
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

The Corona Virus and Displaced Persons  
 

 
1. Introduction 
 
History is replete with many examples 
underlining the tendency that, when humanity is 
under great stress, it seeks to lay the blame, to 
demonise vulnerable groups in the community. 
The advent of the corona virus and the havoc that 
has followed in its wake, saw migrants and 
refugees being unfairly blamed for its rapid 
spread. To date, 31st March 2020, according to the 
European Centre for Disease Prevention and 
Control, worldwide some 777 798 people are 
infected and 37 272 people have died.1 The true 
number is, in all likelihood, higher as many 
countries are unable to test for the virus 
adequately and in other places many have simply 
not come forward for testing. All of this 
contributes to a climate of acute anxiety, fear and 
uncertainty, which in turn also provides fertile 
ground for the demonization of vulnerable groups. 
 
 
2. The Politics of Exclusion  
 
Key crafters of international narratives 
popularised the unverified nexus between 
displaced persons and the spread of the virus, and 
thus laid the blame for the disruption of social life 
and multiple economies at their feet. This fed into 
a number of already existing prejudices against 
displaced persons. In many quarters, displaced 
persons are doomed to bear the brunt of the fear 
and insecurity associated with the pandemic.  
 
Already, xenophobic rhetoric which raises the 
level of suspicion and distrust of displaced 
persons generally has been exploited to shape 
populist thinking around the pandemic. Stephen 
Erlanger, writing in the New York Times, noted 
that the likely outcome of this narrative is that  
 

 
 
 
‘after the pandemic has subsided there will be a 
further “othering” of refugees and migrants which 
will jeopardise their rights and deepen their 
vulnerabilities.’2 
 
As governments seek to contain the virus, they 
have closed borders (to date the borders of 130 
countries have either been completely or very 
significantly closed), controlled access to 
resources, and implemented more stringent 
health measures, all of which are likely to impact 
displaced persons negatively. 
 
It should be noted that key politicians across the 
global north associated the spread of the virus 
with border crossing in ways that target and 
demonise migrants. The Prime Minister of 
Hungary, Viktor Orban, spoke of “fighting a two-
front war, one front is called migration and the 
other one belongs to the corona virus. There is a 
logical connection between the two as both spread 
with movement.”3 
 
In Italy, Matteo Salvini said, “Allowing migrants to 
land from Africa, where the presence of the virus 
was confirmed, is irresponsible.”4 Similar views 
were expressed by politicians in Croatia, Greece 
and France. 
 
In the USA, the Trump administration has used the 
pandemic as an excuse for returning Mexicans 
trying to cross the border with the USA back to the 
Mexican side. On 3rd March, President Trump 
addressed supporters in North Carolina. Referring 
to his campaign promise to build a wall between 
the USA and Mexico, he said, “We are doing 
everything in our power to keep the sick and 
infected people from coming into our country.”5 
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It is clear that even legitimate decisions by 
governments to implement border controls, and 
to raise the levels of health checks, will affect 
displaced persons disproportionately. The issue of 
protection, which is a core value and practice in 
work with displaced persons, must continue to be 
implemented in very specific situations. 
International borders are one such critical point of 
protection. The reality is that significant numbers 
of refugees flee life-threatening situations, ranging 
from wars to gang-related violence, as well as 
domestic abuse. These nefarious activities do not 
cease in times of pandemic, but many fear that 
such times allow for greater impunity in carrying 
out these activities. Some consideration should 
also be given to family reunification programmes, 
especially where they involve children; and more 
especially where these children await 
reunification in detention camps. 
 
The prejudicial comments of government officials 
will undoubtedly strengthen the level of public 
prejudice and fear directed towards migrants, 
making their lot even more onerous. Populists 
across the globe are using the pandemic rather 
cynically as a basis for policies of radical exclusion. 
 
 
3. Camps and High Density Refugee Centres  
 
In addition to the politics of the matter, there is 
also the fact that displaced persons – especially 
those living in camps – form a recognised ‘hot spot’ 
for the spread of the virus. David Miliband, the 
head of the International Rescue Committee, 
commented, “we know that the corona virus does 
not respect borders and that it hits the vulnerable 
hardest, those with weak health systems. So 
refugees are at considerably greater risk.”6 The 
severely under-resourced camps operate under 
circumstances where large numbers have very 
little access to basic medical support or sanitation. 
The numbers also mean that physical distancing is 
well nigh impossible.  
 
The problem is compounded by the fact that the 
vast majority of the world’s 70.8m forcibly 
displaced persons already reside in middle- and 
low-income countries, where health facilities are 
often fragile and need to cope with huge problems 
such as HIV/Aids, low rates of immunisation, and 
high levels of malnutrition. The possibility of 
effective prevention in such circumstances is thus 
very limited.7 It has been noted that even better 
resourced countries which host significant 
refugee communities have not really made  

adequate provision for this group and the 
particular vulnerabilities that they face. Antonio 
Guterres, the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, has recently launched an appeal to raise 
US$2 billion for combatting the pandemic, 
especially among refugees.8 
 
 
4. South Africa and Displaced Persons in the 
Pandemic  
 
Any discussion on displaced persons, especially 
foreign nationals, in South Africa has to be 
understood against the background of reports 
such as the HSRC 2019 Report on Xenophobia, 
which reveals the worrying statistic that three out 
of four South African adults believe that 
immigrants increase crime and spread disease. In 
this moment of pandemic that is a worrying 
thought. The report details the reasons, but for our 
purposes it is sufficient to note that this is a key 
cultural component which needs to be factored 
into any understanding of South Africans’ 
responses to displaced persons; and of the kind of 
public rhetoric, especially on talk shows, that 
fuelled debates around the virus in the early days 
of its appearance in South Africa.9  
 
Government has put in place a raft of helpful and 
supportive mechanisms to assist small businesses, 
the self-employed, informal traders and others 
who are negatively impacted by the pandemic. All 
small businesses that seek relief have to comply 
with the law, with registration requirements, and 
with municipal by-laws before being eligible for 
support. Controversially, however, the provision 
states clearly that any small business or informal 
trader that seeks relief from the government 
through any of its schemes has to be South 
African-owned and must have a 70% South 
African workforce.  
 
This exclusion of foreign-owned small businesses 
and foreign traders is obviously problematic at a 
number of levels. For one, it is discriminatory if 
they have complied with the other requirements. 
Secondly, they provide a critical service, especially 
in the informal settlements. A 2017 survey 
conducted by UNISA showed that 300 000 jobs 
were created by spaza shops and that they 
contribute R9 billion to the economy.10 The 
Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation has estimated 
that nearly half of all spaza shops in the Western 
Cape are foreign-owned.11 If they were forced to 
close due to an inability to access government 
support it would be a calamity for many in  
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informal settlements, especially since several 
studies show that foreign-owned spaza shops are 
cheaper and have a wider selection of goods.  
 
According to Business Insider, the small business 
ministry has since nuanced the announcement by 
saying that South Africans would receive 
preference.12 However, the restriction imposed by 
Minister Khumbudzo Ntshavheni13 still needs 
clarification, and if it is still restrictive it should be 
changed, especially if all other compliances are in 
place. It is unfairly discriminatory and it places a 
burden on the poor who are reliant on these 
businesses.  
 
Not unrelated to this has been the action by police 
in several parts of the country who have closed 
foreign-owned businesses and trading stands.14 
This, despite the fact that no such provision was 
made in the regulations for the lockdown. Both 
Ministers Ebrahim Patel15 and Ntshavheni have 
clarified that there was no call for closure of such 
businesses. It is problematic when the police act 
with such impunity, especially since such actions 
are more than likely carried out in the belief that 
general approval of measures against foreigners is 
so strong that they will be admired, not criticised. 
If this is the case then it is a deeply disturbing 
indictment on many of us and on our attitudes to 

foreigners. The whole matter is a blemish on the 
otherwise commendable response by the 
government to the pandemic. It can easily be 
changed and it is in the interests of justice that it 
be changed quickly. 
 
 
5. Conclusion  
 
Across the globe displaced persons are doomed to 
receive the short end of the stick when it comes to 
support and care. Much that is being said, and 
much that is happening around us, points in that 
direction. It is a time to remember that the key to 
our policy positions is always the dignity of all and 
the fundamental option for those who are 
vulnerable or poor in any way. The pandemic is no 
respecter of status or documentation. It is, 
however, a challenge to affirm our shared 
humanity and an occasion to ensure that in the 
process of quick, often necessary, but also possibly 
expedient solutions, we do not compromise the 
rights of vulnerable people or exacerbate their 
tenuous hold on security and sustenance. It is a 
time to ensure that basic principles of justice and 
equality are actively incorporated into our 
policies, and especially into our vision for the kind 
of world we wish to inhabit after the pandemic. 
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