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Digest 6: Migrants, Refugees and displaced Persons. 

The issue of vulnerability as an existential reality for displaced persons has recently been highlighted 

on several platforms. In the faith communities, vulnerability is increasingly a privileged lens or 

hermeneutic through which to understand the migratory phenomenon, for building solidarity, and for 

implementing the four verbs articulated by Pope Francis – welcome, protect,  promote and integrate 

– in all spheres. In this Digest I wish to underline groups of people who experience vulnerability in 

deeply dehumanising and disruptive ways. 

https://popefrancisdaily.com/popes-4-verbs-on-migration-welcome-protect-promote-integrate/ 

 

The recent xenophobic attacks in parts of South Africa have underlined the toxic mix that flows from 

a history of deep inequality, hard economic realities, populist anti-immigrant rhetoric, and the role of 

leaders in communities in ramping up the anti-migrant sentiments.  This has left many, if not all, 

migrants feeling very vulnerable at many levels. It also damages the minds, hearts and emotional 

maturity of all South Africans and diminishes any form of social cohesion. Archbishop Buti Tlhagale 

of Johannesburg has warned against the conflation of anger around service delivery issues and taking 

that anger out on foreigners. 

https://mg.co.za/article/2019-09-03-scores-arrested-in-looting-xenophobic-protests 

https://twitter.com/CyrilRamaphosa/status/1168857079106408453?s=20 

https://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/ramaphosa-condemns-xenophobia-warns-of-action-

against-criminals-20190401 

 

In an era of increasing populismand the rise of right-wing politics, the following in-depth article 

analyses the way in which many media platforms frame the issue of migration, effectively furthering 

negative stereotypes. It discusses more responsible ways of presenting such news items. 

https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/resources/publications/media-mediterranean-migration/france 

 

Related to the above, it is worth noting that earlier this year (June 2019) on World Refugee Day, a 

group of media practitioners themselves put out a tool kit for ‘reporting on refugee issues’ which 

sought to assist in more responsible reporting. 

 

https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/press-release-migration-reporting-toolkit 
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At the UN the Holy See’s delegation spoke of the Church’s special concern for women and children 

migrants and the particular vulnerabilities they suffer. Archbishop Bernardito Auza said: ‘The Holy 

See remains deeply concerned by the violence and discrimination faced today by migrant women in 

particular, including female migrant workers, who “endure situations of exclusion, mistreatment and 

violence, since they are frequently less able to defend their rights.” As the report of the Secretary-

General details, female migrant workers, especially those with irregular migration status, are not only 

at risk of labour exploitation, but also face broader social exclusion.  These women deserve to be 

welcomed, protected, and integrated within our communities with dignity.’ 

https://holyseemission.org/contents/statements/5d97b897e37aa.php 

Linked to the issue of refugees and the UN, the much respected champion of justice in the refugee 

field, Sadako Ogata, died on 22nd October. For a decade she was the ‘compassionate face’ of the UN 

in the fields of refugees and displaced persons. She was the first female Commissioner for Refugees, 

from 1991 to 2000, and was regarded as the champion of ‘the defenceless and dispossessed’.  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-50217124 

 

In the UK, the discovery of 39 bodies in a refrigeration truck in Essex has again underlined the 

desperation of people to escape inhuman living situations, as well as the vulnerability which criminal 

syndicates exploit them so mercilessly. Irish Archbishop Eamon Martin commented: ‘Migrant 

smuggling and human trafficking feed on the desperation of vulnerable people, many of whom are 

fleeing from violence or economic uncertainty. Smugglers and traffickers exploit children, women, 

and men who are prepared to use drastic measures to reach what they think and hope will be a better 

life.’ 

https://zenit.org/articles/ireland-archbishop-eamon-martin-prays-for-victimes-of-essex-tragedy/ 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-50150070 

 

One of the most vulnerable groups in this whole scenario continues to be children. A recent UNHCR 

Report showed that 3.7m children under the age of 18 are not enrolled in any formal education. That 

equals nearly a third of all refugees under the age of 18 worldwide. Of those enrolled in education, 

64% are in primary schools, only 24% make it to high schools, and only 3% into tertiary education. 

When this reality is linked to trauma, lack of safety and security, and discrimination, the prospects 

for integration and well-being are significantly curtailed, often deepening their vulnerability. 

https://www.unhcr.org/steppingup/wp-content/uploads/sites/76/2019/09/Education-Report-2019-

Final-web-9.pdf 

 

In the USA it has been shown that due to insecurity in the work place, the existence of grave social 

pathologies and labour exploitation, poverty is often a reality in immigrant communities. One third 

of all US children living in poverty are located in migrant communities. Access to social services and 

welfare programs is very varied. This too deepens their vulnerability, as do the language barrier and 

the fact that in many cases their parents are detained in immigration detention centres. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigrant-families-child-welfare-systems 
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A key discussion around the world concerns the possibilities of migration opportunities for low- 

skilled workers. They are most often groups who are vulnerable when economic opportunities are 

restricted, and they are the largest group who move beyond their homes to find ways of supporting 

their families. South Africa will in the coming months also engage in seeking to find a way forward 

for low-skilled workers crossing the borders. A policy document on migration and labour is due to 

be tabled in March 2020. It is useful to follow the discussion of the same issues in other countries. 

The following article, published in October 2019, looks at labour migration for those who do not need 

additional protection. It is one aspect of the discussion. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/legal-migration-work-and-training-mobility-options-

europe 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigration-fit-future-us-labor-market 

 

It is noted that in the USA, nearing the end of 2019, some 29 818 refugees have been accepted in that 

country for resettlement. This marks a sharp decrease. In 2016, the last year of the Obama 

administration, 85 000 refugees were admitted to the USA. A recent study as shown that under the 

Trump administration certain countries and religions have been marginalised, irrespective of the 

vulnerability of people hailing from those countries or professing those religions. In addition, there 

are new policy directives which allow local communities to have a say in whether they wish to host 

refugees, and it is suspected that this will place a further break on resettlement programs. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/united-states-refugee-resettlement-some-countries-religions-

face-bigger-hits 

 

On Refugee Sunday, 29th September 2019, Pope Francis honed in on the vulnerability and the 

exclusion of displaced persons: “The Lord calls us to restore their humanity, as well as our own, and 

to leave no one behind.” He pointed to the causes of those phenomenon. These include: “The 

privileges of the few, who, in order to preserve their status, act to the detriment of the many.” He 

spoke of developed countries that drain the resources of developing countries. He also pointed to 

those nations which develop weapons of war and then refuse to take in people displaced by those 

wars. Being a neighbour and engaging in neighbourliness is a key means of lessening vulnerability 

according to Francis. This obviously has implications in all spheres of life. It is a call we are 

committed to heeding. 

https://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2019-09/pope-mass-migrants-refugees.html 
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