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Introduction 
 
The main report of the Population and Housing Census 2023 was published by the Namibia Statistics Agency (NSA) 
on 30 October 2024 following the release of the preliminary report in March 2024. The 2023 census, which cost 
an estimated N$706 million, was due to take place in 2021 (in line with past censuses in 1991, 2001 and 2011) 
but was delayed due to fiscal constraints. Census enumeration took place within the three-week period of 18 
September to 6 October 2023. The NSA should be congratulated for not only publishing the full report within a 
reasonable period of time following enumeration but also for making data available in the form of a detailed 
spreadsheet covering all the main issues covered by the main report. Unfortunately, however, the NSA announced 
without explanation that the data covering the labour force will only be released on 29 January 2025. This will be 
safely after national elections are out of the way and raises the question whether the NSA is being influenced by 
the governing party since they are expected to expose the dire unemployment situation facing the country. This 
short report looks at the data from the 2023 census and attempts to highlight key trends and draw some economic 
conclusions. 
 

Population Size and Growth Rate 
 
The Census revealed that Namibia’s population stood at 3,022,401 in 2023 compared to 2,113,077 in 2011. This 
new population size implied a growth rate of 3.0% a year since 2011, more than double the implied growth rate 
of 1.4% for the previous period 2001 to 2011. This is a surprisingly high number which cannot be put down to net 
positive immigration. Developing countries generally tend to experience falling population growth rates as 
education and incomes improve and women enjoy greater participation in the labour force, have more control 
over reproduction, and choose to have fewer children. 
 
The population is 525,000 larger than it would have been if it had grown at the previous rate of 1.4% from 2011. 
Namibia is now the country with the third rather than the second lowest population density in the world after 
Mongolia and Australia with 3.7 people per square kilometre. If the population continues to grow at a rate of 3.0% 
it will reach 3.7 million by 2030 and 4.0 million within the next ten years. 
 
Namibian GDP per capita is lower than previously estimated. The World Bank estimated Namibia’s GDP at 
US$12.35 billion and its population at 2,604,172 in 2023 giving a per capita GDP of US$4,742.80. The new figure 
implies an income per head of US$4,086.40 which places Namibia below the latest US$4,515.00 threshold for 
upper middle-income countries determined by the World Bank. This means Namibia has fallen back into the lower 
middle income country category for the first time since 2007. Namibia’s Vision 2030 aims to turn the country into 
a high-income industrialised country by 2030. The threshold of the high-income classification is currently 
US$14,005. 
 

 
Source: World Bank and Author’s Calculations 
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Population Distribution and Urbanisation 
 
A breakdown of population by region since 1991 shows that the distribution of the population is moving away 
from most regions towards Erongo, Kavango (East and West) and Khomas. 
 
Table 1: Population Size by Urban and Rural and by Region since 1991 

 
Source: NSA 

 
Namibia’s population has changed from being predominantly rural in 1991 (72.9% rural:27.1% urban) to being 
equally rural and urban in 2023 (50% rural:50% urban) and the growth rate of the urban population since 2011 is 
4.1%. This process of urbanisation is common enough throughout the developing world. If people are free to 
move, they will move from rural to urban areas where there is greater access to economic opportunit ies and 
public services, perceived or real. 
 

 
Source: NSA 
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Table 2: Urban Areas with a Population Greater than 10,000 in 2023 

 
Source: NSA 

 
There are 25 towns with a population greater than 10,000 people, the five largest being Windhoek, Rundu, Walvis 
Bay, Swakopmund and Oshakati in that order. Windhoek is by far the largest with a population of 486,186 having 
grown by over 49% since 2011. One in every six people in Namibia live in Windhoek. Five smaller towns – 
Okahandja, Grootfontein, Eenhana, Outapi and Nkurenkuru - have more than doubled in size since 2011. 
 

Age Distribution 
 
Namibia has a young population with 1,290,611 aged between 0 and 17 years old. Those of voting age (18 or 
older) number 1,731,790. This number includes non-Namibian nationals. Of this number 873,489 or 49% were 
born after Namibia’s independence in 1990. Some 60,000-70,000 young people per year will be coming into the 
labour force over the coming years.  
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Table 3: Population by Age Group and Region 

  
Source: NSA 

 
Some 483,131 people receive some sort of social grant or pension including 17,849 private pensioners and 44,361 
in receipt of pensions from the GIPF. There are 206,675 people over the age of 60. There are apparently 324 
people over the age of 120. Most of those 60+ will be eligible for the state pension of N$1,600 per month implying 
annual expenditure of N$3,968 million per year. However, the census puts the number of state pension recipients 
at 176,780, considerably fewer people. 
 

Table 4: Social Grant and Pension Recipients 

  
Source: NSA 

 
There are 114,648 people aged 5 years or more with disabilities. Of the 1,287,612 people aged 17 or younger, 
97,767 are orphans who have lost one parent and 16,021 are orphans who have lost both parents, of which both 
are significantly more numerous in rural areas. 
 
The average age at which Namibians get married is 33.4 years for males and 28.3 years for females a difference 
of five years. While there are not significant differences between urban and rural populations, there are significant 
differences between regions ranging from 37.5 for males and 30.7 for females in Omusati to 29.8 for males and 
24.4 for females in Zambezi. Significantly fewer men than women say they are married, either with certificate, 
traditionally, or through a consensual union. 
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Ethnicity and Non-Namibians 
 
In previous censuses, ethnicity has not been directly measured. Instead, respondents have been classified by 
language group. In this census this has changed and 81 different ethnicities have been included. The table shows 
the top 20 ethnicities showing that “coloureds” number 62,590, “whites” 53,773 and “basters” 45,629 whilst 
there are 1,543 “Asians”. Whites are not broken down into German, Afrikaans or English-speaking. The 2011 
census provided information on main language by household rather than by individual with 48,248 households 
speaking Afrikaans, 4,359 speaking German, 3,306 speaking other European languages and 461 speaking Asian 
languages. 
 
Table 5: Breakdown of Population by Ethnicity in 2023 

  
Source: NSA 

 
Out of the total population, some 145,395 people or 4.8% are non-Namibians consisting of more males (83,192) 
than females (62,203). This proportion is slightly higher than the 3.2% in 2011. Angolans make up by far the largest 
number of non-Namibians, followed by Zambians, Zimbabweans and South Africans. Africans make up 93% of all 
non-Namibians whilst Europeans make up 3.7%, Asians 1.9% and the rest of the world 0.9%. 
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Table 6: Breakdown of Citizenship of Non-Namibians in 2023 

 
Source: NSA 

 

Mobile Phones, ICT and Social Media 
 
Out of the population aged 3 years or above, over 52% possess a mobile phone including 28% who own a smart 
phone. Rates of mobile and smart phone ownership are higher in urban than rural areas and mobile and smart 
phone ownership is particularly high in Erongo and Khomas. The figure of 52.2% has hardly changed since 2011 
when it was 52.6%. 
 
Table 7: Population Aged 3 or More Owning Mobile Phones in 2023 

 
Source: NSA 

  
Some 2,743,319 people aged 3 years and above used ICT platforms to access information by region in the previous 
3 months. Again, levels of access are particularly high in Erongo and Khomas. Almost 30% of these people use 
social media. 
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Table 8: Population Aged 3 or More Using ICT in 2023 

 
Source: NSA 

 

Literacy Rates 
 
Literacy rates are high in Namibia with an average of 87.3% for those aged 15 years and above, 87.5% for males 
and 87.1% for females. As might be expected literary rates are higher for urban than for rural areas and are highest 
in Khomas and lowest in Kunene. Some 9.7% of those aged 6 years or 242,074 people and over have never 
attended school, far more in rural than urban areas. School enrolment rates for those aged 6-13 years are 92.1% 
for males and 93.4% for females. 
 

Household Size 
 
Although the total population has doubled, the number of households has almost trebled from 254,389 in 1991 
to 756,339 in 2023. On average rural households are larger than urban ones. Households are smallest in //Karas 
and Erongo and largest in East and West Kavango. Nationally, households are headed almost equally by males 
(51%) and females (49%) and 50,002 households are headed by someone with a disability. 
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Table 9: Household Sizes (People per House) in 1991, 2001, 2011 and 2023 

 
 Source: NSA 

 

Sources of Income 
 
By far the main source of household income are salaries and/or wages but this is especially the case for urban 
households. Only 10.6% of households depend primarily on farming and 9.0% depend on non-farming business 
activities. In 2023 1.4% of households depended on drought relief assistance. These ratios have not changed much 
since 2011. 
 
Table 10: Main Sources of Household Income in 2023 

 
 Source: NSA 

 

Housing 
 
The number of informal dwellings has increased since 2011 and some 28.7% of all households live in informal 
dwellings but in Khomas and Omaheke this proportion rises to 46.9% and 46.8% respectively. In other words 
approximately 68,000 households mainly in Windhoek live in informal accommodation. 
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Table 11: Types of Dwelling in 2023 

 
Source: NSA 

 

Household Conditions 
 
An examination of how household conditions have changed since 2011 shows that some progress has been made 
in the last 12 years on access to safe drinking water, toilet facilities, and electricity for lighting (from the mains or 
from generators). Access to safe drinking water ranges from as high as 98.8% in Khomas to as low as 74.1% in 
Kunene. The number of improvised housing units or shacks has increased significantly as a result of increased 
urbanisation. Some modest improvements have been made to access to flush toilets in both urban and rural areas 
but the proportion of households with access to garbage collection has fallen in both urban and rural areas. 
 
Table 12: Household Conditions in 2011 and 2023 

 2011 2023 
Households with:   

   Safe water for drinking (piped water, well, bottled or boreholes) 80.0% 91.4% 

   No toilet facility 48.6% 40.0% 

   No toilet facility in urban 22.4% 20.3% 

   No toilet facility in rural 74.0% 63.8% 

   Electricity for lighting 43.3% 47.1% 
   Electricity for cooking 32.9% 34.2% 

   Wood/charcoal for cooking 53.7% 50.4% 

   

Improvised housing units (shacks) 16.0% 28.7% 

   

Sanitation:   

   Urban household with access to flush toilet 68.7% 69.9% 

   Rural household with access to flush toilet 11.3% 18.5% 

   Urban household with access to garbage colletion 78.6% 69.9% 

   Rural household with access to garbage collection 7.2% 5.9% 

   
Source: NSA 
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Conclusions – Mostly Steady Change But A Larger, More Urbanised Lower 
Middle Income Country 
 
The greatest surprise in the 2023 Census was the higher than expected population growth and the size of the 
population. Other than that, characteristics such as the difference between urban and rural areas and differences 
between the 13 regions of the country as well as trends that were already long underway such as urbanisation 
and the improvement of access by households to safe drinking water. From the census figures alone it is hard to 
assess whether, given the significant public resources which have been devoted to social upliftment over the past 
12 years, sufficient progress has been made. Namibia is turning into a steadily more urbanised society centered 
on Erongo and Khomas as well as Kavango while farming provides a main source of income for a relatively small 
number of households. This urban drift has given rise to many more informal dwellings in urban areas. 
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