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OVERVIEW OF POPULATION ESTIMATES 

On the 09 July 2020, Statistics South Africa (Stats SA) released its mid-year population estimates for South 

Africa (SA). The recently released 2020 mid-year estimates provide an indication of the distribution of the 

population by gender, age, population group for both national and provincial estimates. In addition, Stats SA 

is currently developing estimates for municipal districts and metros for the 2020 series, which are due to be 

published in early October 2020. In order to estimate the size of SA’s population, Stats SA uses the cohort-

component methodology with the latest available data on three indicators; fertility (births), mortality 

(deaths) and migration. However, the impact of Covid-19 was not factored in the 2020 mid-year population 

estimates as the modelling requires trend data on births, deaths and migration which are currently not 

sufficient to provide an accurate impact of the virus on SA’s population. With more up-to-date empirical data 

regarding births, deaths and migration at a provincial and municipal level, the mid-year population estimates 

for 2021 will be tasked with incorporating the full impact of Covid-19 anticipated over the next year.  

 

SALGA in collaboration with the South African Space Agency (SANSA) conducted an analysis of SA’s district 

and local municipalities’ population. The analysis was intended to highlight where people are located at a 

particular period and the changes in population size (growth) over time. This brief presents outcomes of the 

analysis of the 2020 mid-year population estimates at a national level and 2018 population estimates for 

district and local municipalities.  In addition, annual population growth rates over a period of five years (2013 

to 2018) as well as ten year period (2008 to 2018) have been analyzed to measure population movements 

at the municipal level.  

 

 

 

 

 

POPULATION DYNAMICS IN MUNICIPALITIES    
 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=13253
http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=13253
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POPULATION MOVEMENTS AT PROVINCIAL LEVEL  

The population of SA is estimated to have increased to 59.6 million by mid-2020 from 58.8 million in 2019 

(Stats SA: 2020). This is an additional 0.8 million people which is a growth of 1.3% since the mid-year 

population estimates of 2019.  Stats SA mainly attributes population growth in SA to fertility rates (births) over 

the period. According to the 202 mid-year population report, more than half of the population live in three 

provinces (Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and Western Cape). The graphical representations below depicts the 

following population movements:   

 Gauteng remains SA’s most populated province with approximately 15.5 million people (26%), 

while KwaZulu-Natal has the second largest population with approximately 11.5 million people 

(19.3%) and Western Cape accounts for 7.million people (11.3%).   

 Northern Cape remains the province with the smallest share of SA’s population with 

approximately 1.29 million people (2.2%).  

 Four provinces (Gauteng, Western Cape, North West, and Mpumalanga) have seen increases 

in population of 8% or more between 2015 and 2020 as a result of migration over the past five years 

(2015 to 2020).  

 Eastern Cape has shown the lowest change in population with just 0.8% change since 2015.  

 

 

Source: Stats SA mid-year population estimates, 2020 

 

PROVINCIAL NET MIGRATION PATTERNS 

Migration is an important demographic process, as it shapes the age structure and distribution of the 

population in provinces. For the period 2016–2021, Gauteng and Western Cape are estimated to have 

experienced the largest inflow of migrants.   

 It is estimated that Gauteng will likely reach over 1.6 million migrants during the period 2016–

2021. This is attributed to the economic strength of the province which influences its attractiveness 

to migrants. 
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 Western Cape on the other hand, is estimated to experience the second highest number of in-

migrants of approximately 468, 568 over the same period 2016-2021. Opportunities such as 

employment, education and quality of life play an important role amongst the push - pull factors in the 

Western Cape resulting in high flow of migrants.  

 

Estimates of net migration for the period between 2016 to 2021  

 

 

 

It is estimated that Gauteng will receive three times more migrants than the Western Cape, almost about 

a million for the period 2016-2021. The Eastern Cape on the other hand is likely to experience the largest 

out migration, followed by the Limpopo province.   

 

 

 

Source: Stats SA mid-year population estimates, 2020 

Source: Stats SA mid-year population estimates, 2020 
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DISTRICT POPULATION DYNAMICS  

Furthermore, SALGA in collaboration with the South African Space Agency (SANSA) produced the following 

geographical illustrations depicting district population for the year 2018 and population growth over a five 

year period (2013-2018). The following population movements were observed:     

 A large number of people live in Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and Western Cape districts. 

 Districts in Limpopo and Mpumalanga also consist of a significant number of people  

 Northern Cape and some parts of Free State have the lowest number of people although with a 

vast geographical area.  

 The impact of migration has been felt hugely by the Eastern Cape province over the five year 

period. Most people from municipalities in the Eastern Cape move to Western Cape and Gauteng 

provinces for improved livelihoods.  

 Over a 5 year period, districts located in the Western Cape (Overberg, West Coast) Gauteng 

(West Rand), North West (Bojanala) and Mpumalanga (Nkangala) have grown relatively faster by 

over 2% annually.  

 

 

 

Source: Stats SA mid-year population estimates, 2018, Research and Information Analysis unit calculations 
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Rapidly growing district municipalities 

Over a 10 year period, there were ten districts 

whose population grew rapidly, outpacing that of 

national (1.5%). Population in these districts has 

been growing by over 1.7%. These are located in 

the Western Cape (Overberg, Cape Winelands, 

West Coast), NW (Bojanala, Dr Kenneth Kaunda), 

Northern Cape (Siyanda, John Taolo Gaetsewe), 

Mpumalanga (Nkangala, Gert Sibande) and 

Gauteng (West Rand).  

Moderately growing district municipalities 

Municipalities that are moderately growing are 

categorized as having a population growing by 

0.2% to 1.5% over a period of 10 years. According 

to the graphical illustration, these districts are 

located across all nine provinces. A large majority 

are located in KwaZulu- Natal, followed by 

Limpopo.  The Eastern Cape has only one district 

that has been categorized as moderately growing.  

 

Slow or negatively growing district 
municipalities 

There were only two district municipalities that have 

experienced slow or no growth at all and these are 

located in the Free State (Xhariep) and Northern 

Cape (Namakwa). Xhariep district grew by just 

0.03% while Namakwa’s population did not grow at 

all (0.00%).  

There were three districts from the Eastern Cape that recorded negative growth over the past 10 years notably; 

Joe Gcabi (-0.3%), Chris Hani (-0.1%) and Amathole (-1.1%). The negative growth is largely a reflection of people 

moving out of these districts apart from the impact of mortality. Ugu was the only district from KwaZulu-Natal 

which recorded negative population growth over the ten years under review. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

SA 
1.5% 

Source: Stats SA mid-year population estimates, 2018, Research and 
Information Analysis unit calculations 
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POPULATION DYNAMICS IN LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES  

Population distribution at a local level is presented by the maps below. The following population movements 

were observed; 

 Local municipalities with the highest number of people are located largely in parts of Gauteng, 

Mpumalanga and Limpopo. These have the highest concentration of people above 750,000 per 

local municipality.  

 Local municipalities with the least number of people are located in the Northern Cape, Eastern 

Cape and Free State provinces.  

 Some local municipalities of Western Cape have parts that have smaller population numbers. 

These local municipalities include Kannaland, Prince Albert and Laingsburg.   

 The fastest growing local municipalities are located in the Western Cape, North West, 

KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng - growing by an annual average of 3.3% over a five year period (2008 

-2018). 

 Most local municipalities in the Eastern Cape recorded negative growth over this period – an 

indication of out migration to municipalities in other provinces.   

 

 

 

 

POPULATION ESTIMATES AN IMPORTANT INPUT FOR RESOURCE ALLOCATION  

In order to accurately allocate resources and the provision of services at a municipal level, current population 

estimates are fundamental as they are an important input. In SA’s economy, population numbers form a 

critical component in the distribution of resources. The equitable share formula is inclusive of population 

numbers by province as a variable that informs resource distribution and Stats SA’s mid-year population 

estimates have been key in that regard. The amount of equitable share that a municipality receives depends 

on a number of factors, such as the size of its low-income population, the cost of basic services, and its 

capacity to raise its own revenue. The allocations capture shifts in population across provinces, which results 

in changes in the relative demand for public services across these areas. Therefore, population changes 

Source: Stats SA mid-year population estimates, 2018, Research and Information Analysis unit calculations 
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have consequences on the allocation of nationally raised revenue via the equitable share. The classification 

of the population as indigent and the changes in the volume of this population group forms the most critical 

input. A point to be argued in this case is the extent at which the formula takes into account other demographic 

variables and development variables that could require more resourcing than just the population number. 

 

The possibility of intra-district or inter-municipal migration has become more pronounced in municipal areas. 

Some municipalities by their nature and economic advances attract individuals, while others lose individuals. 

Such population movements through migration presents an economic opportunity to the municipality in terms 

of human capital. However, such economic potential requires both public and private sector to create an 

environment that will allow human capital to be productive adding to economic growth through quality 

education, employment and business activities. On the other hand, failure to create such growth unleashing 

potential coupled with an increase in the population size of a municipality may require more care and an 

increased demand for public goods and basic services from the state. This will translate into increased 

budgetary pressure as allocation changes tend to mirror shifts in population across municipalities. 

In addition, possible consequences of long-term population decline can be both positive and negative. If a 

province e.g. (Eastern Cape) can increase its workforce productivity faster than its population is declining, 

the results in terms of its economy, the quality-of-life of its citizens, and the environment, are likely to be 

positive.  If it cannot increase workforce productivity faster than its population’s decline, the results can be 

mostly negative. 

It is imperative for municipalities to tackle the causes and effects of its decline in population numbers, 

particularly the younger economically active cohort. For example, when this younger cohort moves to bigger 

towns and cities, the average age of the population in the area they leave behind subsequently goes up, thus 

making the community with a higher proportion of older persons less attractive to businesses, which may 

additionally have difficulty finding suitable staff locally. On the other hand, the increase in the share of older 

persons in turn, leads to an increased burden on those of working age to provide for the social expenditure 

required by the ageing population for a range of related services. These changing social and economic 

conditions require better understanding of the problems involved, the formulation and implementation of 

policies to resolve them. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Understanding the three fundamental processes (births, deaths and migration) that determine population 

growth and distribution is imperative as they provide crucial data that can be used for planning of both current 

and future needs. These include, education especially for younger children, health care for the entire 

population including the vulnerable groups such as the elderly and children. Not only that, also employment 

opportunities for those in the economically active age group as well the provision of social security service 

such as pension and assistance to those in need. The provincial and municipal authorities hold primary 

responsibility for tackling the consequences of population decline and demographic ageing. Their efforts 

should be supported by national government and working together with housing associations, active 

members of the community and businesses amongst other relevant stakeholders.  
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