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Migrants, Refugees and Displaced Persons
2024 has been marked by several spikes in anti-immigrant sentiment, political posturing, scapegoating, 
and the ongoing practice at several levels of the politics of exclusion. The elections in May gave political 
parties the opportunity to canvass around anti-migrant rhetoric. In some campaigns it was ramped up 
dangerously and gave an excuse for xenophobic activity. While these sentiments play out at all levels, 
ranging from domestic to community to national levels, this invidious behaviour is often invisible. Yet, 
two very public events took place towards the end of the year in which anti-immigrant action spiked – 
the scare around food-borne diseases and fatalities; and the dilemmas around disused mines. Both 
events were beyond tragic, but what was unhelpful and somewhat untrue was the fact that gained 
hegemony, namely that foreign nationals were the primary cause of the tragedies. A close reading of 
both situations shows that, while foreign nationals were indeed involved, it cannot be proved that they 
were the main or only cause of these events. To some degree the focus on foreign nationals is a case of 
severe and dangerous scapegoating and a deflection from a closer analysis of the structural realities and 
legacy issues that have shaped these realities. 

The issue of the nationality of spaza shop owners continues to be a touch point indicating an underlying 
negative attitude to foreign nationals. Over recent days the ANC has joined the chorus calling for the 
deportation of undocumented spaza shop owners, which amounts to a call for deportation even before 
the proper registration of the shop has been determined.
https://www.news24.com/news24/politics/political-parties/anc-calls-for-deportation-of-foreigners-
who-own-spaza-shops-illegally-20241206

A recent edition of the Afro Barometer reported that studies show that South Africa has a good basis for 
nation building except for the negative attitude towards foreign nations and resultant unwelcoming 
attitudes, which feed tensions and thus undermine social coherence.
https://www.enca.com/videos/discussion-sas-relationship-foreign-nationals

This academic paper argues that the anti-immigration backlash that has been seen throughout the 
world, poses threats to democracy and the democratic institutions. The author develops the lens of a 
‘democratic dilemma’  to test his hypotheses, namely that if you do not open up to immigrants you run 
the risk of depriving them of dignity and protection. On the other hand, if you allow anti-immigrant 
forces to act out then you run the risk of hollowing out democratic institutions and processes. As part 
of his search for a solution he develops an analytic and evaluative tool that he believes offers a way 
forward out of this juxtaposition.
https://comparativemigrationstudies.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s40878-024-00370-7

This ISS publication argues that one of the areas of divergence in the GNU is the approach to immigrant 
people. As long as these divergent opinions prevail, gain leverage, and remain the foci of parties and core 
issues in their campaigning, they will remain a stumbling block for building a national sense of social 
cohesion and will continue to pose a threat to the necessary cohesion of the parties in the GNU. It argues 
that the push factors of migration be understood more fully.
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/south-africa-s-gnu-faces-an-uphill-battle-on-migration-policy
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A recent report states that, since the outbreak of food-borne diseases, over 1000 spaza shops, informal 
vendors and warehouses have been closed by the authorities as part of the initiative to regulate the 
sector. This report also notes calls for all spaza shop owners to be South Africans and for foreign owned 
spaza shops, whether legal or not, to be closed.
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=BR5EdF0qeb8

President Ramaphosa, in a forthright message to South Africans, warned people not to take the law into 
their own hands with regard to closing foreign owned spazas and evicting foreigners from premises. He 
warned that this was criminal activity and that processes and agencies were designated to carry out 
such tasks where necessary. 
https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/national/2024-12-02-ramaphosa-warns-against-residents-
closing-foreign-owned-spaza-shops/

This article suggests that the analysis of issues around spaza shops was fundamentally flawed, and that 
the government’s response and remedial processes were thus inappropriate. In a complex ecosystem 
the government has not consulted various stakeholders and has spoken only to likeminded people, thus 
missing some of the bigger systemic issues. This doesn’t take the resolution of the problem any further.
https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/opinion/columnists/2024-11-27-john-dludlu-wrong-diagnosis-
and-wrong-medicine-for-spaza-shops/

Illegal mining is another area where important considerations have been superseded by an undue focus 
on one aspect of the reality – the presence of undocumented foreign nationals. It would appear that this 
is the main or only issue, but it is in fact a complex, multi-faceted matter, and highlighting only the 
foreign nationals distorts the overall picture. There are, however, serious concerns around the 
recruitment of men, particularly from neighbouring countries, who are being offered casual labour and 
then being forced into those conditions. There is also the need to investigate the role of foreign 
syndicates in this process. These concerns, more than the mere nationality of the miners, should take 
precedence in apportioning blame.
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=GIiGNwLkyyo
https://www.news24.com/news24/politics/political-parties/anc-calls-for-deportation-of-foreigners-
who-own-spaza-shops-illegally-20241206

On 28th November, a day before the expiry date, the Minister of Home Affairs extended the validity of the 
Zimbabwean Exemption Permits. They are now valid until 28th November 2025. This extension has been 
granted to give the Minister extra time to conduct a fair and rational process before deciding on the fate 
of the ZEPs. This offers the 178 000 or so ZEP holders a further reprieve, but does not offer any definitive 
status such as a residence permit.
https://groundup.org.za/article/minister-extends-zimbabwe-exemption-permit-to-2025-at-the-
eleventh-hour/ 
https://www.news24.com/news24/politics/government/home-affairs-minister-extends-the-validity-
of-zimbabwean-exemption-permits-to-next-year-20241129 

The Minister had also previously announced that the first phase of the DHA digital rollout process 
would be with regard to the ZEPs’ paperwork. The outcome of waiver applications, for example, will be 
sent digitally. This will be with immediate effect.
https://www.news24.com/news24/southafrica/news/no-more-queues-home-affairs-to-email-zep-
waiver-outcomes-in-move-towards-digitisation-20240829 
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