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ABSTRACT
Newspapers are important sources of information related to the
issues of refugees and asylum seekers. Seeking asylum in South
Africa is challenging because of a hostile sentiment towards non-
citizens. The study focused on answering the following research
question: How were housing and homelessness related to asylum
seekers and refugees portrayed in two South African newspapers
from August 2015 to August 2017? A cross-sectional descriptive
design was used. The method that was used was media content
analysis. We selected South African newspaper articles reporting on
refugees and asylum seekers and housing and homelessness issues.
Our main findings focus on the themes that emerged from the
newspapers, namely: reasons for becoming refugees or migrants,
shelter issues, involvement and responsibilities of others in housing
refugees, issues that impact housing, and xenophobia and housing.
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Refugees and asylum
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Introduction

“National newspapers remain a highly influential power in opinion formation and a domi-
nant source of information for the public and policymakers” (Richter, Kovacs Burns, and
Chaw-Kant 2010: 125). Newspaper coverage of social problems and, in this case, the
housing issue of refugees and asylum seekers can increase public awareness and mobilise
or oppose public support for specific solutions and unconsciously influence policymaking
(Richter et al. 2011: 619). Thorbjornsrud (2015: 771) states that “coverage of irregular
immigration has the power to influence public opinion, fuel the formation of popular
movements, and mould the political climate related to immigration”. This view is
confirmed by Oluwakemi and Brickins (2016: 81), who conclude that public opinion is con-
tinuously constructed and re-constructed through mass media engagement.

Newspapers are a form of social media that are still very influential because the general
public frequently finds information regarding local, national and global events in it. News-
papers provide a space that allows debates and opinion sharing on a newsworthy and/or
sensational topic. Newspapers thus play an essential role in forming and influencing atti-
tudes, perceptions, and beliefs (Oosthuizen 2012).
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Based on the above, we argue that newspapers are essential sources of information
related to issues of refugees and asylum seekers. Newspapers’ interest in and reporting
on housing issues of refugees and asylum seekers are essential sources of information
for the public as well as politicians, policy decision-makers, and academics.

In 2016, a Reuters journalist, Joel Dullroy, reported on the influx of migrants from Africa
and the Middle East into Europe, and he quoted Peter Cachola Schmal, who said: “We
don’t have a refugee crisis, we have a housing crisis” (Dullroy 2016). In the context of
migrants, housing is an important issue that needs to be reported on.

This paper reports on a descriptive study that investigated two South African newspa-
pers’ portrayal of refugees and asylum seekers with particular reference to housing
between January 2015 and August 2017.

Background

Increasingly, people are moving, relocating, and migrating. Globally, there are an esti-
mated 250 million international migrants and 763 million internal migrants. Low- and
middle-income countries host 86% of forced displaced populations (WHO 2017). Acces-
sing shelter or housing is a fundamental human right and essential for migrants, including
asylum seekers and refugees.

Housing, and therefore the conditions in which people live, determine largely their
physical and mental health, well-being, and ability to engage in meaningful employment,
pursue self-improvement through education, and, consequently, attain a decent standard
of living (European Council of Refugees on Exile 2016).

The risk of becoming homeless is high for migrants and particularly for asylum seekers
and refugees. Globally, a key challenge for asylum seekers and refugees after resettlement
is finding good quality, permanent housing that is affordable. Furthermore, their ability to
seek accommodation is influenced by a significant amount of psychological stress due to
migration. This is further impacted by a lack of social capital, unemployment and other
barriers related to systemic discrimination (Homeless Hub 2016).

Most refugee-receiving countries are overburdened with the multiple needs of the
refugees. There are support services in these refugee-receiving countries, but support
is highly variable, and access to housing is not necessarily rapid or guaranteed (European
Observatory on Homelessness 2016).

Refugees and asylum seekers in the South African and international
context

In their document that explains the procedure for applying for asylum, the South African
Department of Home Affairs (DHA 2018) defines an asylum seeker as follows: “He is a
person who has fled his or her country of origin and is seeking recognition and protection
as a refugee in the Republic of South Africa, and whose application is still under consider-
ation”. The implication is that such a person had to flee his or her country because of
armed or political conflict of some kind. It is then mentioned that in the case of an
unfavourable decision, this person must leave the country voluntarily or otherwise they
will be deported.
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The document mentioned above defines a refugee as a person who has been granted
asylum status in terms of section 24 of the Refugee Act of 1998. It then further refers to the
United Nations 1951 document related to the Convention Relating to the Status of Refu-
gees. When refugees and asylum seekers are compared in terms of these definitions, the
status of an asylum seeker is less desirable than that of a refugee because asylum seekers
do not have an official status (DHA 2018).

If the international situation is considered, the United Nations High Commission for
Refugees (UNHCR) has approximately 25.9 million refugees under its mandate. The top
refugee-hosting countries collaborating with UNHCR are Uganda, Sudan, and Germany.
Comparing countries internationally in terms of asylum seekers, the UNHCR 2019
Global Trends Report indicates that South Africa, together with Turkey, was in fourth
place as major destinations for new asylum seekers (UNHCR 2017). In the 2018 Global
Focus Report, it is mentioned that 19,720 people of concern in South Africa received
legal support or advice regarding refugee status (UNHCR 2018). It is not clear why this
number seems to be relatively low, but it could be because most refugees and asylum
seekers in South Africa do not register or engage with the UNHCR.

Gordon (2016: 1) reported that South Africa is “a major recipient of refugees from sub-
Saharan Africa and elsewhere” and claims that 778,600 new applications for refugee
status were registered by the South African government between 2008 and 2012. For
South Africa, Somalians received the highest number of granted applications, followed
by persons from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Ethiopia and nationals
from Asian countries like Pakistan.

It appears as if the exact numbers of asylum seekers and refugees in South Africa and
their status are unclear. Looking back to the end of 2012, 230,000 asylum seekers were still
awaiting their refugee status (Brand South Africa 2013). In June 2016, UNHCR reported
that by the end of 2015, the number of asylum claims in South Africa had risen to
1,096,063 (UNHCR 2016). The UNHCR report of 2016, published in the following year,
stated a significant reduction in the asylum-seeking population, namely from 1.1
million in the previous report (above) to 218,300 (UNHCR 2017). Jan Gerber, a parliamen-
tary reporter for the news website NEWS24, reported that over the past 10 years, not even
one out of every six asylum seekers in South Africa was granted refugee status. He based
his report on statistics presented in parliament in 2019 that are not usually available in the
open domain (Gerber 2019).

Business Report (2019), a South African online publication, reports that Statistics South
Africa, the official government statistics department of the country, estimates there was
an increase of 62.5% in all types of migrants, including refugees, asylum seekers, and
illegal migrants, to South Africa since the 2011 census. The majority of these migrants
are from countries neighbouring South Africa, such as Zimbabwe and Mozambique.
The main reasons for migration from countries bordering South Africa are economic as
well as political. Often political unrest leads to unfortunate financial circumstances. More-
over, these migrants cannot apply for refugee status because there is no official war
declared or armed conflict in the country of origin. It therefore seems as if it is merely
a form of economic asylum-seeking due to deteriorating political circumstances in
these countries, making it necessary for these individuals to seek employment and
financial means in South Africa.
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In South Africa, as in other countries globally, there is a high risk for asylum seekers and
refugees of being or becoming homeless. The detention of asylum seekers is one of the
significant factors contributing to homelessness because they do not want to stay in the
detention centres. They often provide a false address where they claim they will remain to
be released from detention. Other challenges contributing to obtaining housing are
language barriers, lack of rental history, lack of banking details and large family sizes
(Pamporow, Vankova, and Shishkova 2013; Refugee Council of Australia 2013).

Stateless individuals

Besides refugees and asylum seekers, there are also stateless people. The legal definition
for a stateless person is “a person who is not considered as a national by any state under
the operation of its law” (UNHCR n.d.). These people do not have an identification docu-
ment (ID) or birth certificate that legally links them to any country. In addition, children of
asylum seekers and other illegal migrants are often undocumented, increasing the risk of
becoming stateless. This often happens to the children of asylum seekers (Gerber 2019).

It is impossible to provide reliable figures for the number of stateless people in South
Africa. South Africa is neither a signatory of the 1954 Convention relating to the Status of
Stateless Persons or the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness (George and
Elphick 2013). Liesl Muller from the organisation Lawyers for Human Rights published a
booklet with stories of stateless children in 2016. From this document, it is clear that it
is even worse to be a stateless child or person in South Africa than an asylum seeker
(Muller 2017).

Refugees, asylum seekers and xenophobia in South Africa

Local South African black people often perceive foreigners from other African countries
working and living in South Africa as economically more successful than themselves.
This perception leads to increased tensions and xenophobic attacks. Xenophobic
attacks in the new South African dispensation go back as far as the end of 1994 and
the beginning of 1995 when homes of undocumented migrants in the Alexandra Town-
ship close to Johannesburg were destroyed (South African History Online (SAHO) 2018).
After these incidents, xenophobic violence occurred in 1998 in Johannesburg and 2000
in Cape Town. There was another severe outburst of xenophobia from May 2008
onwards. It started in Alexandra and spread to other townships in South Africa during
that year. Numerous foreigners’ houses were burnt down during these episodes, and it
is estimated that 62 people were killed.

In 2009 there were attacks in the De Doorns area of the Western Cape, and about 3000
Zimbabweans were then displaced. In January of 2015, especially Somalians and Pakista-
nis were victims of attacks around Soweto, close to Johannesburg. Also, in March of 2015,
the northern part of the country, neighbouring Zimbabwe and other African countries,
namely the Limpopo Province, became an area where xenophobic attacks occurred.
Kwazulu-Natal, bordering three African countries (Mozambique, Eswatini and the
Kingdom of Lesotho), experienced xenophobic attacks in March and April 2015. The tra-
ditional King of the Zulus then made some negative comments about foreigners (SAHO
2018).
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Xenophobic attacks emerged again in 2017. There was an anti-immigrant march in Pre-
toria at the end of February 2017, followed by attacks on foreigners in Cape Town, Johan-
nesburg and Olievenhoutbosch close to Pretoria (Hiropoulos 2017). After research for this
paper was completed, at the end of 2019, xenophobic attacks took place in Pretoria,
Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town. The reasons for these attacks included a lack of
work opportunities for South Africans. Foreigners are accused of taking those work oppor-
tunities because they are willing to work for less remuneration. The majority of those that
were attacked were refugees and asylum seekers who claimed that sufficient assistance
was not provided by UNHCR and the South African government (Ebrahim 2019).

Seeking asylum in South Africa is challenging because of a hostile sentiment towards
non-citizens, as was pointed out in the description of past xenophobic attacks in South
Africa (Matsinhe 2011: 295; Gordon 2016: 1). Different role players protect South
African citizens, preventing asylum seekers from accessing the labour market (Gordon
2016). The media, in general, often fuel this sentiment, preventing asylum seekers from
becoming productive citizens and uplifting themselves from poverty, increasing their
well-being and restoring their dignity (Kavuro 2015).

Methodology

The study focused on answering the following research question: How were housing and
homelessness related to asylum seekers and refugees portrayed in two South African
newspapers from August 2015 to August 2017? A cross-sectional descriptive design
was used. The research method used was media content analysis (Padgett 2012: 70,
165). This kind of methodology was previously used in a study related to health policy
decisions (Rachul and Caulfield 2015) as well as a study on homelessness (Richter et al.
2011). We selected South African newspaper articles reporting on refugees and asylum
seekers and housing and homelessness issues. It allows a “snapshot” of what was
described in two South African newspapers at a particular time (Creswell and Creswell
2018).

Two South African newspapers, The Sowetan and The Daily Sun, were selected. The
selection was based on readership popularity and or circulation numbers obtained
from the Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa (2016). In addition, accessibility
by the research team at the stage of the research also had to be considered.

The Daily Sun was the newspaper with the highest national circulation number at that
stage. The newspaper with the second-highest circulation number, Isolezwe, is published
in the isiZulu language only and not in English. Neither of the researchers understands
isiZulu. The Sowetan had the third-highest circulation number in 2015, but the Star had
slightly higher circulation numbers in 2016. The Sowetanwas decided on, because accord-
ing to Brand South Africa, more people read The Sowetan than is reflected by the circula-
tion numbers on their own (Brand South Africa 2013).

Search terms used to locate the initial articles were “refugees”, “asylum seekers”,
“migration”, “housing”, “homelessness”, “housing security”, “informal housing”, “squatter
camps”, “South Africa”. After locating several articles, the search was refined by using
inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria for articles were as follows:
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. Articles that included the terms “refugees/asylum seekers managed by South Africa”.

. Any reference to “housing/shelter/homelessness”.

. Issues implied or contributing to housing emergencies of becoming or being at risk of
homelessness (xenophobia, ejections, illegal activities related to human trafficking/
illegal occupancy/illegal land use).

Exclusion criteria were the following:

. Any references to refugee or asylum seekers in other contexts, like Europe.

. Homeless issues that are not relevant to specifically refugees and asylum seekers.

After identifying articles, the researchers read the articles and then applied a modified
rating scale adapted from a study done by Buck, Toro, and Ramos (2004: 152–155).
Using this rating scale, the articles were rated on a four-point scale: 1 = low intensity or
little relevance; 2 =moderate intensity or some relevance; 3 = high intensity or related
theme; and 4 = very high intensity or major theme.

All articles that were rated as three and four were included for content analysis. In
applying content analysis in this study, mainly qualitative but also quantitative research
procedures were involved.

We used an extraction tool previously developed for a similar study by one of the
researchers (Richter et al. 2011: 619). Each researcher independently read all the included
articles. Next, both researchers independently coded and documented the articles. The
two documents with coding were then compared, discussed, combined and revised
until there was agreement. The coding scheme was then finalised (Padgett 2012: 176–
179). After the coding frame was developed, it was tested and adapted for content val-
idity. The development was informed by a guide, namely “Analysing Newspaper
Content, A How-to Guide” (Lynch and Peer 2002).

Seventeen articles were extracted from The Daily Sun, and five were included for data
analysis. Thirty-five articles were extracted from The Sowetan, and 14 were included for
analysis. Nine of the articles contained the search words in the title. Most of the articles
included for analysis were published in 2015 (see Table 1).

Subjectivity was recognised by the researchers in interpreting the themes of the news-
paper articles. The study’s trustworthiness and rigour were achieved through the discus-
sions between the two coders about the inconsistencies and shared understandings that
are more likely to reflect best the general reading audiences’ interpretations of the
themes (Padgett 2012: 207).

Findings

After consultation and discussions between the researchers, five themes were developed
from the data. Each theme had subthemes that relate to the main theme (see Table 2).

Table 1. Distribution of articles per year and newspaper.
Newspaper 2015 2016 2017

The Sowetan 10 3 1
The Daily Sun 3 0 2
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Figure 1 reflects the distribution of the themes discussed in the newspapers. In most of
the news articles used, more than one of the themes emerged in the selected articles (see
Figure 1).

The first theme that emerged the most in the newspaper articles reflected reasons for
becoming refugees or migrants and the impact on the need for housing (n = 9). Articles
that discussed this theme elaborated on the reason for asylum seekers becoming home-
less and or stateless.

Table 2. Themes and subthemes developed from data.
Themes Sub-themes

Theme 1: Reasons for becoming refugees or
migrants

Civil war, fleeing
Food insecurity/food crisis
Economic factors
Migrants—no borders
Stateless persons/non-person
Human trafficking/unaccompanied minors drop off

Theme 2: Shelter issues Need for shelter
Emergency temporary housing
Tent camps
Detention centres
Refugee and migrant shelters
Burden of sheltering refugees
Overcrowding
Giving up housing

Theme 3: Involvement and responsibilities of
others in housing refugees

Church
Other (farmers)
Support needed
Question of who is responsible?

Theme 4: Issues that impact housing Abuse of refugee system
Corruption—home affairs, document stamping, detained, bribing,
waiting in queues, clogging up the system

Theme 5: Xenophobia and housing Leadership role
Local unemployment
Xenophobia camps
Attack on migrants

Figure 1. Distribution of themes discussed in newspapers.
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Subthemes that emerged were fleeing due to civil war mentioning violence as the
main reason for fleeing. An article in The Sowetan of 10 September 2015 mentions that:

While a hundred others were shot dead in the rural village outside of…Maiduguri…

Not all asylum seekers left their countries because of war or violence, but also for econ-
omic reasons. The Sowetan also reports on this issue in an article in this newspaper as
follows:

We have seen a number of job-seeking Basotho who come into South Africa…Most econ-
omic migrants were reluctant to apply for work permits, because they were expensive…

Other subthemes of the first theme were: food insecurity or food crisis, some migrants
observed or respected no borders, stateless persons that were regarded as non-
persons and human trafficking or drop-off of unaccompanied minors.

Shelter-related issues (n = 8) was the second theme that also emerged extensively from
the articles. Challenges like the burden of sheltering refugees and the overcrowding of
most of the shelters were also discussed.

Subthemes under this theme were: the different types of shelters, like temporary emer-
gency housing and tent camps. Some of the temporary camps were dismantled when it
seemed that the persons staying there were comfortable with the situation. A The
Sowetan journalist, Nathi Olifant, reports on the following situation:

Ethikwini Municipality officials finally tore down and dismantled the Chatsworth refugee
transit camp yesterday. (The Sowetan, 16 July 2015)

The third theme was the least-covered theme, namely the involvement and responsibility
of others in housing refugees (n = 4). It included subthemes such as the role of churches,
others (for example, farmers), the support needed and the question of who is ultimately
responsible (for housing refugees).

In 2015 The Daily Sun reported on a couple that housed foreigners:

fleeing foreigners from the DRC and Burundi on their farm;… Hope Farm in KZN’s Killarney
Valley took foreigners in after attacks two months ago.

The fourth theme was the third most covered theme (n = 6) and focused on discussions
about issues that impacted housing. Subthemes that were included were issues related to
abuse that took place in the refugee system.

This is illustrated by the following quote from The Sowetan:

The many “visitors” I meet on the streets have not fled any war… Apparently, when it suits
them, they are also refugees, which is when they say it is endangering them to send them
back home. (The Sowetan, 7 October 2015. Beggars become choosers)

Corruption was a subtheme that emerged because it seemed extensive in the South
African Home Affairs Government Department; for instance, bribing for stamping of
documents.

The Sowetan of 23 July 2015 reports as follows:

Of the five refugee reception offices in the country, Marabastad in Pretoria is the most
corrupt, a research report released by Lawyers for Human Rights (LHR)… reveals.
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The fifth theme is the one that emerged the fourth most and was themed by us as xeno-
phobia and housing (n = 5). Articles that were found on this theme included discussions
on the role of leaders in xenophobia. Other social issues contributing to xenophobia
attacks were also mentioned; for example, local unemployment (and foreigners taking
up jobs) and the development of camps to house the victims of xenophobic attacks.
Xenophobia was thus a major cause of being or becoming homeless for refugees and
asylum seekers.

A letter from a reader in The Daily Sun that was published in July 2015 reflects some of
these xenophobic attitudes:

Gone are those days when our country was a form of shelter for refugees… xenophobia
seems like we are promoting death.

In an article in the The Sowetan (2015, Zwelethini say sorry or else…) it is described that
the King of the Zulus, King Zwelethini, made comments against foreigners and this led to
xenophobic attacks in the Kwazulu-Natal province.

His comments preceded violent xenophobic attacks earlier this year (2015), which led to the
killing and displacement of thousands of people. (The Sowetan 2015)

Discussion

As noted above, our main findings focus on the themes that emerged from the newspa-
pers, namely: reasons for becoming refugees or migrants, shelter issues, involvement and
responsibilities of others in housing refugees, issues that impact housing and xenophobia
and housing.

As social and health sciences researchers, we found it surprising that there was limited
coverage in the newspapers on asylum seekers and/or refugees and housing and home-
lessness in this population. Only 19 news articles could be included for analysis.

As health sciences researchers, we noted that not one of the news articles covered
any health-related challenges in the context of being homeless or the context of living
in substandard housing in this population. Kavuro (2015) found in his doctoral study
investigating barriers to accessing South Africa’s labour markets by refugees and
asylum seekers that the right to healthcare was impacted on for refugees and
asylum seekers.

South Africa is one of the high-volume asylum states in Africa, with many migrants
coming from outside the region. Mathew and Harley (2016: 44) state the following:

In the prevailing struggle for decolonisation in the 1960s, the causes of flight and the
responding lack of protection were connected to the liberation struggle against colonial
rule, with the result that commitment to the protection of refugees became a solid expression
of solidarity between African states.

However, since the end of colonisation, many internal struggles in Africa, for example, in
Burundi and Rwanda, have contributed to an increase in the flow of refugees to the south.
It is further reported that South Africa’s high number of asylum claims results from “slow
and ineffective asylum processing, which keeps people in asylum limbo for many years;
instead of processing them so that applicants are either granted or refused asylum”
(Grant and Brodie 2016). This is portrayed in our findings. Note particularly the first
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theme, which has received the most coverage in the two newspapers, namely reasons for
becoming refugees and migrants that impact housing needs.

The importance of documentation and the consequences of a lack of legal documents
are pointed out in a journal publication by Hunter (2018) that frames the importance of
legal documentation for social inclusion. Problems related to documentation were
pointed out in this research, especially problems experienced with the South African DHA.

The theme that emerged from our findings, namely xenophobia and housing, focuses
on the role of sociopolitical leaders in the country and high local unemployment numbers
in South Africa as reasons for chasing people out of communities into refugee camps. The
refugee camps housed people who were affected by xenophobic attacks. What some of
the leaders said about foreigners and unemployment contributed to tension between
locals and foreigners. Some of the newspaper articles we located argued against protect-
ing refugees and against granting shelter to refugees. The reasons include arguments that
refugees are a burden on South African society and that refugees contribute to the local
unemployment rate. However, the World Bank (2018) found in their study that immigrants
had a positive effect on job creation for South Africans.

Refugee protection is essential. In their book, Mathew and Harley (2016: 23–41) discuss
the reasons why refugee protection is necessary. One reason mentioned is that states
should protect the human dignity of those endangered and provide a home or surrogate
citizenship. Second, moral liability for contributing to refugee flow and the implications
for the state if refugees are not protected are mentioned as other reasons. The fourth
reason is utilitarian, and they argue that refugees can contribute positively to the host
country as opposed to the popular belief that they are a burden to society. This study
shows that there was a problem with the protection of refugees and asylum seekers.

The question of who is responsible (for refugees, asylum seekers and housing) also
emerged as a subtheme. There is a lack of international cooperation and responsibility
to protect refugees. Politicians often state that their country is overburdened by econ-
omic migrants abusing the asylum and refugee system. The United Nations 1951
Refugee Convention is a legal document, and the definition of refugee in it reads as
follows: “someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing
to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, mem-
bership of a particular social group, or political opinion” (UNHCR 2021). Refugees and
asylum seekers were defined in the first section of this study, as seen by the South
African Department of Home Affairs. Often some people do not meet the mentioned cri-
teria for asylum seekers or potential refugee status (Mathew and Harley 2016: 70–75).

Roets et al. (2016: 622) mention that although the central government in South Africa is
the main stakeholder in the phenomenon of homelessness, it is not clear who should be
responsible because these kind of policies are set in place by political structures. They
further mention that municipalities then become involved.

Some of the tools that high-income countries have to prevent or control the arrival of
asylum seekers at their borders are not in place in a country like South Africa (Odunayo,
Asuelime, and Okem 2017: 81). It thus contributes to illegal entry into the country and
human trafficking and drop-off of unaccompanied minors. These kind of migrants are
sometimes falsely labelled as refugees and are often more vulnerable due to the lack
of education in the source country, contributing to low or no literacy. All of this contrib-
utes to more integration problems like access to adequate housing, education and health
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services. Responsibility should be shared between countries for various reasons, among
which the reasoning that the current system is unjust, it is functionally necessary, it will
contribute to the future prevention and better management of refugee emergencies,
and it can contribute to economic efficiency (Mathew and Harley 2016: 234). An
example of a high-income country contributing to and assisting in this regard is
Canada, which accepts Sudanese and Zimbabwean refugee parents with young children.
Two Canadian provinces furthermore participated in a social support intervention
(Stewart et al. 2018).

Another theme that developed from our findings relates to the involvement and
responsibility of others. The news articles particularly referred to the involvement of a
church and a farmer in housing refugees. The church is perceived as a place where the
homeless can find a haven, a home, a place for healing the soul and family for those
whose family ties have been broken. Articles focused on the need for shelter but did
not cover the interrelated social, economic, psychological, physical and spiritual chal-
lenges. Roets et al. (2016: 622) mention that stakeholders’ roles should not be underesti-
mated. Such role players include faith-based organisations. In 2008, during xenophobic
attacks and resulting homelessness, the role of civil society organisations was of great
importance and help (Pugh 2014: 227). These organisations should be supported by gov-
ernment and international collaborators.

It is interesting to note that in an academic journal issue dedicated to the topic of
homelessness in South Africa, focusing on the city of Tshwane, no scientific article was
found about the theme of refugees and asylum seekers as homeless persons (2017, Devel-
opment Southern Africa Issue 34, Number 4). It seems as if homeless refugees and asylum
seekers are, to an extent, ignored by both journalists and academia.

It also appears as if: “the same mechanisms that shape (negative) attitudes to immigra-
tion in Western countries are at work in South Africa” (Ruedin 2018). Psychological factors
shape attitudes and behaviours toward refugees and give rise to xenophobia. Alterna-
tively, refugees that exert some effort to adhere to the eligibility criteria for support are
increasing citizens’ willingness to accept them (Böhm et al. 2018: 7284).

Recommendations

The impact of housing as a social determinant of health is underestimated. Therefore,
policy changes are needed to secure and improve the housing security of refugees and
asylum seekers because secure housing impacts the health outcome, particularly
mental health and well-being of refugees (Ziersch et al. 2017). Policy changes are there-
fore recommended.

Our findings have clear policy implications related to how politicians can promote posi-
tive attitudes towards refugees and asylum seekers. Housing and settlement are areas of
considerable policy complexity and contentions. A positive political and media stand will
support anti-refugee behaviours. This is confirmed by Van Lennep of the Helen Suzman
Foundation (2018).

The development of mandatory integration courses for refugees and asylum seekers
may “benefit refugees directly but also indirectly, by increasing citizens’ willingness to
provide help. The communication of refugees’ integration efforts could increase
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refugee acceptance, particularly among individuals with larger prosocial concerns” (Böhm
et al. 2018: 7287).

Cultural sensitivity training on how to deal with refugees and asylum seekers is impor-
tant. Policies and programmes that simultaneously address the immigration process and
housing are essential (Wayland 2007). A national policy framework for homelessness
exists in South Africa (Roets et al. 2016: 624), but the implementation of the policy is
lacking (Odunayo et al. 2017: 81). Roets et al. (2016) recommend further research on
homelessness to formulate intervention strategies. This need is particularly evident in
the case of the refugee and asylum-seeking homeless population.

Provision of housing should form part of the reintegration process for asylum seekers
and refugees. Adequate and suitable accommodation is one of the first steps towards suc-
cessfully reintegrating asylum seekers and refugees (Pamporow, Vankova, and Shishkova
2013). This is, unfortunately, not the case. The section in the South African Human Settle-
ments Department’s website dealing with Reconstruction and Development Programme
housing and government subsidised housing specifies that a person should be a South
African citizen to qualify for this type of housing (Human Settlements FAQ 2021). Refugees
and asylum seekers are not South African citizens (yet). Moreover, Settlement officials lacks
system knowledge about housing issues as housing falls outside their mandate.

It should be noted here, however, that, since the completion of this research, the cir-
culation of printed newspapers has declined drastically in South Africa. Omarjee (2019)
reports that data shows a 49% drop in circulation of newspapers for the last 10 years.
Increasingly, traditional printed newspaper readers move to online news platforms. The
conventional and known printed newspapers in South Africa also moved to online
models—however, a few still sell printed formats along with the electronic publication,
including The Sowetan. New newspapers were established. One of the researchers’ subjec-
tive observations is that some of the newer publications report more extensively and
more often on homelessness, refugees, asylum seekers, and xenophobia. One such news-
paper is DAILY MAVERICK. Numerous articles on refugees, asylum seekers and especially
homelessness and even the health needs of the homeless appeared in this publication
in 2019. The perception is that there is light at the end of the tunnel when these publi-
cations are considered. A follow-up study is therefore recommended for the newer
online publications in South Africa.

Finally, it is recommended that the homeless population should not only be made
more visible by journalists and researchers but should also be granted the opportunity
“to demonstrate their resourcefulness to find solutions for their problems” (Roets et al.
2016: 626).

Nonetheless, it should be acknowledged here that a limitation in this study was the
relatively small sample of newspaper articles that were included. The findings only
gave us a snapshot, and no inferences can be made from the findings. It is recommended
that a more extensive study should be done with the inclusion of more and different types
of media, especially online newspapers.

Conclusion

Worldwide, there is an increase in homelessness, often due to people becoming refugees.
More than ever, people are moving to South Africa due to political unrest in other parts of
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Africa. Yet, it was surprising for the researchers here that the press of these two sampled
newspapers only infrequently reported on housing of refugees and asylum seekers and,
most of the time, not in sufficient depth. Housing plays a critical role in health and well-
being. Appropriate and sustainable housing contributes to good health and social, edu-
cational and economic well-being.
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