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IN URBAN GHANA

Key Policy Messages

Accommodation is a major challenge for many internal migrants in urban Ghana.

Many informal social connections are identified as key in the provision of cheaper housing options for
them.

The study proposes that the identified informal relationships could be leveraged by city authorities to
address their housing issues.

This suggestion does not replace the responsibility of the government.

Targeted programs such as tax breaks and subsidies to developers who build affordable housing units,
inclusionary zoning, transitional housing are needed to accommodate migrants.
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INTRODUCTION

Migration is a coping strategy for many households
(Weldemariam et al., 2023). However, for many
internal migrants in urban Ghana, accommodation is a
major challenge. Recent studies have shown that
migrants struggle to find affordable, and good-quality
housing. They suffer housing poverty in cities including
substandard units at exorbitant cost, over-crowding,
and poor neighborhood environment. Consequently,
housing has become one of the most pressing issues
facing Ghanaian cities with large inflows of migrants.
Previous works have shown that migration and
housing are inextricably linked and has planning and
policy implications. As noted by Rubin and Felsenstein
(2017), migration influences population numbers and
this, in turn, affects housing need, demand, supply and
cost. Migration is mostly a short-term phenomenon
while urban housing supply in the short run is inelastic.
Therefore, the local housing market will be in low
supply, causing the prices of housing to surge. As a
result, migration has been recognised as a key cause of
housing poverty. Though, there exist many studies on
migration and livelihoods and urban
challenges, less attention has been paid to the wide
range of approaches and systems adopted by rural-

housing

urban migrants to address their housing challenges in
Ghanaian cities.
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Scholars, the media and policy makers alike have
indicated that in the absence of affordable homes,
migrants build their own, typically squatting on
unsuitable sites. This has resulted in the proliferation
and expansion of existing slums (Eduful and Hooper,
2019). However, such informal housing is not secure as
city officials frown upon them. At the same time
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Ghana’s current housing policy makes no provision for
migrant communities. Premised on the challenges, this
group of migrants seek social contexts in which they
neither feel alienated nor excluded. They either
identify or form social support systems to cope with
challenges in the city. The reliance on social ties based
on a shared place of origin has gained traction in
migration studies. Research by Blija et al. (2024)
revealed how these networks are leveraged by their
colleagues for financial remittances and advise. Less
broadly understood is the place of these ties in
enhancing access to housing for their compatriots. This
raises the question of whether city authorities can
identify and leverage these social ties and connections
to house migrants, particularly as the National Housing
Policy makes no provision for Ghana’s mobile
population. Little research has been directed at
answering this question and its policy implications.
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Migrant networks as housing information disseminator

The results indicate that migrants constantly move
between their destination and home villages. The
purpose is to combine their livelihood sources such as
farming and jobs in the city. Through constant moves
and interactions, they build, maintain and rely on
networks that span across their home villages and the
city. These networks that are based on a shared place
of origin serve as a socio-cultural support system for
housing access in the city. For instance, established
migrants take on the role of information disseminators
about housing options (see Table 1). The use of
translocal networks to acquire housing information
proved valuable as it provides detailed information
about the available housing. This differs from the use
of housing agents who require an upfront payment of

about 10 dollars to see a property, often with
questionable quality. This finding reinforces the
understanding that informal social networks and
agents are significant in enhancing access to housing
within an informal rental market (Obeng-Odoom,
2016). The findings also echo the limits of depending on
informal agents in the absence of housing help centres.
Asindicated by Akaabre et al. (2018), unlicensed agents
in Ghana’s informal housing market provide misleading
housing market information and poor services. Thus,
translocal networks are an imperative, reliable and
cost-effective alternative. The reason lies in the
reciprocity, trust, social capital, and low transaction
costs and previous experience associated with the
networks.

Table 1. Housing access strategies among translocal migrants

Housing access strategies

By provision of free accommodation
Subsidised rent

Collaborative financial approach

By provision of information

By provision of initial deposit for the rent
Help in the rent negotiation

Total

Percentage
19.2

9.6

15.4

40.4

5.8

9.6

100.0
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Migrant networks as an alternative to economic capital in addressing housing challenges

The study further reveal that migrant networks are
used as an alternative to economic capital in tackling
housing challenges. In these networks, established
migrants offer free, subsidized housing and initial
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housing deposit to their fellow migrants. This
strategy is fostered by a sense of solidarity, shared
responsibility, and depth of social and economic
cooperation among migrants.

Collective financial approach to address housing challenges

It emerged that migrants pool financial resources to
acquire shared rental and cooking spaces. This
approach is not merely a pragmatic response to
individual financial constraints; rather, it highlights the
communal ethos within migrant networks. In other
instances, established migrants accommodate or
negotiate housing rents for their compatriots.
Established migrants view their assistance to fellow
migrants as a service to their people and home villages.
There is a shared understanding among migrants that
the extent to which a translocal migrant supports their
compatriots determine the level of social recognition
they receive at the place of origin. It appears that
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individuals are highly esteemed in their hometowns
when they provide aid to their fellow compatriots.
Interestingly, through translocal householding and its
accompanying networks, some migrants establish and
enhance their political standing through the support
extended to their compatriots in urban settings. This
finding extends the role of translocal networks in the
lives of migrants by highlighting the multifaceted
impact of translocal networks, not only as a means of
securing housing but also as a mechanism for fostering
social recognition and political influence within the
migrants’ community of origin.



TRANSLOCAL
MIGRANT
SUPPORTS

Motivating factors that foster housing support among migrants

Additionally, shared experiences and communal bonds
emerged as prominent driving forces that foster
These networks
succeed on the cultural ties, shared history and mutual

support among transmigrants.

understanding among members. Well-established

translocal networks, who now support their

compatriots, once faced similar challenges during their
early days. Consequently, they empathize and relate
easily with the experiences of the newcomers.

DARK SIDES IN [ —

SECURING
HOUSING

It is important to note that while the translocal network served as a
bridge header and opens access to housing and other opportunities for

their compatriots, the study recorded some associated dark sides.

/

THROUGH
MIGRANT

Pressure to conform to expectations and norms of the translocal community

Migrants were pressured to conform to expectations
and norms of the translocal community. For instance,
support to especially new migrants were not borne by
only those accommodating them. The members of the
translocal network were expected to share the burden.
Upon arrival, migrants sleep at a compatriots’ but may
eat or offered money by other compatriots. The
arrangement in question poses a burden on some
migrants but failure to conform mean you are a
moocher (referred to as “Peseminko menya” in the
local language). Thus, the obligation to support

compatriots within the network at the destination and
remit to social units at the area of origin create financial
strain on migrants. It also emerged that some migrants
are made to engage in works such as car mechanic,
even when it is not in their interest. The pressure to
conform to the practices within the network led to
community surveillance, where the behaviour of
migrants was monitored by their compatriots. It was
reported that the social surveillance limits their
freedom as some migrants are judged based on the
expectations of the translocal network.



Unequal access to resources within the translocal network

Another theme was an unequal access to resources
within the translocal network. The proximity of a
transmigrant to an established compatriot in some
cases determine the amount of support one receives.
Thus, the translocal social capital within the network
was exclusive, where migrants who had no biological

relations with established ones were in some cases not
prioritised. This creates a hierarchy and cliques within
the translocal community. In essence, established
translocal migrants serve as gatekeepers, who had
influence on who gets access to resources within the
network.

Risk associated with exclusive reliance on migrant networks

The study further found that an exclusive dependence
on translocal networks for housing results in
considerable vulnerabilities. About three migrants who

were swayed primarily by the “all good narratives”

painted by returnee migrants suffered significant

RECOMMENDATIONS

Inclusive Housing Policy Regime

=4
The entry point is for city officials to recognise and
collaborate with migrant associations. Migrant-run
housing cooperatives that leverage social capital
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challenges, including instances of sleeping in verandas
upon their arrival in Kumasi. These individuals had not
made any pre-arrangements for housing before
reaching Kumasi, and discussions with them
highlighted the absence of strong translocal ties. This
group of migrants were random migrants who did
not have any networks. This lack of preparedness
leaves such migrants exposed to the harsh reality
of inadequate housing. This validates earlier
literature that the attainment or lack of scarce
commodities, such as jobs or housing, is often
influenced by the individuals’ connections. This
finding is important for migration studies. It
highlights the dark side of social capital. This
implies that while translocal networks hold
promise for addressing housing issues in cities,
housing initiatives must carefully consider and
circumvent these inherent challenges.

within the networks can be formed or supported.
These associations/cooperatives establish
community-based housing resource centres in the
destination centers to offer landlord mediation and
housing search guidance. The study findings showed
how migrants pooled resources and shared housing
spaces in an informal yet effective way. Through these
associations, migrants negotiate
agreements collectively. They cooperative can also

could

could rental
serve as a collateral for loans, and a body to boost
investment in  “community-managed”  housing
projects. Established cooperatives could aid integrate
migrants into the economy of their destination
societies. This would strengthen the socio-economic
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stability of migrants and reduce exclusive dependence
on their compatriots. Also, targeted programs such as
tax breaks and subsidies to developers who build
affordable  housing zoning,
transitional housing are needed to accommodate

units, inclusionary

migrants. The study findings therefore call for an
integration of migrant network into local governance

structures to address the gap between formal housing
policies and informal support networks. Leaders of
migrant networks, specifically those who act as
informal information sources and gatekeepers could
be engaged in advisory roles for urban housing
programmes.

Social capital recognition and incentive initiative

Central and local governments and interested Non-
Governmental Organisations (NGOs) can plan and
implement an initiative that recognise and reward the
contributions of established migrants or associations
that consistently offer help to others. The initiative can
provide incentives such as property tax breaks or
financial assistance. This initiative would inspire
sustained and reasonable support within migrant
communities while reducing the burden on individual

members.

Urban-sponsored housing and skills

frainings

Workshops on navigating housing rental process can
facilitate the transition of migrants into urban
environments. These workshops can also offer
training on relevant job skills to urban employment.
This will increase migrants’ economic adaptability
and reduce the financial
networks. These workshops should be delivered by
in collaboration with NGOs and
translocal networks.

burden on support

city officials

Self-help housing can also be a viable option. This can
involve offering migrants technical support to enable
them to build their own houses. This method can
in the
construction process directly. The material and the

empower migrants by including them

trainings will, however, require the support of
government, NGOs and private donors. Its success
strong
engagement and community support.

will largely depend on stakeholder

Career Growth

Opportunities

h L
Institutionalizing acknowledging for mutual support
would reinforce

dependency.

solidarity devoid of exclusive

Pre-departure orientation and assistance
fund

An introduction of a pre-departure orientation
initiative for prospective migrants can equip them
with
opportunities and realities necessary to equip them

housing information, employment

with accurate information on housing costs,
employment prospects, and the complexities of
urban life. This can be done through a partnership
among migrants’ networks, returnee migrants,
community organisations. This programme would
offer migrants with the necessary resources and
realistic expectations before they arrive in the city.
Setting up an assistance fund would support
migrants to access housing without placing financial
strain on their networks.
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Migrant networks fill a gap created by the public
sector. For instance, established migrants and
provide free accommodation, and

financial assistance to enhance the housing access of

associations

their compatriots.

enduring phenomenon, the study proposes that the
identified informal relationships and social connections
could be leveraged by city authorities to address the
housing issues that internal migrants face. It is
important to note that this suggestion does not

replace the responsibility of the government. Targeted

Migrant’ networks serve as sources of housing o
programs such as tax breaks and subsidies to

information that aid informed decision-making among
developers who build affordable housing units,

inclusionary zoning, transitional housing is needed to
accommodate migrants. In addition, research is

their members. Migrants’ networks also negotiate with
landlords to secure affordable and satisfactory

housing. That is, migrant networks serve low-income ) )
required to ascertain whether local government

officials and migrant networks are prepared to work
together to enhance housing access among low-

migrant and/or new commers who otherwise would
have been stranded in the city. While these networks
provided support, challenges such as discrimination,

and disparities in benefits exist. Since migration is an Income migrants.
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