiveness 
of the wish to leave the country, the 
gap between the desire to go abroad 
and the achievement of such a desire, 
the growing presence of european 
countries in the Senegalese migratory 
mindset and the relative importance 
of democratic aspirations in the deci-
sion to leave Senegal.

members of the household before drawing one 
respondent who was interviewed on the mem-
bers of his household who migrated or returned 
to their country, and on the people in his non-
family neighborhood living abroad or those hav-
ing migrated. he is then asked to talk about his 
own migratory aspirations and some other issues 
such as their perception of europe, transnational 
practices, local living conditions, migratory net-
works, etc. As for the qualitative questionnaire 
or semi-structured interview guide it is submit-
ted to 20 resource people in each of the research 
areas. These ones talk more widely about issues 
related to local living conditions, international 
migration, perception of europe, personal mi-
gratory aspirations, etc. The responses collected 
in native languages’ have been recorded before 
being transcribed in French. 

A very strong prevailing desire to 
emigrate 
It is now understood that Senegal 
has evolved from a host country to a 
country of emigration since the early 
80s (EMUS 1995; DPS 2004 ; Diop 
2008). In addition to the Modou-Mo-
dou2 whose number is still unknown3, 

2     Originally the word borrowed from 
the dominating Wolof language pejoratively 
described the international migrants from rural 
areas belonging to the wolof ethnic group and 
Mourid brotherhood. Through a shift in mean-
ing resulting from the growing participation of 
the city people in the expatriation process, the 
word ended up being positively applied to all 
the emigrants, regardless of their original cul-
tural backgrounds. It is worth noting that the 
pioneers of labor migration represented by the 
Halpularr et Soninke – ethnic groups known as 
the  “people from the valley” – were called Fran-
cenabè because of their migratory inclination to-
wards France..
3     This is one of the major challenges 
to be addressed in the framework of an effec-
tive management of emigration. The number of 
Senegalese migrants living abroad is estimated, 
according to the sources, as somewhere between 
600000 individuals to 2 or even 3 million people!

Figure 1: Map (available in French) of the geographic areas of interest of the EUMAGINE research project.
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thousands of Senegalese would like to 
emigrate. Indeed, at the national level, 
about ¾ of the population states that 
they would like to leave their country 
within the next five years  (table 1). 

within the four geographic research 
areas, the proportion of respondents 
who would like to leave the country 
varies between 64 and 82%. It should 
be highlighted that the migratory as-
pirations are influenced, in variable 
proportions, by parameters such as 
gender, age, the area of origin, etc. 
The strongest prevalence of positive 
migratory aspirations has been re-
ported in the Senegal river valley that 
is connected to the external world 

thanks to a long tradition of emigra-
tion towards Africa and France.

The desire to leave Senegal does not 
however mean a total separation from 

the country of origin. On the contrary, 
migration is fundamentally seen as 
a time in life that offers opportuni-
ties to enhance the living conditions 
of those staying in the home country, 
and/or an opportunity to ensure a bet-
ter future to the returning migrants 
(Ba 2010; Fall 2008; Fall & Gamberoni 
2010; Sinatti 2014).
understanding migratory aspirations 
is important for at least two main rea-
sons:

1. To begin with, these aspirations 
are an important dimension of mi-
gratory dynamics. Even though most 
of the people who would like to go 
abroad would never have the oppor-
tunity to do so because of the migra-
tory protectionism or a lack of means, 
the overflowing migratory ambition 
affects people’s daily life. This situa-
tion makes it all the more necessary 
to achieve a more effective manage-
ment of the migratory issues as it also 
affects the behaviors of those who are 
lucky enough to go abroad.

2. The second reason that justifies 
the study of migratory aspirations 
is that they may somehow affect the 
management of household revenues. 
Indeed, negative impacts may result 
from the allocation of the households’ 
few resources in vain exodus trials 
and, as well, the ambition to invest in 
one’s native country may be thwarted 
by migratory plans that are unlikely 
to succeed.
To review migratory aspirations, the 
people surveyed were asked to an-
swer the following question « If you 
had the opportunity, would you like 
to go abroad to live or work there in 
the next five years, or to stay in Sen-
egal? ». 

Figure 2 illustrates the importance of 
positive migratory aspirations if they 
are studied in terms of gender and 
research areas. Although Senegalese 
migrations are male oriented, this il-
lustration highlights the fact that the 
will to go abroad is widely shared by 
both women and men. The gender 
differences are evidently not impor-
tant in Golf Sud/Dakar and Lambaye, 
but appear clearly in Darou Mousty 
and Orkadiéré. 

Willing to go does not result in tak-
ing the necessary steps to leave the 
country 
A major difference is noted between 
the positive migratory aspirations 
and actually taking the necessary 
measures to materialize the will to 
go abroad. Our investigations help 
evaluate the proportion of individu-
als who have taken the measures re-
quired for their migration. In that re-
spect, the visa application, the foreign 
university pre-registration and the 
search for information on job markets 

Figure 2. Gender and migratory aspirations. Source : Surveys Eumagine Senegal 2010-2013

Figure 3. Migratory aspirations and practical steps taken in terms of passport possession. Source: Survey 
Eumagine Sénégal 2010-2013.

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Darou Mousty Lambaye Golf Sud/ Dakar Orkadiéré

Man: would rather go

Woman: would rather go

Man: would rather go if he had the documents required to stay and work abroad

Woman: would rather go if she had the documents required to stay and work abroad

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Darou Mousty Lambaye Golf Sud/ Dakar Orkadiéré

Man: Holding a passport Woman: Holding a passport

Men: has taken steps towards departure Woman: has taken steps towards departure 



24

ITPCM International Commentary April 2014 ISSN. 2239-7949

outside Senegal are major indicators.
Figure 3 indicates the proportion of 
men and women, in each of the re-
search areas, who have undertaken 
initiatives towards facilitating their 
departure for migration, as well as the 
number of migration candidates al-
ready holding a passport4. Several les-
sons from this figure are worth high-
lighting: to begin with, its comparison 
with figure 2 indicates a huge gap be-
tween migratory aspirations and the 
readiness to implement the will to mi-
grate. The majority of the candidates 
for migration had not undertaken any 
initiative towards that goal as they do 
not even hold a passport and have not 
taken any steps towards achieving the 
will to go abroad. 

The large amounts of money required 
for the departure for migration is a 
discriminating factor in the achieve-
ment of the exodus plans and the 
choice of destinations5. If the wealthi-

4     Because the passport stands as the 
document required for travel across borders, 
its possession demonstrates a migratory deci-
sion and/or a will to leave Senegal. There is 
saying among the Senegalese youths that  “the 
horns never precede the head” meaning that one 
should always get ready as one never knows 
when the opportunity will show up.
5      The cost of a short term visa valid 
in the Schengen area was 60 euros, about 40 000 
FCFA, to which would be added the fees of the 
delegate service provider amounting to 19,20 
euros or 13 000 FCFA.  These expenses are not 
refundable in the case of visa denial. The ap-
plicant should in addition purchase a travel in-

est can only fund the migration of 
one of their relatives towards North-
ern countries (Northern Europe and 
America), less wealthy candidates 
have no other choice than Africa, or 
getting involved in dangerous expe-
ditions by sea or across the desert. 
(Schapendonk 2012; Bredeloup & 
Pliez 2005 ; Brachet 2007)6.

surance policy whose cost varies between 19,82 
euros (9 750 FCFA) for a week and 57, 17 (35 000 
FCFA) for 6 months. Furthermore applicants 
are requested to show income proof documents 
(salary sheet, financial statements) together with 
other documents such as the passport whose is-
suance requires the purchase of a 30 to 49 euro 
tax stamp, etc. For more insight into the red 
tape and other tricks, please refer to Francesca 
Zampagni’s (2010) text  « A Visa for Schengen’s 
europe. Consular practices and regular migra-
tion from Senegal to Italy », CARIM-vI Summer 
School on euro-Mediterranean Migration and 
Development.
6     In 2006, the “sea madmen” paid be-
tween 40000 and 60000 FCFA, about 610 to 915 
euros to join the Canaries Islands at the risk of 
their life. See: Fall Papa Demba « Ndaraw, Sekka, 
Sidi Bara, Yéri et al. Investigations in the mbëkk 
in the Dakar suburb », Communication deliv-
ered at the Seminar of the IFAN Cheikh A. Diop 
Scientific Committee on Barça ou Barsa: quelles 
lectures des Sciences sociales sur l’actualité des mi-
grations internationales ? Dakar or “Les voyages 
dangereux. Les mobiles et le coût humain de la 
migration irrégulière en partance d’Afrique au 
sud du Sahara”, Communication au eSF explo-
ratory workshop on The Human Costs of Border 
Control in the Context of EU Maritime Migration 
Systems. Amsterdam, Netherlands, October 25-
27th 2009.

Secondly, the gender differences are 
more marked if we take into account 
the steps taken by the candidates 
and/or the fact of holding a passport 
in contrast to migratory aspirations. 
This is not certainly applicable in the 
case of Golf Sud, which is a less con-
servative area, but the remark is obvi-
ous in the other research areas where 
there are three times more men hold-
ing passports than women;

Thirdly and finally, the prevalence 
of measures taken toward achieving 
the will to immigrate is stronger in 
Golf Sud where at least one respon-
dent out of 5 has taken the necessary 
steps towards leaving the country. In-
deed, contrary to the other research 
areas, the high level of education of 
the people surveyed is a valuable as-
set for access to information most 
often regarding the continuation of 
their higher education, the consulta-
tion of Internet websites, the search 
for agencies funding departures, etc. 
The socio-economic situation of the 
middle class families ensures as well 
the funding of migration.

Today Europe is the most coveted 
destination of the Senegalese 
There are major differences between 
the research areas in terms of the se-
lected migratory destinations. These 
findings were obtained from a subsid-
iary question asked to the people with 
a positive migratory aspiration and 
related to the destination they would 
choose if they were given all the guar-
antees regarding their stay and em-
ployment in a foreign country. Gen-
erally the choices are a reflection of 
the traditional migratory systems and 
of the present transnational mobility 
systems respectively represented by 
the Senegal river valley and the Wolof 
land. (Traoré 1994; Chart et al. 2012-
2013). In the Senegalese Groundnut 
Basin (Darou Mousty and Lambaye), 
where emigration candidates can 
hardly demonstrate strong vocational 
skills, Italy (Fall 1998) is the most cov-
eted destination, with Spain coming 
second place. (Fall & Garreta-Bochaca 
2012). 

In comparison to the other three re-
search areas, Golf Sud/Dakar high-
lights a wider diversity in terms of 
choice. No destination attracts more 

Figure 4. Senegalese favorite destinations per research area 
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than a third of the potential candi-
dates to migration. Some european 
countries other than the current des-
tinations such as France, Italy and 
Spain also appear as first ranking des-
tinations: Switzerland, Germany, Bel-
gium, the united Kingdom, Greece, 
etc. More than any other country, 
the North American countries (USA 
and Canada) are the countries most 
coveted by the middle class. These 
respondents are more educated than 
their countrymen from the other emi-
gration basins and consequently have 
more access to information sources 
such as the international media and 
the Internet.

By contrast, in Orkadiéré, France, 
while it is losing favor in the other re-
search areas is, for 80% of the respon-
dents, the favorite destination of the 
candidates to migration. This results 
mainly from the power of the solidar-
ity networks of « the people from the 
valley » (Adams 1977 ; Diop 1968 ; 
Gonzalès 1994 ; Dia 2010).

Emigration is equally based on dem-
ocratic aspirations 
Several issues relating to the percep-
tion of Europe and Senegal have been 

dealt with in the survey to understand 
the determinants of emigration. They 
are related to topics as important as 
health, education, corruption, securi-
ty and job opportunities. These issues 
that have to do with human rights 
and democracy are appreciated both 
in Senegal and europe. The informa-
tion collected has helped develop a 
scale of perceptions of europe and 
Senegal that are then used to design 
a comparative grid of the two entities. 

The data collected indicate that, all 
other things being equal, the over-
whelming majority of the respon-
dents have a slightly more positive 
perception of europe than of Senegal. 
A second group of surveyed respon-
dents have a perception that is neither 
favorable to Europe nor to Senegal. 
The aggregated findings can be de-
constructed as follows:
1. People with a far more posi-
tive perception of France than of Sen-
egal are very inclined to emigration 
but their number is very low: 9 indi-
viduals;
2. Respondents with a percep-
tion radically more positive of Sen-
egal are far less numerous: 3 people;
3. The central clusters of the fig-

ure comprise respondents with few 
variations in their perceptions of Eu-
rope and Senegal. About ¾ of the re-
spondents would like to go abroad in 
the next five years.

People with a more positive percep-
tion of europe than of Senegal would 
be expected to be more inclined to 
migration, but the data collected in 
the field does not clearly reflect this 
expectation. Indeed the prevalence of 
the migratory aspirations varies ac-
cording to the relative perception that 
people have of Europe or Senegal, 
but are not determined by a radically 
more positive perception of Europe 
or of Senegal. europe’s economic op-
portunities are certainly highly ap-
preciated by the respondents, just like 
some aspects of life in Senegal such as 
solidarity and family life. The attrac-
tion of the european continent on the 
Senegalese candidates to emigration 
is no less a reality based on a penchant 
for democracy and human rights.

Conclusion
Due to the growing number of migra-
tion candidates that it attracts, the Old 
Continent is called upon to address 
the demand for mobility from the 
South. The Senegalese example that 
was chosen to illustrate this discus-
sion indicates that international mi-
gration is not dictated solely by pov-
erty or misery. It also reflects a great 
deal of thirst for emancipation that 
goes along with the claim for a fun-
damental right, in this case the free-
dom of movement.  In that respect, the 
adoption of bold policies in terms of 
circulatory migration would address 
not only the development challenges 
in the country of origin but would 
also address the labor needs of the 
Northern countries. 
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