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Refugees, Migrants & Displaced Persons 

The vulnerabilities and tragedies surrounding mobile people continued unabated during 2021. One 

indicator is the number of migrants lost at sea in the Mediterranean last year: 1600 migrants died in 

this way. 

https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/1600-migrants-lost-sea-mediterranean-year-

81396561 

Another indication of the upsurge of numbers migrating despite the pandemic, can be seen in the 

number of migrants crossing the English Channel in 2021, which was triple that of 2020. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-kent-59861376 

The end of year report of the UN High Commission for Refugees indicates a rise in numbers of people 

forced to flee their countries of origin, or domiciles, over 2019 and 2020, which were record-breaking 

years themselves.  

https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/12/1108472 

As 2022 began, in SA the Minister of Home Affairs spent time at the Beitbridge border crossing, 

observing the return of undocumented Zimbabwean migrants back to their homeland. He said that on 

Sunday 2nd January, 2022 and the following day, over 700 undocumented migrants were returned to 

Zimbabwe. He explained some of the means used by undocumented migrants to cross the border and 

pointed out that corruption was also part of the reality of these border crossings. 

https://ewn.co.za/2022/01/04/over-700-people-arrested-for-trying-to-enter-sa-illegally-motsoaledi 

https://www.enca.com/videos/watch-motsoaledi-monitoring-beitbridge-border-movements 

https://www.enca.com/videos/beitbridge-border-watch-govt-clamps-down-illegal-crossings 

He said on his return from the New Year oversight visit that he had not witnessed corruption on the 

South African side of the border, but was aware that it was still a problem. 

https://ewn.co.za/2022/01/04/motsoaledi-finds-no-evidence-of-corruption-during-his-beitbridge-

visit 

The Minister’s presence at the border highlighted again the deep contestation around the suspension 

of the Zimbabwe Exemption Permits, which cabinet announced in late November 2021 and which 
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met with much criticism. (We covered some of this in our final Digest of 2021.) Since then the 

Minister has attempted to justify this decision by saying that one condition of the ZEPs was that 

holders could not apply for any other visa while in possession of a ZEP, and that this new development 

would allow them to apply for other visas. Commentators have underlined that very few of the 200 

000 affected people would qualify for other visas and that the move is therefore tantamount to 

punishing many while assisting very few. The Minister is adamant that there is to be no change to the 

suspension of the ZEPs. 

https://ewn.co.za/2021/12/30/scrapping-of-zep-will-benefit-some-permit-holders-motsoaledi 

https://www.news24.com/citypress/TopStories/whats-in-city-press-home-affairs-minister-will-not-

budge-on-zim-exemption-permits-anc-defers-tough-discussion-on-elections-state-set-to-extend-

distress-grant-20211219 

https://www.news24.com/citypress/news/home-affairs-minister-will-not-budge-on-zim-exemption-

permits-20211219 

In mid-December 2021, the DHA withdrew the Directives which were issued to accompany the 

decision of Cabinet. They did this on the eve of a court challenge. The DHA’s decision to withdraw 

the Directives led to large-scale confusion, with many initial reports intimating that the Cabinet 

decision had been withdrawn. The Minister was at pains to point out that this was not the case. 

https://www.citizen.co.za/news/south-africa/government/2943927/zimbabwean-permits-motsoaledi-

14-december-2021/ 

https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/africa/2021-12-15-sa-has-not-changed-its-mind-on-zimbabwean-

exemption-permit-home-affairs/ 

https://kvnlaw.co.za/home-affairs-withdraws-immigration-directive-on-the-zimbabwean-

exemption-permit-zep/ 

It should be noted that some organisations have hailed the withdrawal of the Directives as a partial 

victory. 

https://ewn.co.za/2021/12/15/zimbabweans-living-in-sa-welcome-govts-decision-to-withdraw-zep-

circular 

https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/national/2021-12-13-state-rethinks-contentious-zimbabwe-visa-

timeline/ 

The Zimbabwean Government is also on record as having said that it respects South Africa’s decision 

to suspend the ZEPs.  

https://www.citizen.co.za/news/2947667/zimbabwe-says-it-respects-sas-decision-to-terminate-

exemption-permits/ 

On 7th January a number of South African media outlets quoted government sources as clarifying that 

the grace period gave full legal sanction to those holding the permit. These reports held that the 

original decision was that the permits expired on 31st December 2021, but that the holders could 

remain and work in South Africa, cross the borders and so on, but without legal status. This lack of 

formal legal status was raising a number of difficulties, especially with financial institutions and 

employers not renewing contracts for 2022. 
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https://www.chronicle.co.zw/south-africa-extends-work-exemption-permits-for-zimbabwean-

nationals/  

The following article looks at the costs of travelling to neighbouring countries from South Africa and 

the steep increases in recent times. 

https://www.timeslive.co.za/sunday-times-daily/news/2021-12-14-migrant-workers-stranded-as-

transport-costs-to-neighbouring-countries-skyrocket/ 

This article looks at issues of migration and regional labour, as a key issue in advancing continental 

integration. 

https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/opinion/columnists/2021-12-12-ayabonga-cawe-continental-

integration-requires-sa-dealing-with-labour-migration-problem/ 

Beyond the borders of South Africa and Southern Africa, issues pertaining to mobile people continue 

to be robustly contested. It is worth looking at the emerging narratives across the globe with regard 

to these issues so as to better interrogate and formulate our own positions in the light of Church 

teaching. While the church observes World Day for Migrants and refugees in September each year, 

the UN recognises 18th December as World Refugee Day.  

https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2021/12/18/little-joy-for-many-migrants-and-refugees-this-

festive-season 

Caritas International also commented on some key issues across the globe which should concern us 

on such a day. 

https://www.exaudi.org/caritas-raises-concern-about-situation-of-migrants/ 

Also of importance internationally is Pope Francis’ appeal for co-operation in the EU in the service 

of refugees. 

https://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2021-12/pope-audience-appeal-european-leaders-

solutions-migration-crisis.html 

The US Bishops have spoken out on issues of immigration reform. What they say should be a trigger 

for reflection for countries around the world in starting conversations about more just policies around 

immigration. 

https://www.usccb.org/news/2021/us-bishops-migration-chairman-addresses-future-immigration-

reform 
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