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Displaced Persons in a time of Covid-19. 

At the time of writing the USA had the highest number of recorded COVID-19 infections and the 

highest number of deaths resulting from the virus. It is thus worth noting some of the policy 

dimensions with regard to displaced persons that have emerged from that country. Other countries 

might find it tempting to emulate these, given the debilitating effect of the pandemic. It is also helpful 

for those doing advocacy to be aware of such political realities and to frame their tactics accordingly. 

The US Bishops Conference has provided a useful template around the kinds of issues which should 

be brought to legislators’ attention with regard to the pandemic and refugee issues. While obviously 

country specific, it does highlight the important generic issues. 

https://www.votervoice.net/JFI/Campaigns/73767/Respond 

President Trump has indicated his intention to temporarily halt all immigration into the USA in an 

attempt to stop the spread of the pandemic and to ensure that, in a time of growing unemployment, 

jobs go to the people of the USA, not foreigners. While the latest action by the President might be a 

response to the pandemic, it also helps fulfil a promise made in his election campaign in 2016, to curb 

immigration and to build a wall between the USA and Mexico. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-52363852 

https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/11442699/donald-trump-immigration-us-coronavirus-pandemic-

unprecedented/ 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/trump-immigration-coronavirus-1.5539270 

In the USA, Immigration Detention Centres have become a point of focus in the struggle for a more 

humane and rights based approach to immigration policy and to detention in particular. The call has 

been for immigration control strategies to undergo drastic changes, including the suspension of all 

immigration-related arrests unless the person poses a serious safety risk. The importance of this 

struggle is that whatever happens in the USA is very likely to be followed in other parts of the world. 

https://www.humanrightsfirst.org/resource/covid-19-and-immigration-detention 

https://www.texasobserver.org/how-is-covid-19-impacting-the-immigration-system/ 

https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/immigration-detention-and-covid-19 
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Across Africa, particularly in East Africa, which hosts some of the highest numbers of refugees, all 

camps have been sealed off, no new admissions have been permitted, and all forms of travel curtailed. 

Africa hosts four of the six largest refugee camps in the world and there are very real fears that the 

health infrastructure in and around these camps is woefully inadequate. This could result in a disaster. 

For example, Kenya has the world’s second-largest refugee community, numbering 492 802, spread 

over two camps. 

https://issafrica.org/iss-today/covid-19-responses-in-africa-must-include-migrants-and-refugees 

https://www.msn.com/en-za/news/other/covid-19-authorities-impose-restrictions-in-refugee-

camps/ar-BB12yODd 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/front-worry-covid-19-spreading-african-refugee-camps-

200329054029304.html 

 

In South Africa, the Department of Home Affairs has confirmed that, since all its offices are closed, 

no one whose papers expire during the lockdown period will in any way be penalised. Flowing from 

this two banks, Absa and Bidvest, have confirmed that they will continue to assist people whose 

asylum papers expire during this period. 

https://scalabrini.org.za/wp-

content/uploads/2020/03/Home_Affairs_Annoucement_RRO_Covid_19.pdf 

South Africa has the highest number of infections in Africa. It is also one of the biggest regional hubs 

for migration and for irregular migration. This has several consequences, one of which is that a 

number of migrants will not qualify for relief due to the lack of even minimum documentation. In 

addition, many migrants tend not to access services for fear of being detected, and will thus elude the 

testing regime so essential to curbing the virus. There are also fears that, as the economic situation in 

neighbouring countries declines, more people will attempt to enter South Africa illegally. Coming 

from countries with weak health infrastructures, and possibly not seeking testing in South Africa, 

they may contribute to the prevalence of the virus here. Their desperation will unfortunately also 

boost the human trafficking process. These fears should not in any way be seen as a pretext for an 

anti-foreigner sentiment or for fermenting xenophobic attitudes. 

https://issafrica.org/iss-today/covid-19-responses-in-africa-must-include-migrants-and-refugees 

The SA government has confirmed a moratorium on all evictions during the lockdown period. It 

seems, though, that in some areas a distinction has emerged between evictions and measures against 

land invasion. Many migrants live in vulnerable housing situations and, being without regular income 

in the time of the lockdown, will be particularly vulnerable. 

https://scalabrini.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/WhatsApp-Image-2020-04-21-at-

13.47.12.jpeg 

https://scalabrini.org.za/wp-

content/uploads/2020/04/Ndifuna_Ukwazi_no_evicitons_during_lock_down.jpg 

The South African government has also offered various relief packages to persons rendered destitute 

due to the pandemic. These are open to people regardless of nationality or citizenship, but other 

criteria have to be met. 
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https://scalabrini.org.za/wp-

content/uploads/2020/04/Scalabrini_Centre_Cape_Town_Governmental_Relief_Non_SA_Citizens

_Covid_19_Lockdown.pdf 

Despite the inclusion of refugees and migrants, many will not qualify due to lack of documentation. 

A number of NGOs are assisting them, but it is clear that displaced persons will remain a community 

at very high risk during this pandemic. 
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