
O
n a ridge overlooking themajestic Limpopo River, aclear silver line of razor wireand high voltage marks the borderbetween South Africa andZimbabwe. Despite its imposingnature, the four-metre fences arepunctured with patched-up holesbetraying the weakness of a flawedmigration policy. Although the government hasincreased police and army patrols, ithas been helpless to halt the flow ofeconomic refugees crossing illegallyinto South Africa. Even PresidentThabo Mbeki admits that hisadministration is unable to stem theinflux of Zimbabweans fleeingpoverty and repression.This failure is not the result ofgovernment inactivity. According tothe Department of Home Affairs, thefirst six months of 2007 saw almost100 000 Zimbabwean ‘illegals’deported from South Africa.Unconfirmed accounts from theborder indicate that currently morethan 4 000 Zimbabweans arerepatriated every week. Before deportation, many peopleare detained at Lindela (‘wait here’in Zulu and Xhosa), a sprawlingmass of dull buildings tuckedbehind high walls in a field about30 kilometres west ofJohannesburg. From this centre

many reports of physical abuse,corruption and sexual assaultemerge. Despite this ill-treatment, mostZimbabweans are not discouragedand the authorities handling thedeportations have many repeatcustomers. It seems that the currentZimbabwean exodus is an inevitableconsequence of Zimbabwe’spolitical and economic turmoil.Unless the situation in Zimbabweimproves, the mass exodus willcontinue regardless of restrictiveimmigration policies. South Africa is the destination ofchoice for Zimbabwean refugees.According to unofficial estimatesthere could be as many as twomillion living and working here.Most have come to live the so-calledSouth African dream.By the strict standards of ourRefugee Act, these people are not‘refugees’ but rather ‘economicrefugees’ fleeing starvation ratherpolitical persecution. Economicrefugees are guaranteed noprotection under South African lawand the majority live here illegally. 
RECIPE FOR ABUSE AND

CORRUPTIONThe majority of South Africans donot welcome foreigners, especiallythose from other African countries.

They draw lines of inclusion andexclusion. An intense struggle hasemerged among the numeroussegments of society over access toresources and jobs at a moment inhistory when levels ofunemployment and poverty arehigh. The pursuit of employment,health and education in such anenvironment has placed a highpremium on the South Africanidentity card. For many SouthAfrican people citizenship is avaluable commodity, which must beprotected from foreign trespassers.This ‘defence of citizenship’sometimes shows in appalling actsof violence. Few words are more derogatoryin modern South Africa than‘amakerre-kwerre’, a popular namefor unwanted immigrants. In recentyears, episodes of widespreadviolence against the ‘kwerekwere’have hit the media which havehighlighted the xenophobic natureof our post-apartheid society. Thekillings of Somali shopkeepers lastyear was one incident that hit themedia in a growing pattern ofviolence against foreigners. This intolerance is almostencouraged by our immigrationregime. Contemporary legislationechoes the popular xenophobic
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The government’s immigration policy and practice appears corrupt, chaotic and

inhuman. But, argues Steven Gordin, there is method in this madness and South

African unions should be at the forefront of protecting these workers.

Exploiting the exodus
Mining the labour of Zimbabwean

refugees
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view that migrants are linked tocrime, disease, HIV/AIDS and othersocial ills. The legal requirementsand restrictions on asylum andrefugee status are deliberately rigid,complex and confusing. Lawenforcement officials areencouraged to take hard-line actionon immigrants and they areempowered to take people who areunable to prove citizenship ondemand into custody. TheDepartment of Home Affairs isdeeply afraid of the prospect ofpermanent foreign settlement and ispossessed by a search and seizurementality. Home Affairs officials oftenidentify ‘migrants’ by using racialprofiling, for example blackZimbabweans are thought to bedarker than black South Africans,and cultural markers such aslanguage or dress. This combinedwith their powers of arrest meanthat our contemporary immigrationregime can be compared to the oldapartheid pass laws. Home Affairsstill embodies this culture and theapartheid era’s obsession with“influx” control. An institutionalculture of indolence, totalitarianismand arrogance still thrives. In a similar manner to theapartheid bureaucracy, the currentsystem breeds abuse andcorruption. Restricting themovements and opportunities ofpolitical and economic refugees hascreated fertile ground for thousandsof officials to abuse and exploitthose struggling to navigate theirway through a complex system. Home Affairs seems to support aburgeoning industry of falsedocumentation and bureaucraticfraud that allows economic refugeesto circumvent legal barriers toemployment and residence. In thisunderground economy, asylumstatus can be bought for R500 andnew identity documents for R1 200.

Because migrants are marked byquestionable legal status many fearto report abuse or maltreatment atthe hands of the authorities. The immigration system hasbecome a form of institutionalisedcorruption. The failure of the passlaws is an instructive lesson – youcannot legislate the movement ofeconomically desperate people.Where there are attempts to do so,the problem is simply drivenunderground. Instead of controllingthe influx of immigrants, HomeAffairs has succeeded only inchannelling many into subterraneancriminal networks. 
PURPOSE BEHIND IMMIGRATION

SYSTEM? But maybe there is a rationalebehind this chaotic and corruptsystem. These economic refugeesserve an economic purpose inSouth Africa. The weaker a group isin terms of political resources, thelower its labour costs. As economicrefugees are denied access topolitical asylum or legal status, theyare marginalised in terms of stateprotection. Cut off from SouthAfrican labour law and fearful of theauthorities, these refugees toil insectors of the economy where workis underpaid, insecure andunregulated. The illegally employedZimbabwean has become a featurein restaurants, on construction sites,in domestic service, on farms and inprivate security firms. And there are

certain economic incentives to seethis status quo continue.The experiences of these hyper-exploited workers resemble thoseof many migrant labourers thatsuffered under the apartheid erasystem of homelands. The povertyand lack of opportunities in thedesignated ‘homelands’ forcedmillions of black South Africans toseek work in ‘white’ South Africa.These migrant labourers formed asubterranean class of workers,constantly under threat of expulsionand detention by a corruptauthoritarian bureaucracy. Underthe old system, employers seekingflexible, low-cost labour made useof these workers and theirdesperate situation to reap hugeprofits. In democratic post-apartheidSouth Africa, the old system isreborn. Illegal migrants fromZimbabwe and elsewhere are theunofficial replacements for theworkers from former homelands.The brutality of this past systemwas legitimised by the racism ofapartheid propaganda, whichcharacterised ‘black’ South Africansas inferior. The racism of the oldstate apparatus finds its echo in thexenophobia of Home Affairs’current migration legislation andalso in the popular media.   In other words, economicrefugees provide cheap labourwithout the inconvenient necessityof adhering to any kind of labourstandards or laws. At a time when

D
e
sm

o
n
d

 K
w

a
n
d

e

A Zimbabwean hawks beaded flowers on a Cape Town street.
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N the private sector and governmentis looking to encourage flexiblelabour practices and lower labourcosts, these hyper-exploitedworkers serve as a bulwark againstthe progressive aims of organisedlabour in certain sectors of theeconomy. The result is a dual labour marketcontaining a privileged class ofworkers operating within aprogressive set of labour laws andan underclass of workers excludedfrom any form of legal protection.This acceptance by the authorities,as well as the racism and violenceof its enforcers, sets the tone forpopular xenophobic perceptionsand treatment of immigrants amongordinary citizens. This results in avicious cycle in which citizens callon government to put greaterrestrictions on the migrant ‘threat’which in turn increases theisolation and exploitation ofimmigrants.
TRADE UNIONS AND THE NEW

MIGRANTSUnder apartheid’s oppressivemigrant system, the South Africantrade union movement concerneditself with the plight of migrants.The labour movement created aclimate of solidarity that overcameethnic and organisational barriersthat existed between migrants andblack workers who had wonpermanent rights to reside in thecity. Migrant workers were a corepart of the anti-apartheid struggleand the labour movement,participating in mass actions thatassisted in bringing down theapartheid state. During this period of activism, thetrade union movement became thecaring representative and protectorof the nation’s working class,regardless of ethnicity, race, religion,creed or perceived legal status. Theunion leaders of the time

understood that only through unitycould South Africa’s diverseworking class be united in pursuitof their common goals.However in the current period,trade unions’ position towardseconomic refugees has beenapathetic. Their involvement inlarger campaigns for the rights ofthese refugees has largely beenconfined to mild criticism ofcontemporary migration legislation.  This disinterest by trade unions inthe plight of foreign migrant workershas created the impression thatthese workers do not belong to theworking class. This has led to theirextreme vulnerability to exploitationand abuse. The labour movementhas, however, the potential to endthe abuse of these migrants andrefugees through the use of theirstrong organisation. In fact, if tradeunions were willing to committhemselves to defending theseworkers it would contribute greatlytowards a more progressive stanceon economic refugees in the region. 
IN CONCLUSIONImmigration controls are notinstruments of protection andsecurity for workers, but instead

divide workers into ‘legal’ and‘illegal’ categories. This makes itdifficult for trade unions to recruitillegal workers and to buildsolidarity. Yet the ideological heartof international trade unionism liesin all workers being equalregardless of petty legal barriers.The restrictive immigration laws dolittle more than force economicrefugees into very precarious legaland economic positions. The lawsand bureaucracy that govern thelives of economic refugees isfundamentally immoral.The dream of unity and solidaritybetween workers across all bordersmay go against the grain ofcontemporary South Africanpolitics. But it is useful to rememberthat this dream of worker unity wasthe bread and butter of the tradeunion movement that achieved somuch in a previous era.  
Steven Gordin is a researcher atthe Industrial, Organisational andLabour Studies Research Unit atthe University of KwaZulu-Natal.This article is based on his thesis“Trade union response to alienworkers in post-apartheid SouthAfrica”.
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Zimbabweans seek refuge at a Methodist church in Johannesburg.


