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Refugees, Migrants and Displaced Persons 

In South Africa August is observed as Women’s Month. It is inspired by the march of 20 000 women 

on the Union Buildings in 1956, protesting against the extension of the odious pass laws to women, 

and indeed against all the other demeaning apartheid laws. It was and remains to this day the story of 

women’s resistance to injustice, their resilience and courage in the face of powerful obstacles, and 

their commitment to the implementation of fundamental human rights. 

 

In contemporary South Africa and indeed in many parts of the world, the plight of women is seen 

most graphically in their struggles in the mobile communities. It has been noted in several recent 

surveys that an increasing number of women are migrating alone, thus accentuating their plight and 

particular vulnerabilities. 

 

In this Digest we highlight some specific articles and surveys pertaining to women refugees and 

migrants which have appeared over the past few months. 

 

A magisterial survey of the dynamics of migration with regard to women, the elderly and children 

was published in 2020 by Statistics SA. It provides findings related to migration with regard to 

demographics, education, employment and housing of these groups. 

 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/Report-03-51-04/Report-03-51-042020.pdf 

 

This article explores refugee women in relation to the labour market. Most studies look at migrant 

women in categories relating to families, but this one uses many South African examples in showing 

migrant women in the labour market, especially in domestic work. 73.4% of migrant domestic 

workers are women. 

 

https://sihma.org.za/Blog-on-the-move/the-exclusion-of-migrant-women-in-africa-access-to-the-

labour-market 

 

A recent survey (March 2021) of the SADC region showed, among other interesting statistics, that 

70% of cross border trade in the SADC region is carried out by migrant women. This accounts for 

roughly 30% of SADC trade. 

 

https://migrationdataportal.org/regional-data-overview/southern-africa 

 

Next is the first part of a longer analysis of South African refugee legislation through a feminist lens. 

 

https://centreforfeministforeignpolicy.org/journal/2019/6/3/refugee-legislation-in-south-africa-a-

feminist-foreign-policy-analysis-part-1 
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This following article looks at issues related to the sexual and reproductive health of asylum seekers 

and refugee women. The article focuses on the political, economic and legal structures which, the 

article argues, renders them vulnerable. 

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/26410397.2020.1758440 

 

This article explores some of the negative impacts on women refugees in South Africa during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and especially under lockdown restrictions. It argues that existing inequalities, 

vulnerabilities and economic loss have been exacerbated. Also, it argues that policy responses to the 

pandemic have largely ignored the specific needs of refugees and migrants. 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8083604/ 

 

The plight of refugee women entrepreneurs under South African lockdown regulations is analysed in 

this article. 

 

 https://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/stories/2020/9/5f71aa354/south-africas-covid-19-lockdown-

women-refugee-entrepreneurs-struggle.html 

 

This study points out that the vulnerabilities of mobile women increased significantly during 2020 

with the rise of the pandemic. Amongst the negative impacts was the increased exposure of women 

to sexual violence, gender-based violence and inadequate housing. It points to the link between 

accessing minimal shelter, food, etc., and vulnerability to sexual demands by men. 

 

http://www.srhm.org/news/covid-19-increases-vulnerabilities-for-asylum-seeking-and-refugee-

women-in-south-africa/ 

 

Amid the deepening inequalities and the occurrences of xenophobia, some heartening stories 

exemplifying the spirit of Ubuntu between refugees and South Africans have emerged, offering 

another perspective to refugee/host dynamics. 

 

https://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/stories/2020/10/5f7ec0574/refugees-south-africa-share-acts-

kindness-hosts.html 

 

A recent study of refugee and migrant women’s perspectives around their safety showed that such 

women’s safety was compromised by the strong, pervading anti-foreigner sentiment in many host 

communities, and the dangers of sexual violence and gang related activity in the areas in which mobile 

women live.  

 

https://genderjustice.org.za/article/anything-can-happen-in-south-africa-migrant-and-refugee-

womens-perceptions-of-safety/ 

 

This study of refugee women in Durban argues that short term, immediate patterns of vulnerability 

and xenophobic responses to the pandemic, if not reversed now, will lay the foundations for long-

term interactions with the mobile community. These immediate responses should not be excused as 

momentary reactions.  

 

https://www.heard.org.za/publications-post/assessing-the-impacts-of-covid-19-on-women-refugees-

in-south-africa/ 
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An interesting article on the work of the faith-based NGO, JRS, in its work of empowering and 

upgrading the skills of refugee and migrant women. 

 

https://www.news24.com/news24/Video/SouthAfrica/News/watch-ngo-empowers-refugee-and-

migrant-women-with-hairdressing-and-beauty-courses-20210213 

 

The plight, and especially the vulnerability, of refugee and migrant women, seen in stark relief in 

South Africa is also true of other countries. It constitutes one of the worrying signs of the times. 

Changes in the push and pull factors in migration dynamics point to the continued ‘feminization of 

migration.’ The memory of the women in the 1956 march should inspire people of goodwill 

everywhere to a greater sensitivity to women and to women’s particular needs and vulnerabilities in 

the migratory process. 
 

Peter-John Pearson 

Director 
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