
 

 

 

 

 

Migration and disability in South Africa: Considering the 

impacts of Covid-19 

Summary of issue brief #3 : Key concerns and recommendations 
Migration and Coronavirus in Southern Africa Co-ordination group (MiCoSA) 
 

Key concerns 

• Migrants with disabilities are not a homogenous group and include both citizens who move 

within South Africa, and non-citizens from elsewhere who hold various permits, refugees, 

asylum seekers and undocumented migrants. 1  

 

• There is currently a shortage of reliable and accurate statistical data regarding migrants with 

disabilities in South Africa, including very limited information relating to their experiences 

during the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 

• Key stakeholders involved in providing services to persons with disabilities do not keep data 

disaggregated by migratory status and apart from a small number of organisations offering 

generic social services to all migrant populations regardless of their disability status, there are 

limited programs and services available for migrants with disabilities in South Africa. 

 

• Anecdotal data suggests that although migrants with disabilities face similar challenges as 

migrants without disabilities in the context of Covid-19, having a disability amplifies these 

challenges. This includes access to primary health services, fear of deportation, stereotyping, 

negative attitudes towards immigrants, disability stigma, and denial of services based on the 

documentation held or a lack of documentation.  

 

• South Africa has yet to develop and implement appropriate policies, strategies, guidelines and 

institutions for supporting migrants with disabilities. At the national level, regional and 

international policies that focus on migrants with disabilities are only partially implemented. All 

major policy documents relating to migration or disability show little or no acknowledgement 

of the intersection between the two. The specific challenges faced by migrants with disabilities 

are not acknowledged or highlighted in any of the policy documents reviewed. Responses in the 

context of Covid-19 have mirrored this exclusion. 

 

• For migrants with disabilities who are undocumented, fear of arrest, detention or deportation 

results in fear of engaging with government services.  To this end, developing formal ‘firewalls’ 

to ensure that irregular migrants accessing health services are not reported to immigration 

authorities may encourage engagement with services and reassure migrants.2 However, until 

 
1 We use the term ‘undocumented’ to refer to the lack of currently valid documents required to be in a country legally. 
2 Hermanasson, Linus, Lundberg, Anna, Gruber, Sabine, Jolly, Andrew, Lind, Jacob, Righard, Erica and Scott, Hanna. 2020. 
Firewalls: A necessary tool to enable social rights for undocumented migrants in social work International Social Work Online 
first: 10.1177/0020872820924454 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

appropriate services are available, firewalls will do little to meet the needs of migrants with 

disabilities. 

 

Recommendations and ways forward 

Recommendations include building partnerships with migrants with disabilities and between sectors in 

order to generate, disseminate and utilise quality and reliable data regarding migrants with disabilities 

to inform policy and programming; developing migration-aware disability policies and programs; 

promoting an enabling environment for civil society and strengthening the capacity of civil society 

organisations to engage in governance processes; mainstreaming migration into national planning; and, 

the key need to promote engagement and stakeholder consultation. The SADC region is currently 

developing a Regional Migration Policy Framework, offering possible strategic opportunities to 

emphasise these key issues.3 It is essential that migrants with disabilities are included in all Covid-19 

programme responses, including addressing their specific needs in the roll-out of South Africa’s 

vaccination programme.  

 

The following are recommendations per duty bearer: 

 

Department of Home Affairs (DHA)  

• Promote awareness and sensitivity to the needs of migrants with disabilities in asylum and 

refugee management systems; 

• Provide easy access to premises (Refugee Reception Offices [RROs)); 

• Grant persons with disabilities enough time to submit their claims; and 

• Work with the National Departments of Health (DoH) and Social Development (DSD) to develop 

firewalls that will guarantee protection of irregular migrants when accessing government 

services, including healthcare and all Covid-19 related interventions. 

 

Department of Social Development (DSD) 

• Improve public understanding of migration and disability; 

• Debunk myths, misunderstandings and negative stereotypes surrounding migration; 

• Raise awareness around the issues affecting migrants with disabilities, their needs, rights, and 

abilities and the various forms of exclusion that they face; 

• Organise public and private events specifically dedicated to the issues affecting migrants with 

disabilities in South Africa; 

• Promote active engagement with local communities and migrants with disabilities and 

stakeholder consultation; and 

• Work with the DHA and DoH to develop firewalls that will guarantee protection of irregular 

migrants when accessing government services, including healthcare and all Covid-19 related 

interventions. 

 

Department of Health (DoH)  

 
3 https://www.sadc.int/news-events/news/sadc-develops-regional-migration-policy-
framework/?fbclid=IwAR0byFSToBB8cERW5-DDv7f-uN7MPIPWwwmlAwQzfGbDM05YrmFDkOasiQc 

https://www.sadc.int/news-events/news/sadc-develops-regional-migration-policy-framework/?fbclid=IwAR0byFSToBB8cERW5-DDv7f-uN7MPIPWwwmlAwQzfGbDM05YrmFDkOasiQc
https://www.sadc.int/news-events/news/sadc-develops-regional-migration-policy-framework/?fbclid=IwAR0byFSToBB8cERW5-DDv7f-uN7MPIPWwwmlAwQzfGbDM05YrmFDkOasiQc


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Ensure the rights to access healthcare are upheld for all in South Africa, including for individuals 

with an irregular documentation status; 

• Ensure equal access to sexual and reproductive health services for migrants with and without 

disabilities including family planning services and HIV/AIDS programmes and services; 

• All programmes and services for persons with disabilities in South Africa should include 

migrants;  

• Training and awareness of the rights of migrants to healthcare amongst healthcare providers 

and all those working in and around healthcare facilities (including security personal, cleaning 

staff, administrative staff etc.) must include an understanding of the specific needs of migrants 

with disabilities – in terms of access to buildings, sensitivity in engagement and support with 

treatment; and 

• Work with the DHA and DSD to develop firewalls that will guarantee protection of irregular 

migrants when accessing government services, including healthcare and all Covid-19 related 

interventions. 

 

The South African Police Service (SAPS)  

• Train police officers to respect and protect the inherent dignity of migrants with disabilities; 

• Efforts should be made to ensure that migration-related arrest, detention, and deportation 

measures are carried out in accordance with international and South African law and in close 

cooperation with the DHA; and 

• Ensure the effective enforcement of laws that protect migrants with and without disabilities 

from sexual exploitation, abuse, and harassment. 

 

Civil society organisations and donors  

• Ensure adequate and sustainable funding for targeted interventions addressing the specific 

needs of migrants with disabilities, including for all Covid-19 services; and 

• Promote an understanding of migrants with disabilities that does not homogenise them and 

encourages recognition of the diverse range of experiences and needs. 

 

Researchers  

• Quantitative and qualitative data regarding the situation of migrants with disabilities is urgently 

needed; 

• Reliable statistical data on the prevalence of disability and the demographic profile of migrants 

with disabilities living in South Africa needs to be collected and analysed; 

• Ethnographic studies exploring the everyday life experiences of migrants with disabilities, 

including those engaging in street begging in South African cities need to be conducted;  

• Methodological approaches based on sound ethical guidelines and with sensitivity towards 

experiences of migration and disability must be prioritised; and 

• Research findings and recommendations must be shared with all role players and stakeholders. 

 
 

The full brief can be accessed at https://www.mahpsa.org/covid-19-issue-briefs/ alongside others in 
the series. 

https://www.mahpsa.org/covid-19-issue-briefs/

	Migration and disability in South Africa: Considering the impacts of Covid-19

