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OVER view
2021 has seen many changes for the Advocacy Programme including successes and challenges. Covid, and the
lockdown context has continued to inform much of how we are able to conduct our work and assist clients.
Key to this is that we have continued with the hybrid model of working, which has allowed us to reach a
significant number of people through whatsapp, email and telephone calls. However, we were also able to reopen the Programme to walk-in clients. The in-person interaction and the connection that it allows us to have
with our clients is significant and meaningful for the whole team and we have had feedback from clients that
the human connection is something they value. We hope that 2022 will continue to allow us to return to even
more in-person interactions, in a Covid-19 responsible manner. Key challenges encountered by our clients in
the past year are twofold: rights barriers and communications challenges.
In respect of documentation and immigration status access the continued closure of RROs to in-person
services, including no access for newcomer asylum seekers is concerning. The DHA took over a year before
implementing an email renewal system for asylum seekers and refugees – a system that has many delays and
is still not working smoothly despite being implemented in April 2021. The knock-on impact of this is that
many asylum seekers and refugees are experiencing difficulties in accessing other services such as banking
services, access to UIF, grants, drivers licenses, and even vaccines. Our intake services has been assisting
clients on a one-on-one basis with these issues, while also identifying strategic issues where a systemic barrier
can be addressed through high level engagements and advocacy. We have had some success with this, but are
still experiencing barriers in some areas, such as accessing drivers licenses.
Communications challenges are twofold, the first is in respect of there being insufficient information from
state departments to asylum seekers, refugees and migrants (or inclusive enough to ensure it reaches that
part of the population), the second is in respect of a lack of information and communication from government
about refugees, asylum seekers and migrants. This has compounded the difficulties encountered when trying
to access services. For example, if an employer isn’t aware of the blanket extension from DHA, then they may
decide to dismiss an asylum seeker employee on the basis of presumed expired documentation. Similarly,
banks unilaterally freeze a bank account because they are not aware of an extension, or the new online email
renewal system. In order to tackle this issue, the Advocacy Programme has done significant outreach to
employers and banks as well as other government departments and stakeholders, in order to create
awareness about the services at that are and are not available to asylum seekers and refugees at the moment,
and what the implications are of this. We have had success with many employers and banks in this regard.
The COVID-19 pandemic and associated lockdown have without a doubt increased the precarity of the
beneficiary populations that we serve. While the Advocacy Programme has sought to mitigate some of these
impacts through high level advocacy, as well as monitoring implementation of various achievements over the
past year or more, it is clear that wellbeing, mental health and psychosocial support are gaps that will need
addressing in the short to medium term. In this regard, the programme has begun offering mental health and
psychosocial support services through a social worker, a service that has been well-received, and which we
look forward to expanding
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HIGH LIGHTS
Asylum applications were not cancelled and abandoned as a result
of interdict against application of some Refugees Act amendments
and litigation success in 2020 saw continued role out of the Covid19 Social Relief of Distress grant for some asylum seekers and
special permit holders in 2021.
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ADVOCACY MEDIA AND COMMUNICATIONS
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Advocacy related materials downloaded. This is 67% of the total
downloads for the year which was 15,090

495
Advocacy related messages received on social
media, this was 57% of all messages received,
mostly through Facebook.

Asylum And Refugee Documents During South Africa’s Covid-19 National Lockdown
Migration was greatly affected by the South African national lockdown. Initially, travelers from ‘high-risk’ countries were banned from entering South Africa and, during parts of the lockdown, all of
South Africa’s land borders were completely closed.
For international migrants already living in South Africa, the announcement of the national lockdown brought confusion and fear around their documentation and legal stay in the country during the
pandemic.
‘I CANNOT IGNORE THE EXPIRY DATE ON MY REFUGEE STATUS’

PROVIDING REMOTE ASSISTANCE

Around 188,000 people in South Africa hold asylum seeker documentation, and around 173,000 people hold refugee
documentation. Asylum seeker documentation is typically valid for anything between one and six months.

During the pandemic, Scalabrini’s Advocacy Programme provided information to clients remotely, using its Advocacy Hotline.
Initially, many clients could not access banking, or were facing problems securing their employment, due to the seemingly
expired documentation that they were holding. “Failure to provide an updated Section 22 and Section 24 documents meant an
inability to access banking services,” recalls Ellen Chirima, Advocacy Officer at Scalabrini, who worked on the Advocacy Hotline.
“People were concerned about losing their jobs due to expired documentation and students were worried that their studies
would be disrupted due to the failure to submit up to date documents”.

Therefore, by September 2020, every single person on asylum seeking documentation in South Africa would hold an expired
permit.
‘For me it was scary,’ says Muholeza, who is originally from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). ‘I cannot ignore the
expiry date on my refugee status’. Concerned at how the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) would deal with expiring
asylum and refugee documentation, Muholeza awaited announcements from the government. ‘I had no idea how they are
going to deal with the numbers of people who have expired.’
A BLANKET EXTENSION
Three months after the initial lockdown was announced, on 10 June 2020, the South African government announced in
Gazetted Amended Directions that all asylum and refugee documentation that had expired since the beginning of lockdown
– 15 March 2020 – would be subject to a blanket extension for a period of four months. We welcomed this announcement as
it provided clarity for many of our clients and the wider asylum and refugee population of South Africa. This extension was
extended another four times (July 2020, September 2020, January 2021 and most recently in March 2021). Currently,
refugee and asylum documentation that has expired on or since 15 March 2020 is considered valid until 30 June 2021.
ACCESSING SERVICES DURING THE PANDEMIC
In theory, this blanket extension meant that people holding recently expired asylum or refugee documents in South Africa
would be able to continue accessing banking, employment and other services. For many people, this indeed worked. For
example, The Banking Association of South Africa confirmed that their banks did not automatically restrict such bank
accounts as a result of expired asylum or refugee documentation. Of some help was a specific announcement by the
Department of Home Affairs that ‘all the rights, benefits and obligations of asylum seekers and refugees remain the same.’
For many clients, blockages in accessing banking or employment were lifted once the government regulations were printed
and presented by the client.
However, for some of our clients, accessing services with seemingly expired documentation was difficult. As the lockdown
lifted slightly, some wondered why the Refugee Reception Offices could not reopen, considering other services and offices
were beginning to open their doors. ‘[At that time], I could not see a reasonable argument why Refugee Reception Offices
were still closed when they opened up public transport, churches and Home Affairs civic services. The same measures that
were applied in those areas could have been applied at the Refugee Reception Office too, such as distancing and 50%
capacity.’

Governmental directives that confirmed the blanket extension for recently expired asylum and refugee documentation assisted
such clients. “The blanket extensions provided relief to an extent,” says Ellen, who estimated that about 70% of clients she
encountered were able to access previously blocked services once they had the government directives at hand. “For example, in
cases where clients had been stopped from going to work, we would reach out to the employer and explain the validity of the
Section 22 or Section 24 documents with the backing of the Directions.”
POST-COVID: A NEW ONLINE SYSTEM AND MIXED FEELINGS
Prior to the pandemic, extending an asylum or refugee document at one of the government’s Refugee Reception Offices was a
lengthy task. Muholeza describes it as being a ‘full day commitment.’ In some cases, it required travelling long distances.
A recent report found that 60% of asylum respondents’ adjudications took over five years and – as asylum documentation is
issued for anything between one and six months – this would mean multiple trips to Refugee Reception Offices. Eddy (not his
real name), also from DRC, has been in the asylum system for 12 years. ‘Before the pandemic, I was having to go to Home Affairs
every month. I used to arrive at 3am, and that way I knew I would get inside.’
The most recent DHA directives point to a new system, that moves away from clients going to the Refugee Reception Offices in
person. DHA has developed an online system that will allow for the extension of asylum and refugee documentation. (See our
infographic here for details on the online system.)
‘For someone like me, who does everything online, I think it will be a relief,’ says Muholeza. ‘But I am still skeptical around it. I
can only hope that their service will be efficient.‘ Eddy shares a similar sentiment. ‘For some people, it will be good. But, before
covid-19, in Pretoria (Refugee Reception Office), the system was often offline. This online system is fine but we know Home
Affairs is the ‘king of offline’ – so I am concerned about this.’
The online renewal system is up and running. Documents are issued using a password-protected PDF. Whilst we welcome this
move to an online system, we have yet to see how it will function with larger numbers of applicants. Awareness around the use
of these online-issued refugee and asylum documents needs to be heightened as services like banks, schools and workplaces
become accustomed to using these documents and verifying them using the email addresses on the document itself.
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