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 A Cautious Opening of Borders 

On 30th September both the Ministers of International Relations and Co-operation, and of Home 

Affairs issued statements explaining the re-opening of South Africa’s borders and the protocols for 

those entering South Africa. From the two speeches, three issues emerge that have direct bearing on 

the various categories of people on the move.  

Firstly, the Minister of Home Affairs announced that the validity of all documents that had expired 

during the national lockdown will be extended to 31st January 2021. He also indicated that anyone 

leaving SA on an expired document would not be deemed an ‘undesirable’ person, and that their 

documents would accordingly not be stamped as such. While these extensions are to be welcomed, it 

needs to be noted that asylum documents are issued for periods not longer than six months, which 

means that all asylum documents would have expired at some stage during the national lock down. 

In January 2020 in response to a Parliamentary question, the Minister mentioned that there were 188 

296 asylum seekers and 80 756 refugees with active section 24 certificates on their records. The full 

burden of processing these numbers, plus the processing of all other types of documents, will come 

into play at the end of January 2021. This will create extraordinary pressure on a department that is 

already constrained administratively.  

Several organisations have asked the DHA to share plans about how it envisages coping with these 

extra responsibilities, and have offered ideas and support for a speedy resolution to this issue, which 

directly impacts the lives of asylum seekers at every level. Despite the extension, many with expired 

documents have had difficulty accessing services in the financial sector, the special pandemic-related 

UIF payments, and health services. Thus, the impact is very real and many had hoped that the Minister 

would share the Department’s plans in this regard.  

Two very obvious initiatives would be to extend the period of the documents’ validity; and to move 

the renewal process online, which would obviate the need for queueing, and would also cut out 

significantly the opportunities for corruption. A further concern has been the increasing number of 

employers who are terminating the employment of people whose documents have expired, claiming 

that the extensions apply only to the right to be in the country legally, and not to the conditions – such 

as permission to work – which are part of the raft of permissions included in the documentation. This 

seems to be a case of creeping exclusion and limiting of rights for migrants. Some civil society groups 

have called on the Minister to clarify the position. 

One group that remains unprotected by the extensions to the validity of documents would be asylum 

seekers who ‘for good reason’ have entered South Africa irregularly during the lockdown. The fact 



that Home Affairs services do not extend to issues of lodging asylum claims, or any other 

documentation, means that such asylum seekers could not make their claim in the prescribed time 

and thus would have no protection in the country. If at all such a group exists, they would be extremely 

vulnerable. 

Secondly, the Minister announced that 18 land ports of entry are now open, while a further 35 remain 

closed. The reason given is that those ports of entry that remain closed do not at present have the 

capacity to adequately screen people wishing to enter the country. However this will place an 

additional burden, at least in terms of travel and costs, on those travelling from places near to the 

closed borders if they wish to reach ports of entry that are open. It is noted that a few select ports of 

entry are nominally open for those who cross the border daily for educational purposes and business. 

These ports of entry, however, do not provide other services. Places along the Lesotho border have 

been cited as examples. 

Thirdly, the Minister of International Relations and Co-operation announced that those entering South 

Africa would have to show proof of health insurance. While in the present circumstances this might 

be understandable at one level, it nonetheless constitutes another additional burden, especially on 

those crossing the borders to do low-skilled jobs and on asylum seekers. Some groups have raised 

concerns around the tendency worldwide to use the pandemic as a means of limiting migration and 

the movement of people, by unnecessarily burdening them with additional requirements. Concern has 

been expressed that this might become a permanent requirement for border crossing which, in turn, 

would give credence to an idea prevalent in some circles that healthcare is the right of citizens only, 

and that any non-citizen entering South Africa should have private health coverage. This would seem 

to be at odds with the fact that the section 27(1)(a) of the Constitution makes provision for universal 

primary healthcare, including maternal health care. The National Health Act and the Refugees Act 

have similar provisions. Thus, the insistence on private health insurance seems to be in conflict with 

the assurance that basic health support is available in the country. It should also be borne in mind that 

the SADC Health Protocol commits member countries to caring for nationals of the SADC countries 

as they do for their own citizens. 

Thus, while the cautious opening of borders must be welcomed, it is true to say that for people on the 

move, the possibility of entering South Africa is not straightforward and neither is it without 

contradictions. A few days after these ministerial statements were released, Pope Francis seemed to 

articulate a slightly different approach in his new encyclical: “If every human being possesses an 

inalienable dignity, if all people are my brothers and sisters, and if the world truly belongs to 

everyone, then it doesn’t matter whether my neighbour was born in my country or not.” 
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