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LAWYERS for Human Rights
(LHR} has claimed that the
Department of Home ARairs'
decision to clese the refugee
reception offices {RRO} in motro-
politan areas and opening offices
in remote areas along South

Alfrica’s borders, will effectively
create refugee comps,

Lawyers for Human Rightzand
the Nelsen Mandela Metropolitan
University’s refugee rights centre
have challenged the dlosure of the
Port Elizabeth RRO.

Lasgt Friday, judgment wag
reserved in the Easteen Cape

High Court in the ease challenging
the closure of the Port Elizabeth
ERRO.

“LHR is concerned that the
deparument is Implementing
drastic changes in policy witheut
engaging the refugee community
or organtsations which reprasent
their interests.” David Cote of

CQAANITAH

“WE COME to South Afviea
to change our lives hut we are
treated worse than ceiminals,”
Moses Puthi™, an asylum seeker
from Zimbabwe said.

Puthi sald that refugea vecep-
tion offices {RRO) across the
country were refugee seekers”
“worst rightmare”. He said that
insensitivity. corruption and
maladministzution plagued these
offices.

*1 was shoved by the officials.
They push us like we are dogs."
Puthi said. He came to 8A five
vears ago from Zimhabwe,

Pinchi arrived at the Musina
RRO wherehe spent five days try-
ing toprove that he was avefugee.

“WWhen they interviewed me to
see whether [ was a vefugee, the
official dit't care that my story
was difficnit for ma to explain.”
Puthi said.

Eventually. the father of two
recetved vefugee status and he
was issued a Section 24 permit
after five days at the Musina

To qualify forrefugee or asylum
status, & person must be able to
present evidence that their life
was in danger due to persecution
asaresult of their race. tribe. relis
gion. nationaiity. political apinion
or membership of a partieular
social group, o if there is war in
the eountry.

“! moved to Capa Town hecause
people told me there are jobs
available for forsigners there. but
when I go and renew my permit
they say I must go and do it in
Musina,” Puthi said.

The Musina border, where the
RRO s situared, js some 1900km
away frem Cape Town.

Puthi deseribed how he was
asked for a R300 brihe to renew
his permit while his friend was
Jatled far two menths without any
chargeslaid. He eaid he was often
stopped by police for his permit
and threatened with arvest.

“It is bad. And what is aur
crime? We are victims of war
and we want.a better life.” he said,

Nen-governmental organiea-
tion. Peopler against Sufering.

FIRST 375 Aman jumps over the border fence between
Zimbabwe and South Africa but more hurdles lie ahead.

Qppression and Poverty (Pas-.

soph, hos since its inception in
2607 documented dozens of inci-
dences of human vights vielations
reported at RROs neross SA.

Passop director. Braam Hane
kom, said that officials at RROs
did not respect the rights of
refugees.

are bibing officials to speed up
the process,” Miriyoga sald.
Kaote said refugees resort to
bribery as a lnst resort because
“there was no other way of getting
their refuges permits™
Zimbabwean refugee, Mary
Bali*. said she had witnessed
officials at

“The Department the Cape
of Home Affairs Is I Tewn RRO
infringing the rights - J requesting
of refugees every - heibes  in
el iy ReugesSTESOITlO SERE
officer at Passop. bﬁhef}{ asalast the queue.:'
Langton Miriyogn. ; “They
said theve was o rasort bagauss ouly want
great degree of thers was no your
:If{?l{zaphobin at the other way of rmney}.1 i

5. wou  have

Thi? b“'ais sup-  geiling their mcl{m.v ot
ported by Lawyers - wil get
fer Human Rights' refugea perm;ts done fast.”
head of strategic she said.
litigntion unit. David “Where

Rote.

“I saw a plainclothes officer at
the Marabastad office with guns
areund his neck while secuvity
officials wore beating up refugees
with sfamboks.” Kete said.

“People are bribing sesurity
gttards to Jump the queve. Some

will we get money from, We come
here with nuthing and can't afford
the taxi fare to go so far to venew
aur papers and if we don’t go in
time they fire us.” anather Zim-
babwean refugee. Mohammed
Al said,

This was a commen problem.

State’s ‘refugee border ca

LHR's strategic litigation unit
said,

Department  spokesperson
Lunga Nggengelele denied any
intention bo create reluges camps
slong the borders. “We are dlosing
these offices hecause of previous
court cases in which businesses
around the RROs took action

Miviyoga said, ag the RROs were
far away and Home Affairs did
net give sufficlent thime for refiges
permits to be renewed.

Mirivoega said another dilermna
that Passop had decumented was
that pesple weve told to venew
their documents at the same RRQ
they initially applied at.

“This is difficult because they
mostly apply at Musina and move
to Cape Town and other areas.
‘The problem is that the renewal
only lasts for & fow months. They

can't travel so far every fow

months.” he said.

The Censortium of Migrant
and Refugees in South Africa
(Cormsa) has noted that the clo-
sure of some key refugee recep-
tign offices acress the country had
resulted in a declive in the quality
of Hves of refugees.

“Many refugees lose a lot of
productive time. children miss-
ing a munber of days of school
and alzo some people being forced
to sleep outside the reception
offices. a situacion which leaves
them vulnernble (o abuse, theft
and is urhealthy.” Cormsa spokes-
person Gwadamirai Majange
said.

The Department of Heme

Zimbabwean nationals queue cutside a home
affairs office where bribary is said to be the norm.7oena g

against us, saying they created
congestion,” he said.

Npqengelele said the decision to
open BROs along the border was
partof thedepartment’s attempts
1o assist refugees.

Cote sald the department
had taken a secretive approach
to its new policy direction and

Adfaivs denied that there were
violations of human rights and
ingensitivities against refugees
*2A {s a signatory to a number
of international conventions and
protocols that protect the rights
of refugees,” spolasperson Lunga
Ngaengelele said.
The Department of Home
Affairs. which is responsible for
RRO0s. hasalso veportedly showed
a disregard for court rulings,
The GCape Town RRO is
embroiled in a court battle with
rights organisation, Scalabrini
Centre. incleding the Minister of
Home Affairs. Naledi Pander:
This was after Lhe department
decided to close the RRO in Cape
Town in 2812 to new asylum
applications.
Judge Owan Regers of the
Wastern Cape High Court ruled
on March 20. that the Depart-
ment of Home Affairs’ decision
to close to the Cape Town RRO
to new asylum applicants was
untmwfil and oydered that the
centre be reopened. The depart-
mentuwnnounced that it would not
eomply with the order until an
appeal against the judgment was
heard. ,
Meanwhile. Lawyers for Human

s’ bid challenge

f1ad not engaged stakeholders.
“Ihe closure of each of the
offices have been challenged but
home affaivs still insists it does
not need to congult with the public
on these changes,” Cote said,
While 2 decision has been taken
1o refocate RROs to ports of entry,
LBR argued that explaving policy
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hopas for a better dealin SA,

2: Looking for a place to tay his head, a refugae

AR AT
LEEIING DC: Gaining refugee status can mean many trips as
only Musina, Pretoria and Durban refugee offices remain oper

Rightswas in the process of chal-
lenging the department’s detision
to close the Port Elizabeth RRO.
despite 2 court order declaring it
uniawful.

Last Friday, judgment was
reserved in that case.

cptions cannat be relevant to the
operation of the RRO.

‘The state has not dented elaims
that ne alteynative reception office
has yet been constructed, saying
“the Lebombo RRO remaint
a long way [rem actualiy being
established in a functional state”.
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WORLDLY GOODS: Refugees are often given the ruraround an
fold to return to the ariginal refugee office far away,

The Cape Town. Port Eliz
heth and Johanneshurg RR(
vemained closed while on
Musina, Marabastad {Pretovi
and Durban remained open.

" Mot their real names

gaanitahh@thencage.co.




