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Over the past weeks the refugee/migrant landscape has shown again many of the contradictions in 

the policy domain. On the one hand the inclusive approach to access to vaccines for all people 

living in South Africa, irrespective of status, is to be lauded. On the other hand the ongoing saga 

around the border fence shows an unhealthy preoccupation with bad border control. Around the 

world mobile communities continue to bear the brunt of the fallout following the pandemic.  

 

Pope Francis made an appeal for unaccompanied minors which underlined the way the pandemic is 

being manipulated to migrants’ and refugees’ detriment. He also pointed to the way in which it is 

used to suit a particular political agenda. He said: 

 

“Their plight has been compounded by freezing winter weather conditions, the covid-19 emergency, 

and a divided political stance of authorities to the detriment of the vulnerable migrants and asylum 

seekers.”   

 https://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2021-02/pope-angelus-appeal-unaccompanied-minors-

trafficking-bakhita.html 

 

In the UK this same nexus provoked a strong protest against the housing of vulnerable asylum seekers 

in the military’s Napier Barracks at a time of a spike in COVID-19 situations.  

https://www.arabnews.com/node/1794756/world 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/2/9/cold-dark-horrible-refugees-slam-uk-asylum-centre-

conditions 

https://news.sky.com/story/napier-barracks-asylum-seekers-at-kent-camp-speak-out-we-were-

treated-like-criminals-12223092 

 

Much comment in SA recently concerns the border fence that was built as a deterrent to people 

crossing the border between Zimbabwe and SA. It was erected when, as part of the initial lockdown 

in March 2020, international borders were closed. The erection of the fence was met with much 

criticism from many points of view, and the process was said to be mired in corruption. On 2nd 

February, 2021, Parliament’s Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) refused to advance 

additional funding to mend the fence, and echoed many calls suggesting that this was not the best 

way to manage border control. 

https://www.timeslive.co.za/politics/2021-02-02-scopa-slams-fresh-plans-to-repair-beitbridge-

border-fence/ 

https://ewn.co.za/2021/02/02/de-lille-feels-scopa-s-displeasure-over-beitbridge-border-fence-plan  

https://www.enca.com/news/beitbridge-border-fence-could-take-years-finish 
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The issue of border control has come sharply to the fore again during the post-Christmas holiday 

period as borders have remained closed except for a small number exempted in the regulations. On 

9thFebruary 2021, Home Affairs Minister Aaron Motsoaledi said that about 500 arrests of 

undocumented people attempting to cross the borders were made daily by the army. 

https://www.enca.com/news/livestream-home-affairs-briefs-parliament-countrys-ports-entry  

https://www.enca.com/news/beitbridge-border-motsoaledi-says-army-makes-over-500-arrests-daily 

 

He also said that more personnel would be employed at border posts. The Defence Force would also 

use helicopters and drones to monitor the situation at the borders. 

https://www.enca.com/news/home-affairs-deploy-more-personnel-border-posts 

https://www.youtube.com/hashtag/dstv403 

 

In common with most countries in the world, SA requires people crossing borders to have a valid 

COVID-19 document declaring a negative test result. Minister Motsoaledi indicated that people 

returning to SA were using fake COVID-19 certificates. He had given an instruction that such people 

should be declared undesirable and not allowed to return to SA. 

https://www.youtube.com/hashtag/dstv403 

https://www.enca.com/news/beitbridge-border-fake-covid-19-certificates-found 

 

The President’s inclusion of refugees and migrants, including undocumented migrants, in the rollout 

of the COVID-19 vaccine has been welcomed by many working in that sector and in the public health 

sector. It is estimated by the UN that there are about 4.2 million international migrants living in SA, 

representing approximately 7.2% of the population. StatsSA puts the number at about 3.9 million. In 

a speech on 1st February, the President said: “We will be putting in place measures to deal with the 

challenge of undocumented migrants so that, as with all other people, we can properly record and 

track their vaccination history.” ActionSA leader and former Mayor of Johannesburg, Herman 

Mashaba, was one of those questioning the necessity of including undocumented migrants in the 

vaccination rollout. 

https://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/refugees-and-asylum-seekers-in-sa-will-receive-covid-19-

vaccine-jab-f0250d20-adcd-47a1-b739-469425a23dba 

 

Two weeks before the President’s announcement a broad civil society coalition launched a campaign 

to highlight the need for vaccines for everyone. This made special reference to various mobile 

communities. 

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-15-civil-society-watch-vaccine-activism-takes-

off-under-broad-new-alliance/ 

https://www.newframe.com/getting-migrants-vaccinated-is-critical/  

 

Prof Jo Vearey has written an important article on vaccine nationalism and migration, looking at the 

SA situation and placing some of the debates in an important theoretical framework. She argues that 

notions of exclusion, harking back to colonial understanding of public health, may again dominate 

this debate to the detriment of all. 

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-20-vaccine-nationalism-and-migration-

implications-for-the-mismanagement-of-covid-19-in-south-africa/ 
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