By Ineke Stemmet, SALO

1|Page

Covid-19 and Migration
The Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent lockdowns and border closures have created a double burden of
vulnerability for migrants globally. This includes firstly the means of travelling to the country they wish to
migrate to, or back to their countries of origin. Second, migrants are often the most vulnerable in situations of
global pandemics. Both of these vulnerabilities are prevalent for the situations of Zimbabwean migrants.

Double burden of vulnerability
Over six thousand barriers to travel have been implemented globally during the Covid-19 pandemic.1 These
barriers to travel create the expectation that migration and smuggling would decrease, as people are unable to
cross brders. However, this is not the case. Initially, global migration and smuggling decreased, but as the
pandemic continued and the borders remained closed, these activities increased to a level higher than prepandemic levels and are expected to continue this upwards trajectory as borders are opened.2 3This is due to
various reasons.
Firstly, the difficulty of crossing borders and moving freely has made smugglers more valuable, as they tend to
know how to overcome these challenges and thus the demand for smugglers increase. This is dangerous and
migrants often get caught in precarious situations or even die on the way.
Second, the push factors for migrating are becoming more severe. Due to exacerbated social and economic
challenges in the migrants’ situation, they are likely to seek refuge elsewhere, including attempting to return to
their countries of origin.4 This is because migrants are rendered vulnerable in the countries they have migrated
to. History has shown that migrants are often left out in responses to pandemics. They are often one of the most
exposed groups, as they tend to work in the informal economy and struggle to cope under situations of
lockdowns and social distancing. Usually, migrants also live in crowded places. 5
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Covid-19 and migrants in South Africa
As the Covid-19 pandemic hit South Africa and the country went into a full lockdown there were concerns over
people in the informal economy and how they would make a living and survive. The government initiated a
Covid-19 relief program where informal workers would receive aid from the government to survive the
lockdown. This program, however, have been criticized as excluding migrants and refugees.6 This policy was
subsequently changed after a Pretoria High Court ruling on 18 June 2020 stating that the policy should include
asylum seekers.7

Zimbabwean migrants
Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa were placed in a precarious position during the lockdown. Most of these
migrants fled to South Africa during the 2000s, following political and economic turmoil in Zimbabwe. However,
some made the difficult decision of choosing to return to Zimbabwe via the repatriation avenues.8 More than
13, 000 Zimbabwean migrants had repatriated to Zimbabwe, where they had to stay in isolation centers for 21
days. However, some of these migrants escaped and risked infecting other Zimbabweans with Covid-19. 9
Further, movement to South Africa has been limited since 18 March with the closure of its borders.10 This has
increased the vulnerability of migrants across the continent who seek to migrate to South Africa in search of a
better life. Migrants are using the services of smugglers to reach South Africa, which is increasingly dangerous
and exploitative.11 Thousands of Zimbabweans are crossing South Africa’s Beitbridge border in search of food in
the Limpopo province. 12 Further, some of those who were unable to repatriate used other, more dangerous
methods to return home. There have been reports of truck drivers who have been smuggling goods and people
over the Chirundu border. This method of human smuggling is dangerous as no social distancing measures or
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health precautions are taken in the trucks to prevent Covid-19 infections and it renders underage minors
vulnerable to human trafficking.13
The Zimbabweans who decided to stay in South Africa or who are unable to repatriate are vulnerable. Many
Zimbabweans in South Africa work in the informal economy which has been largely closed during the Covid-19
lockdown. As such, there has been a sharp increase in Zimbabweans asking the Zimbabwean embassy and civil
society groups for food packages as their means of income had been halted, which made it difficult to pay their
rent and buy basic necessities. 14 This illustrates the double burden of migrants in the time of Covid-19. Those
who stay in South Africa are vulnerable and those who choose to be smuggled are also placed in precarious
positions and risk infecting others.

The way forward
Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa and those who wish to migrate to or from South Africa are in precarious
positions due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The virus does not discriminate and poses a risk to everyone. In order
to curb the rate of infections in South Africa and beyond, a holistic approach should be taken. A more regional
approach to the plight of migrants on the move and situated in a specific country will allow them to be tracked
better and given the healthcare and social support needed to remain healthy.
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The Dialogue Online, is an online extension of SALO’s national, regional and international consensusbuilding dialogues (typically workshops, seminars and small meetings) on Peace and Security,
Development, SA Foreign Policy, Gender (including LGBTI rights), Natural Resource Governance, Human
Rights and the rights of migrant communities through weekly written articles and/or commentary. It is a
channel through which critical issues raised during dialogue events are synthesised and shared with
wider audiences. By taking the dialogue 'online', the conversation is enabled to continue beyond the
limits of space and time and to a wider audience.
Since SALO’s central focus is peace and security, Dialogue Online articles focus primarily on this theme,
but drawing attention to the nexuses with development, natural resource governance, human rights
and gender, mediation, environment and climate change. Preference is towards articles that speak to
international development and peace building policy and practice, raise awareness about conflict
situations and the gender dimensions thereof and provoke fresh thinking and policy debate.
Contributions are drawn from SALO’s pool of experts, peace building and development practitioners,
activists, academics, former and current diplomats and workshop participants.
Please note that the articles represent views of respective contributors and do not necessarily reflect
SALO’s view or position.
Interested contributors are welcome to email articles of 750 to 1000 words in length to
info@salo.org.za for consideration.
Please follow us on twitter @salo_info and #DialogueOnline SALO for comments.
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About the Southern African Liaison Office:

The Southern African Liaison Office (SALO) is a South African-based not-for-profit civil society organisation which, through
advocacy, dialogue, policy consensus and in-depth research and analysis, influences the current thinking and debates on foreign
policy especially regarding African crises and conflicts.

info@salo.org.za

www.salo.org.za
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