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21ST FEBRUARY 2008

CORMSA CONDEMNS THE ARREST OF NON-NATIONALS SEEKING SHELTER IN LAUDIUM
The Consortium for Refugees and Migrants in South Africa (CoRMSA) condemns the short-sighted action taken by the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) in addressing the violence in Itireleng, Pretoria. Around 143 non-nationals have been arrested by the DHA on immigration charges after seeking sanctuary from the violence in Itireleng at the Laudium police station. This follows attacks on non-nationals in the area by residents who were allegedly incited at a political rally held on Sunday. Last night, those displaced by the violence including women and children were accommodated at a local Community Hall. This morning the DHA went to ascertain the legal status of those seeking sanctuary and found that only 30 of the 173 non-nationals were in possession of legal documents. The DHA then instructed the South African Police Services (SAPS) to transport the 143 without documents to Attridgeville police station from where they will be sent to Lindela Repatriation Centre. Red Cross will be providing shelter to the remaining 30 non-nationals.

The issue of attacks on non-nationals by residents of informal settlements is not new in South Africa. Such attacks have taken place in almost each province and no comprehensive strategy has yet been identified to deal with such conflicts. Instead of dealing with the conflict at hand, the DHA has tried to avoid the issue by deporting those who were in fact the victims of the attacks. In this way, the DHA inadvertently condones the actions of the community in attacking non-nationals in the area. This is a worrying precedent that has dangerous implications for human rights in South Africa. This also follows the raid on the Central Methodist Church which also targeted non-nationals seeking sanctuary. 
Reports indicate that a political rally held on Sunday 17th February encouraged residents of Itireleng to drive the non-nationals out of the area after accusing them of being responsible for crime. Following this, the homes of non-nationals in the area were attacked by mobs of people reportedly armed with pangas, guns, steel poles and gardening implements. Some of the non-nationals had been living in the area for more than ten years without incident prior to the attacks. Homes were attacked and burnt and the property of non-nationals was destroyed. A number of people were reportedly seriously injured.
CoRMSA calls on the government to take active steps to urgently address the issue of xenophobia in South Africa. This requires dealing constructively with such conflicts before they become violent as well as developing structures to deal with violent conflicts when they erupt. CoRMSA also calls on the DHA to operate in accordance and ensure that all those arrested are properly screened to determine whether any wish to apply for asylum. 
For more information, contact:

Sicel’mpilo Shange-Buthane 011 717 4047 or 076 569 8364 
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