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                                    Abstract 

This thesis focuses on South Africa where poverty and xenophobia have created a 

growing need to examine the specific situations of refugees closely in an attempt to 

better understand the conditions surrounding their movements and the resultant 

affects on their individual livelihoods. Using Zimbabwean refugees in Cape Town as 

a case study, this project focuses on the experience of food insecurity at the micro 

scale as a temporal indicator of overall vulnerability within a disaster risk context.  

It has been argued that food security is the most vital of all basic needs and 

moreover, it has come to be understood as the most direct and possibly the most 

threatening consequence of poverty. Food insecurity undermines people’s ability to 

learn, work, and make progress on all other fronts 

Semi structured questionnaires and open-ended interviews were conducted with 

forty Zimbabwean refugees who fled their home country for political and economic 

reasons. The results illustrate several patterns of how exposure to different factors, 

including economic poverty, political marginalization and social isolation, amongst 

others, influence refugee exposure to vulnerability, the outcome of which can be 

understood and quantified in terms of chronic food insecurity. 

The results are that food insecurity is a central concern amongst Zimbabwean 

migrants and an issue that is reflected throughout their migration experience as a 

result of the combination of various social, political and economic risk factors. 

Chronic hunger stands out as one of the most significant outcomes of migrant 

vulnerability and a prominent feature in their day-to-day struggle against poverty, 

oppression and isolation. Although the results are not comprehensive, they offer an 

insight into some of the core issues that contribute to an alternative discourse that 

considers the specific and diverse experiences of refugees at the micro scale.  
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1 INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 

 My name is Joseph1 I came to South Africa maybe 3 months ago from my 
hometown of Bulawayo in Zimbabwe where I was a schoolteacher. I came 
alone, my wife and 3 children had to remain in Zimbabwe because we did not 
have enough money to bring us all. That is why I am in Cape Town - to try and 
find some employment to send some money home. My family is hungry and 
frightened. I had to leave Zimbabwe because ZANU-PF was hunting for me as 
I spoke out against Mugabe.  

I crossed the border illegally. Me and four others crossed under a wire fence 
on the border at night... I swallowed all the money I had before we crossed so 
no one could steal it from me on my journey. When I got to Cape Town, yo I 
was tired, I had been travelling for over 6 days, sleeping in the bushes and 
eating out of rubbish bins. I went to Home Affairs offices to try and get my 
papers signed so I could get work. At the offices were many people all waiting 
in queues and sleeping on the pavements. Many had been waiting for several 
weeks and I joined them at the back of the line. Many people said the officials 
would only help you if you paid them extra but I had no money left by then. 
One day when I was waiting at Home Affairs it started to rain and we all tried to 
shelter under the building, but men came with dogs and pepper spray so we 
moved.  

More and more people came everyday to get their papers signed and only 
maybe 10 or 15 ever go into the buildings every day. During this time you 
loose hope and you think of your family. There are many people from all over 
Africa here; Congo, Namibia, Somalia, Kenya, but mostly we are from 
Zimbabwe.  Some times during the day, volunteers came with food and once, 
blankets. They try to help us get our CVs and to find jobs but so many people 
all rush-rush it’s hard to get their attention  

 

This interview was conducted before the May 2008 xenophobic attacks began when 

Joseph was still living on the pavements outside the Cape Town Home Affairs 

offices. Since then however I have been unable to contact him. 

 

 

 

                                                

1
 Name changed for purposes of anonymity 
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1.1 Introduction  

According to UN reports, there are an estimated 3.5 million Zimbabwean refugees 

like Joseph, who have crossed into South Africa over the past decade due to the 

deteriorating political and economic condition in their home country (Redden, 2008). 

With the concentration of such numbers of Zimbabwean refugees in Cape Town 

especially, there is a growing concern amongst human and civil rights groups over 

the lack of proper nutrition and exposure to chronic food insecurity experienced by a 

large percentage of the un-documented, immigrant population.  

This thesis documents the experiences of a group of 40 newly arrived Zimbabwean 

refugees, all of whom have spent less than 2 years in the city and their experiences 

of food insecurity using the following definition:  

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and 
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life. Household 
food security is the application of this concept to the family level, with 
individuals within households as the focus of concern (FAO, 2003). 

 

This study aims to survey the incidence of food insecurity as an outcome indicator of 

refugee vulnerability in each specific time phase outlined below. Specifically, this 

study focuses on the two main indicators of food insecurity; ‘accessibility’ and 

‘acceptability’ which are affected by outside circumstances beyond the control of the 

individual, and can be measured in terms of individual experience of hunger. This is 

explored further in the literature review section in Chapter Two. 

The time periods in which food security outcomes are measured are as follows: 

T1: Individual experience of food insecurity in Zimbabwe prior to the move to South 

Africa. 

T2: Individual experience of food insecurity and associated feelings of vulnerability 

in Cape Town before the 2008 xenophobic attacks (May/June 2008). 

T3: Individual experience of food insecurity and associated feelings of vulnerability 

in Cape Town During and after the 2008 xenophobic attacks (July 2008). 
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1.2  Aims and Objectives  

This research project is grounded within a disaster risk context that aims to expose 

the different factors influencing refugee vulnerability used to measure the 

experience of hunger as an outcome of food insecurity at the micro scale. In this 

study, specific attention will be paid to generating an understanding of the multiple 

dimensions of food security that were affected within each time phase and the 

resultant affects on food accessibility and acceptability resulting in the overall 

experience of hunger (FAO, 2003). This project argues that by examining and 

exploring the issues related to one of mankind’s basic needs of ‘food security’, that 

some progress can be made in filling the enormous gaps in the available literature 

on refugees in Southern Africa and furthermore, to assist in the acceptance of 

refugees within the city of Cape Town (Frayne, 2004). The concept of food 

insecurity and associated notions of vulnerability will be achieved using a case study 

of 40 recently arrived refugees who had previously been living in Zimbabwe and 

who, upon arrival in Cape Town where subjected to the xenophobic violence that 

began in May 2008.  

 

1.3 Limitations of the study  

The study had the following limitations:  

Firstly, although most Zimbabweans have a good understanding of the English 

language there is a possibility that some information may have been lost due to 

either misinterpretation or failure to communicate properly between the researcher 

and the refugees involved. Secondly, the researcher is aware that the largest 

percentage of Zimbabwean refugees are male, therefore the information gathered is 

gender biased. Thirdly, the data collection and/or sample process may not have 

been representative of the Cape Town/ South Africa’s Zimbabwean refugee 

population and the concern of over-generalization is realized. Fourthly, given the 

political nature of this project and the information it sought to uncover, the 

researcher is fully aware that many interviewees and/or respondents may be 

unwilling to reveal their experience or views out of fear or apprehension and may 

therefore hold back certain information.   
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Given the highly sensitive nature of the xenophobic attacks and subsequent 

displacement of refugees, the researcher is conscious of both the physical and 

mental stress that many of the interviewees are under. The researcher is therefore 

aware that any information gathered from the refugees may be affected by their 

current livelihood conditions which will affect the nature of the responses collected 

on individual experience and opinion. 

 

1.4 Ethical considerations  

This section highlights the considerations that need to be taken by the researcher to 

ensure that the results published in this study communicate what was found without 

giving unfair preference to certain issues or reflecting individual bias or opinion. 

Further ethical considerations include:  

• Ensuring that participating individuals understand the full scope of the 

research and participate voluntarily.   

• Approaching potential interviewees prior to the interview whilst at the same 

time assuring complete anonymity.  

• Due to the current political nature of this study and the associated feelings of 

vulnerability or exposure by migrants, it is vital to emphasize complete 

confidentiality with all interviewees and further to this, ensure that all 

interviews are conducted in a neutral and unthreatening location.   

• To be aware and make adjustments to the research process with regards to 

the interviewing of people under desperate situations. i.e. interview those 

individuals who are already integrated within an institution, such as the 

Scalabrini centre which has made some provision for their needs.  

• Finally, it is vital for the researcher to feed back the findings at an institutional 

level so as to communicate any relevant information discovered which could 

possibly be used to improve migrant livelihoods in Cape Town. A copy of this 

thesis will therefore be given to the Scalabrini Centre and to the University of 

Cape Town’s PASSOP co-ordinator. 
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1.5 Organization of the thesis  

This thesis is organized in to six chapters as follows: 

Chapter one is an introduction to the study, research aims and objectives, limitations 

to the study and ethical considerations.  

Chapter two consists of a literature review, which focuses on disaster risk theory, 

migration and food insecurity, and includes the presentation of a conceptual 

framework adapted for this study. 

Chapter three describes the research context surrounding Zimbabwean refugees in 

Cape Town, South Africa, including a background to the situation in Zimbabwe and 

a brief summary of South African migrant policy and law. This chapter also provides 

a short description of the Scalabrini Centre where the research was carried out. 

Chapter four discusses the methodology used and the techniques drawn upon in 

gathering information for analysis.  

Chapter five consists of a discussion of the research findings and the visual 

presentation of the data in graphs and charts.  

In Chapter six, the results presented in Chapter five are analyzed by applying the 

conceptual framework put forward in the methodology. This chapter also includes a 

critical reflection on the research, followed by a section on the selected 

recommendations. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW  

2.1 Introduction  

The literature review for this study is primarily concerned with three key literature 

areas that each consist of several themes listed below:  

The first area of literature I will focus on is between Disaster Risk theory, 

vulnerability and poverty. In this section I will discuss the roles and linkages between 

each of the above terms in the context of food insecurity amongst the Zimbabwean 

refugee population living in Cape Town. The second key area in this study is 

Migration. This section discusses the multifaceted and difficult migration experience 

specific to the Zimbabwean refugees concerned in this study. The concurrent 

themes within this section include a brief dialogue on migration and disaster risk 

theory and a second on migration and poverty. The final area of literature central to 

this study is Food Insecurity. This final section comprises a brief examination of the 

definition of the term itself followed by a discussion of food insecurity and risk and a 

subsequent paragraph on food insecurity and poverty. Following on from this is a 

brief case study of a young Zimbabwean who died of hunger in Cape Town last 

year. This I feel perhaps best serves to illustrate the complex but ruthless 

interrelationship of the aforementioned literature areas, and in particular presents an 

outline of the knowledge gap this study aims to fill between macro scale concepts 

and the reality of individual suffering at the micro scale.  

2.2 Disaster Risk, Vulnerability and Poverty  

Disaster risk is defined as the likelihood of some kind of harm. It is a function of the 

characteristics and frequency of hazards experienced in a specified location, the 

nature of the elements at risk (i.e. people and their livelihood activities) and the 

inherent degree of vulnerability and resilience (DFID, 1999). The concept of 

vulnerability is directly associated with survival. In this study, vulnerability is defined 

as the well-being of individuals, households, or communities in the face of a 

changing environment. Changes that increase vulnerability may include, but are not 

limited to, decreases in employment opportunities and attendant income insecurity, 

weakening or reduced access to social services, poor housing conditions, and 

worsening crime and other social conditions. The extent to which individuals, 
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households or communities are able to protect their various assets during economic 

hardship affects their resilience to shock. When opportunities to build assets or to at 

least withstand asset erosion are limited, vulnerability arises (Frayne, 2004).  

When determining the vulnerability context of a distinct population group, such as 

foreign refugees in the city of Cape Town, it is important to understand the term ‘risk 

factors’ and the contribution these may have on the experience of food insecurity at 

the micro, meso and macro scales (Campbell, 1991).  These risk factors include 

anything that affect individual or household resources and the proportion of those 

resources available for food acquisition (Campbell, 1991).  Risk factors for food 

insecurity are therefore anything that limits either the household resources (money, 

time, information, health, etc.) or the proportion of those resources available for food 

acquisition. Hence, risk factors include those issues that limit employment 

opportunities, wage and benefit scales and social assistance benefits (Campbell, 

1991).  

Refugees and asylum seekers face challenges after arriving in a host country. 
They carry the trauma that they may have experienced in their countries of 
origin, during flight, and in countries of asylum. Other stressors impact on their 
adjustment after arriving in their destination country, including basic needs 
such as food, clothing, and shelter (Piwowarczyk et al, 2008). 

 

Figure 2.2 (overleaf) illustrates the broader framework that contextualizes this study, 

with food insecurity placed as an outcome indicator of overall vulnerability.  
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Figure 2.2 

DISASTER RISK FRAMEWORK 

  

Risk context of Zimbabwe- livelihoods negatively affected by risks and hazards.  

            

     Adaptive Mechanism (Coping strategies) 

 

Forced Migration (to South Africa) 

 

Risk context in South Africa - exposure to new risks and hazards.  

 

      Food insecurity 

    

Hunger 

 

Ultimately the experience of vulnerability is expressed in terms of deprivation, which 

can be defined as “the denial or deprivation of opportunities and choices that would 

enable an individual to lead a long, healthy, creative life and to enjoy a decent 

standard of living, freedom, dignity, self-respect and the respect of others” (UNDP, 

2008).  

Deprivation is a multi-dimensional concept: in the sphere of economics, it manifests 

itself as poverty; in politics as marginalization; in social relations as discrimination; in 

culture as rootlessness; and in ecology as vulnerability (Mabogunje, 2002).  

Extensive studies on the exposure of migrants to risk upon their arrival in their 

countries of destination have highlighted those aspects of vulnerability that relate 

closely to economic poverty, social isolation and political marginalization. (Pelling, 

2003; Mabogunje, 2002; Landau, 2004) However, to date, the issue of 

Zimbabweans in South Africa has not been discussed as a humanitarian crisis due 
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to the inadequacy of South African refugee law mentioned previously. (Forced 

Migration Studies Programme, 2007). 

2.3 Migration 

Despite forced migrants’ long-standing presence in the world’s cities, there are 

surprisingly few studies focusing exclusively on displaced persons’ experiences in 

and effects on the urban environment. This oversight is rooted at least partially in 

the methodological challenges associated with studying refugees in urban 

environments as well as thematic and conceptual biases within ‘refugee studies’ 

(Landau, 2004).  

There is a growing body of theoretically and methodologically sophisticated literature 

within the parameters of ‘urban studies’, much of which is applicable to the study of 

forced migrants. Indeed, ‘urban studies’ inquiries into displacement, social and 

political marginalization, and livelihood strategies all speak explicitly to established 

themes within ‘refugee studies’. Landau (2004) discusses the shifting patterns of 

identity; new translocal forms of social and political organization; and concerns over 

environmental sustainability, health, education, and gender. These too resonate with 

established ‘forced migration’ issues (Landau, 2004). 

In South Africa, a largely ‘migrant destination state’, contemporary official and public 

policy discourse continue to view migration as essentially a bad thing, where 

migrants are more commonly viewed by states and citizenries as a threat to their 

economic and social interests, (Crush, et al. 2006). This view is promoted by host 

governments who do not wish to allocate resources into generating data on aspects 

of migrant behavior and livelihoods (Jacobsen, 2006). As a result of this, the debate 

on migration within Southern Africa, and indeed worldwide, is hampered by the 

absence of sound, reliable national and local data (Roberts, 2006 as cited in Crush 

& Frayne, 2007).  

Migrant flows and movements are known to be complex to define and explain. In 

general however, households will use migration as a survival and accumulation 

strategy, along with income diversification to reduce or lessen levels of individual or 

household vulnerability at home. Krokfors (1994) views migration as a response to 

poverty and environmental stress and uses the term “risk spreading” or “risk 
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management” to describe those individuals and/or households which choose to 

migrate to improve their standard of living or to just survive (as cited in Crush & 

Frayne, 2007). 

One interviewee described the reason behind his decision to migrate to South 

Africa, which highlights this connection between migration, survival poverty and 

vulnerability.  

“I moved to Cape Town because I could not watch my family suffer, we ate like 

vultures, scavenging all the time. Poverty was forced upon us by Mugabe and it 

became inescapable. I had to get out and try to find a life for myself elsewhere. 

Once I have got this then I can start to try bring my family here, because they are 

still suffering, but now it is even worse for them as I have left now, I fear for my wife. 

I miss my son” (Interview 8.)  

“Ultimately, the causes of migration are multiple, variable, scale-dependent and 

often country-specific and no single explanation will suit all situations” (Crush et al, 

2006). Migration is an integral part of the livelihoods of the poor in many low-income 

countries. Ellis (2003) argues that a more accurate understanding of the roles of 

migration can be achieved by taking a livelihoods approach with its emphasis on 

assets, activities and outcomes within vulnerability and institutional contexts. In the 

livelihoods approach, migration is seen to contribute positively to the achievement of 

secure livelihoods, and to the expansion of the scope for poor people to construct 

their own pathways out of poverty. It does this by ameliorating seasonality and risk, 

reducing vulnerability, enabling investment in a range of livelihood assets (land 

improvements, education, livestock etc.), and providing the poor with more of a 

chance to gain a first purchase on virtuous spirals out of poverty (Ellis, 2003). The 

livelihoods approach is described in figure 2.3 overleaf and aims to highlight the 

potential benefits listed above that may result from migration. However, this view is 

often contested with the negative accounts of migration resulting in issues such as 

large-scale unemployment, human rights abuses and chronic food insecurity as 

described in figure 2.4 (Crush, et al 2006; Landau, 2004; Ellis, 2003) 

 

 



 

 

11 

Figure 2.3: The livelihoods approach. Positive links between migration and improving livelihoods 

 

 

 

 

 

However, using migration as a means of improving ones livelihood also includes the 

possibility of those individuals enhancing or prolonging their exposure to poverty. 

This is largely a result of the broader social, economic and policy environment and 

local level institutional contexts that often hinder and block rather than facilitate and 

encourage migrants own efforts to move out of poverty (Ellis, 2003).   

 

“Secondary to issues of poverty, both asylum seekers and refugees may find 

themselves in unsafe areas with risks of added exposure to violence and re-

traumatization” (Piwowarczyk et al, 2008:14). Overleaf is a flow diagram that 

highlights the cumulative affect that poverty and associated risk factors have on the 

outcome of vulnerability and subsequent exposure to food insecurity at an individual 

level.  
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Figure 2.4. Food Insecurity as an outcome of refugee vulnerability. (Adapted from Crush et al, 2006) 
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2.4 Food Insecurity   

According to Smith, et al (1992) there exist over 180 different definitions and 

concepts surrounding the term ‘food security’. In the 1970s the ‘food security’ was 

primarily concerned with global and national supplies until the 1980s, when the 

focus shifted towards food access at household and individual levels, 2  “Food 

security is no longer viewed as a failure to produce enough food nationally, but 

rather as a failure of livelihoods to provide adequate supply at the household level” 

(Crush & Frayne, 2007).  

This study uses the definition currently accepted and used by the FAO as stated in 

the introduction, as it provides a number of key measurement concepts that will help 

quantify the experience of food insecurity outlined in this study. 

These measurement concepts include:  

• Accessibility (in terms of the social, political economic, physical nature of 

accessibility.) 

• Acceptability (that includes both dietary needs and food preferences)   

According to Maxwell and Smith (1992) there exist four core concepts, implicit in the 

notion of “secure access to enough food all the time.” These are (a) sufficiency of 

food (calorific intake); (b) access to food (including the entitlement to produce, 

purchase or exchange food); (c) security, defined by the balance between 

vulnerability, risk and insurance; and (d) time, where food security can be chronic, 

transitory or cyclical. 

This definition of food security can be used as a conceptual and analytical 

framework, because embedded in this are a number of key elements that relate to 

the conceptualization of food itself:   

 

                                                

2
 80% of the literature reviewed comes from the dates 1986-91 (Maxwell & Smith 1992). 
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• Food as an entitlement commodity (means)  

• Food as a right (access)  

• Food as nutrition (quantity, quality and variety)  

• Food as a social value (culturally acceptable) 

Antipoverty activists assume that food insecurity results from poor people’s lack of 

money to buy food. From this perspective, the opposite of food security is hunger, 

“the inability to obtain sufficient, nutritious, personally acceptable food through 

normal food channels or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so” (Davis & 

Tarasuk, 1994 as cited by Power, 1999: 8). Hunger, in the context of this study 

therefore, is more than a temporary, physical discomfort. It is often a chronic 

(recurring and long term) and severe condition that may be a precursor to famine 

and starvation, as illustrated in the case study that follows this section. (Atkins & 

Bowler 2001:130)  

 

2.4.1 Food Accessibility 

It is argued that the focus on access is largely a phenomenon of the 1980s, resulting 

from the work of Amartya Sen (1981) on food “entitlements”. This framework 

provides a systematic approach to the definition and assessment of vulnerability. An 

individual’s entitlement is rooted in his/her initial resource bundle, which is 

transformed via production and trade into food or commodities that can be 

exchanged for food. The risk of entitlement failure determines the level of 

vulnerability and hence the level of food insecurity (Maxwell & Smith 1992). This 

study aims to generate a deeper understanding on how this notion of accessibility 

changes throughout the migration process and its direct impact on the experience of 

food insecurity. 

 

2.4.2 Food Acceptability 

An individuals’ perception of the food he or she eats, the quantity and quality of food 

eaten and the frequency that this occurs plays a pivotal role in understanding and 

measuring the incidence of food insecurity in everyday lives. Maxwell and Smith 
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(1992) argue that food is only one of many priorities people pursue; their attitude to 

food and the relative priority they accord it become important factors. 

2.4.3 Food Insecurity and Risk  

 

The notion of risk has been central to definitions of food security, since the 1970s. 

The scope of food security however, has narrowed, from a regional/geographic 

approach to an increasingly individual and household level approach (Maxwell & 

Smith 1992). 

This emerging consensus on the definition and measurement approaches for food 

insecurity has implications for the conceptualization of risk factors and 

consequences of food insecurity and for the research that is critically needed to 

elucidate the relationships between risk factors, food security and its consequences 

(Campbell, 1999). These consequences include 

In a recent overview of the urban food situation, Atkinson (1995) suggested that 

given current trends, the question of urban food security may become the “greatest 

humanitarian challenge of the next century” (as cited in Maxwell, 1999) Although 

African cities are growing at an unprecedented rate and urban poverty is back on 

the agenda with respect to both research and donor priorities, Maxwell (1999) 

contends that urban food security has become politically invisible.  “So long as food 

insecurity is a household-level problem and does not translate into a political 

problem, it does not attract policy attention” (Crush & Frayne, 2007: 9).  

Recent work on the topic of food security also emphasizes the risks to food access 

and people’s ability to cope with such risks (Maxwell, 1999). Risk factors for food 

insecurity include any factors that affect household resources and the proportion of 

those resources available for food acquisition. Potential consequences of food 

insecurity include hunger, malnutrition and (either directly or in directly) negative 

effects on health and quality of life (Campbell 1991, Mougeot, 1999). 

Overleaf is a case study that serves to illustrate the potential effect of vulnerability, 

poverty and food insecurity on refugee individuals living in Cape Town. 
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2.4.4 Case Study: Adonis Musati  

 

 

 

 

 

) 

 

(Source: www.crisisgroup.org ) 

In November 2007, the emaciated body of young Zimbabwean refugee named 

Adonis Musati (23) was found outside the Home Affairs office in central Cape Town. 

Adonis was forced from his home in Zimbabwe and crossed into South Africa, 

making his way to Cape Town where he waited for several weeks alongside 

countless others for his refugee papers to be stamped, granting him legal status in 

the country that would allow him access to a job and subsequent income. However, 

due to the poorly organized and inefficient nature of the Cape Town Home Affairs 

offices, this procedure took much longer than anticipated during which time Adonis 

failed to secure himself a sustained and reliable source of food or income. On the 

2nd November 2008, Adonis collapsed on the side of the road and was later 

proclaimed dead by paramedics who stated his cause of death as starvation (Big 

Issue, April 2008). Adonis’s death generated massive publicity and widespread 

outcry over the general treatment of refugees by both South African government and 

policy.  
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2.5 Conceptual framework- risk reconstruction model. (See overleaf) 

This model highlights the implications of migration for Zimbabwean refugees arriving 

in Cape Town, South Africa. This model highlights some of the established reasons 

for why the Zimbabwean refugees interviewed fled their home country in the first 

pace and the current policy and institutional frameworks that exist in Cape Town 

upon their arrival.  

This model outlines the general risk context surrounding the majority of the 

Zimbabweans interviewed in this study that aims to highlight how the broader 

context of their environment come to affect levels of individual vulnerability and 

subsequent experience of food insecurity that is ultimately expressed as hunger. 

Malnutrition, death and ill health have been established as other possible outcomes 

indicators of food insecurity (Campbell, 1999) but this study chose to focus on 

hunger given the time constraints required for a more in-depth analysis of individual 

health and nutritional status.   
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3 THE RESEARCH CONTEXT 

 

3.1 Introduction  

This section aims to introduce the vulnerability context surrounding 40 Zimbabwean 

refugees interviewed for this study. This includes a brief history of the political and 

economic situation in Zimbabwe, followed by a short description of South African 

migrant policy law. The final section of this chapter introduces the ‘Scalabrini Centre’ 

which is where the questionnaires and interviews took place.  

 

3.2 Zimbabwe- a historical context  

This section discusses what Bond & Manyana (2002) have labeled as “Zimbabwe’s 

plunge” and outlines the vulnerability context of the T1 phase. 

The situation in Zimbabwe is recognized by many international organizations as one 

that warrants the need for refugees to flee the country to seek asylum. “There is 

clearly a humanitarian crisis when so many people feel compelled to leave their 

country” (Redden 2007 as cited by Meeker, 2008).  

Zimbabwe’s March elections are the latest episode in the country's deepening 

political and economic crisis. The policies, corruption and repressive governance of 

President Robert Mugabe – in power for 28 years – and his ruling ZANU-PF party 

bear primary responsibility for the severe economic slide, growing public discontent 

and Zimbabwe's international isolation. Since the 1990’s the shift in Mugabe’s 

regime towards corruption and human rights violation has resulted in the country, 

once regarded as one of the most economically and socially advanced countries in 

Africa, to becoming one of the most desperate countries in the world. Current 

statistics conclude that unemployment rests at 80 percent, inflation is  165,000 

percent (Moody 2008 as cited by Meeker, 2008), a quarter of the adult population is 

infected with HIV/AIDS, and life expectancy for women is estimated at thirty-eight 

years (Meeker, 2008). Since 2000, state violence has escalated, while elections in 

2002, 2005 and 2008 were marked by gross manipulation and suppression of 

dissent. (www.crisisgroup.org)  
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One interviewee explained the extent that the inflation rate and subsequent 

economic turmoil has played in his daily life. “Back at home in Zimbabwe, we use 

money as toilet paper because it is cheaper to use this then to go and buy proper 

toilet paper. Also, even if you wanted toilet paper, the shops do not sell it so we are 

left with little choice” (Interview 19) 

In 2005, the Zimbabwean government implemented an ‘urban renewal project’ 

named Operation Murambatsvina, or “Clean the Filth.” It consisted of forced 

evictions and the bulldozing of urban informal settlements through out Zimbabwe, 

which took place with little or no prior warning to those in its path. An estimated 

700,000 men, women, and children lost their homes, while around 2.4 million in total 

were affected; the gross majority of whom already lived on the margins of society. 

Displaced persons were denied access to shelter, food, sanitation and health care. 

The government committed widespread human rights violations by preventing those 

people from meeting their basic needs (Kasambala & Neistat, 2005 as cited by 

Meeker, 2008).  

Mugabe’s government continues to deny assistance to the hundreds of thousands of 

displaced persons living within its borders including the prevention or obstruction of 

international aid to those individuals in need.  (Kasambala & Neistat, 2005 as cited 

by Meeker, 2008).  Until the Zimbabwean government recognizes the humanitarian 

crisis in their country, the situation there will not likely improve, and millions of 

Zimbabweans continue to flee the country in the best interests of their 

lives.  “Inflation will continue to climb as long as the factors driving it are not 

addressed’’ (Africa Research Bulletin, 1996: 18). The continued implication of 

Zimbabwe’s political and economic turmoil will continue to result in the mass 

suffering and exposure of its people to chronic poverty cycles and subsequent 

starvation. As a result, the continued exodus of its people into neighbouring South 

Africa can only continue. Here the situation is often no better, with thousands of 

people arriving daily from all over Africa the reality of continued poverty and 

sustained food insecurity demands immediate and serious attention by both 

government and society if some efforts are going to be made mitigating against 

these concerns. 
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3.3 South Africa’s migrant policy law 

This section discusses the policy and institutional context of T2 phase and outlines 

the legal framework and policy that was considered ‘normal’ before the xenophobic 

attacks.   

In South Africa there are no permanent refugee camps and the Refugees Act (1998) 

gives asylum seekers and refugees the right to live and work in the cities, to access 

services and to compete in housing and job markets. (Jacobsen 2006) However, the 

problem with this policy lies in its implementation which has been labeled as so 

inadequate that the act has been called effectively pointless (Mbelle 2005 as cited 

by Meeker, 2008).  This is experienced by one refugee in Cape Town, “I have been 

sleeping outside for four months and not once have I been first in line and even if 

people are first, other people get served before them, this place is filled with 

corruption” (Cape Argus, January 9th 2008) 

South Africa's migration policy has since been labelled as contradictory and 

confused. In reality there exist profound differences of opinion within government 

and civil society over the best means to deal with what is believed to be a massive 

and threatening increase in clandestine migration and irregular employment. Clarity 

of thought and policy debate has been hampered by an inflammatory discourse for 

example, in February 1998, the Minister of Home Affairs, Mangosuthu Buthelezi, 

asserted at a press conference that: “Just as the country is trying to get to grips with 

determining and plotting strategies to meet its peoples needs and to develop, it 

faces a deluge of migrants, mainly illegal’s ... we are perceived as an island in a sea 

of poverty, making us a magnet for migration” (Crush, 1999: 3). 

This fixation on the issue of numbers, which views all migrants as a problem and 

threat, is partly a reflection of the fundamental inadequacies in systems of data 

collection and analysis, and partly a poor understanding of the causes and character 

of cross-border migration in Southern Africa (Crush, 1999).  

Due to the strict border controls and uncompromising police, many refugees flee 

Zimbabwe by illegally crossing the Limpopo River. Upon entering South Africa, 

asylum-seekers have the right to a two-week permit that allows them a grace period 

to remain in the country while applying for refugee status. During this time, they 
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must get to a refugee reception office (of which only five exist in the country), wait in 

the queue to be served, and then be processed by the Department of Home Affairs 

(DHA) in order to be granted asylum. This process has proven to be extremely 

ineffective for a variety of reasons. First, due to the inaccessibility of information, 

they are never given the chance to learn their rights. So, fearing harassment, arrest, 

detention and deportation, many asylum-seekers enter the country illegally and do 

not obtain the two-week permit. Second, the application process tends to take 

anywhere from 2 to 5 years, much longer than the allocated two week period. During 

this lengthy process, asylum-seekers often do not have the means to work or the 

necessary resources to sustain their wait (Trad et. al, 2008 as cited by Meeker, 

2008). Instead of reacting to reduce the vulnerability context of refugees living in the 

city, the DHA in fact makes it worse by exposing refugees to the risk of harassment, 

arrest and deportation when they are unable to show papers to authorities 

(Jacobsen, 2006). 

South African immigration legislation (the Aliens Control Act of 1991, as amended in 

1995) makes no direct provision for temporary employment schemes and group 

entry of migrants. The Act unexceptionally prohibits the issue of permanent 

residence or temporary work permits if a position can be filled by a citizen or 

permanent resident (Crush, 1999). The South African institutions that are 

responsible for the implementation of the act are so severely ineffective that most 

asylum seekers are left in a constant state of insecurity, which further compounds 

their vulnerability context by making it almost impossible to achieve legal status and 

subsequent employment to help meet their own basic needs. (Mbelle, 2005 as cited 

by Meeker, 2008). As Trad, et al (2008) suggest “Refugees are extremely vulnerable 

to human rights abuses due to their precarious legal standing. Despite this fact, they 

have the least amount of legal protection and resources to defend their rights” (as 

cited by Meeker, 2008).   

 

3.4 The 2008 xenophobic attacks. 

Refugees constantly encounter xenophobic sentiment that is expressed through the 

exploitation of their vulnerabilities. (Trad et. al, 2008 as cited by Meeker, 2008) This 

widespread view in South Africa suggests that the number of non-citizens in the 
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country has escalated dramatically since 1990. Newspaper headlines refer to 

“floods”, “tidal waves” and “swarms” of migrants flattening the country’s borders. The 

panic engendered by the image of an undifferentiated “flood” of “illegal aliens” 

contains all the predictable elements. Africa is in chaos and South Africa represents 

a haven of freedom, peace and prosperity for the continent’s destitute masses 

(Crush, 1999).  One South African male, interviewed by a local newspaper after the 

attacks took place stated” These kwerekwere (foreigners) must leave our country 

now. They take our women, our homes, our jobs and food. This is not their country, 

we will chase them out like rats, and if they return we will put down more poison” 

(Cape Times. 17 June. 2008)  

According to Landau, (2004) “the integration of urban refugees is one of the most 

poorly understood and under-researched topics in forced migration.” However, 

xenophobic sentiment is one of the most common responses to the interactions of 

foreign migrants and host populations. While refugees and migrants everywhere are 

often greeted with hostility — scapegoated as the cause of crime, vectors of 

disease, and a threat to locals’ economic opportunities and cultural values — urban 

migrants’ typical reliance on existing markets and public services makes them 

particularly vulnerable to the effects of xenophobia (Human Rights Watch, 1998).   

In South Africa, a wave of xenophobic violence that began in Alexandra, Pretoria on 

the 12th May 2008 rapidly spread throughout the country, reaching Cape Town on 

the 22nd May .The violence was characterized by widespread rioting, looting and 

violent assault which displaced over 25,000 migrants and 62 people dead (Cape 

Times. 29th June 2008). The attacks were perceived to come to an end mid June 

although since then several reports have been published of lingering xenophobic 

resentment and related violence which suggest the opposite 

(http://www.unitedforafrica.co.za/timeline.asp).  

3.5 After the xenophobic attacks  

This section presents the vulnerability context T3 as outlined in the introduction.  

For thousands of refugees living in South Africa, the xenophobic attacks resulted in 

many fleeing their new homes and shelters into temporary ‘emergency’ camps 

provided by the government and various relief agencies. These relief spaces were 
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created rapidly as a protective device intended to provide for the physical, food, 

health and safety of the survivors at a minimum level and at a distance from the 

existing socio-economic areas from which they had fled (Agier, 2002).  “The 

formation of an informal space for the ‘humanitarian’ management of the most 

unthinkable and undesirable populations of the planet” (Agier, 2002).  

“The refugees are housed at five makeshift camps, in 11 community halls, and in 

mosques and churches around the city” (The Times, August 28th 2008). However, 

some two months after the ‘official’ attacks came to an end, the government made 

plans to “reintegrate all migrants from the various shelters back into their 

communities by the end of August 2008”. (Cape Times. July 25th 2008) However, 

several incidences of repeated xenophobic violence have since occurred, that have 

thwarted government efforts of proposed “reintegration” and many of the shelters 

are forced to remain open. 

Conditions in the temporary shelters are grim. Fear prevents many refugees from 

going back to their homes that have either been burnt, looted or repossessed. “I’m 

scared to go back there to my house. Apparently a taxi driver lives there now, so I 

can’t just reclaim my house because I don’t know what might happen to me” (Cape 

Times. August 25th 2008)  

The continuation of hostilities prevents the refugees from returning back to their 

residences, but the humanitarian aid mechanism also generates its own effects, 

especially in terms of access to food and the employment market. To the suffering of 

exodus is then added the frustration of an impossible resocialization, as xenophobic 

sentiments continue to be expressed throughout the country.   

One Zimbabwean upon being told he was about to be evicted from his current relief 

shelter stated; “South Africa has taught me cruelty. How do you expect me to start 

up with a bag of mealie meal and 500 rand? I’ll become a thief so I can go to jail. At 

least there I will be looked after” (Cape Times, Oct 1st 2008). 

3.6 The Scalabrini Centre.  

At the onset of the May 2008 xenophobic attacks, the large queues of refugees 

waiting outside the Cape Town Home Affairs offices disappeared into temporary 
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relief shelters and other emergency camps. Further research therefore had to be 

conducted in a safe but neutral location, which led me to the Scalabrini Centre.  

The Scalabrini Centre of Cape Town (SCCT) is a non-profit organization committed 

to both alleviating poverty by promoting development in the Western Cape and to 

offering assistance to refugees and their children. The ultimate aim is that of 

fostering integration between local communities and refugees. The Scalabrini 

Centre consists of a 4-floored building in Central Cape Town which serves to assist 

those migrants living in the city. The centre offers counseling services, CV 

assistance, computer lessons, skills workshops, language courses and employment 

assistance for both legal and illegal migrants. (http://www.scct.ws/)  

Through the Scalabrini Centre I was able to question and interview 40 Zimbabwean 

migrants who had arrived from Zimbabwe and who had remained in Cape Town 

during and after the main body of the 2008 xenophobic attacks. I was able to 

conduct interviews both during and after the attacks occurred which allowed me 

insight into the current conditions experienced by the refugees.  

 

3.7 Thesis statement 

This thesis explores the conditions exposed to a group of 40 Zimbabwean migrants 

who have had the experience of life in Zimbabwe and South Africa, both before and 

after the 2008 xenophobic attacks. Using their reflections, the researcher aims to 

collect information regarding the vulnerability contexts surrounding each individual to 

establish whether food insecurity, in terms of availability and acceptability can be 

regarded as a significant issue in the lives of this specific population group. From the 

results collected and analysed the researcher intends to draw attention to some of 

the connections that exist between the broader macro scale context surrounding 

Zimbabwean refugees throughout the migration process and individual suffering at 

the micro scale. 
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4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter describes the data collection process and the methods used to analyze 

the data.  

"The measurement of food insecurity at the household or individual level involves 

the measurement of those quantitative, qualitative, psychological and social or 

normative constructs that are central to the experience of food insecurity, qualified 

by their involuntariness and periodicity" (Crush & Frayne 2007: 5). According to 

Campbell (1999) there are 4 aspects of food insecurity proposed as necessary at an 

individual level of study, which are: 1) the quantitative aspect of having enough or 

sufficient food; 2) the qualitative aspect concerning the types and diversity of food; 

3) a psychological aspect in which food insecurity is accompanied by feelings of 

deprivation or restricted choice for individuals, and by anxiety about the amount and 

types of food available on-hand, and 4) a social or normative aspect: an individual 

evaluates his or her own food situation in terms of generally accepted social norms, 

such as eating three meals a day, or being able to purchase foods without having to 

beg, rely on charity, scrounge or steal food.  

This research study follows a similar approach to Campbell (1999) with the use of 

oral histories to analyze individual accounts of food insecurity. “Oral histories 

provide current information in reaction to their current situation, additionally, they 

give a voice to a group of people whose history is generally kept quite or distorted 

through discourse” (Portelli, 1998 as cited by Meeker, 2008).   

The specific objectives of the study were to:   

• Characterize the experiences of selected refugees with regards to food 

security within a specific time frame, i.e. before and after the xenophobic 

attacks as they occurred in Cape Town, and compare these findings to the 

situation in Zimbabwe.  

• Using the FAO definition of food security, investigate individual livelihood 

vulnerability using both qualitative and quantitative measurements of food 

accessibility and acceptability at the micro scale.  
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• Ask respondents to rate their day-to-day experience of hunger in each of the 

phases, using a 1-10 scale (1 being the lowest level of concern and 10 being 

the highest level of concern) to ascertain the significance of this phenomenon 

in relation to other issues influencing refugee livelihoods. 

• Through this method, identify both the macro and micro scale influences that 

contribute to individual vulnerability. i.e. lack of access to employment, failure 

to secure legal status etc.  

• Gain a wider understanding of the limitations and usefulness of using the 

scope of the term ‘food insecurity’ and the issues this definition presents for 

the researcher. 

4.2 Secondary data  

The main sources of data were collected from a variety of academic sources that 

covered the following topics of migration, food security, poverty and vulnerability. As 

established in previous sections of this thesis, the lack of data available on migrant 

movement within South Africa is a major concern and has been detrimental to the 

work that is achieved on the topic of migration in Southern Africa for decades 

(Crush, 1999). 

4.3  Primary data  

4.3.1 Overview of method and questionnaire 

The study is based on the interviews of 40 Zimbabwean refugees in Cape Town. All 

the data was collected from semi-formal interactions with various refugees at the 

foreshore in Cape Town from March to April 2008 and subsequent to the 

xenophobic attacks; at the Scalabrini Centre from mid July to mid August 2008 

where the core of my data was gathered.  
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All of the interviewees were originally from Zimbabwe and had been in South Africa 

for varying lengths of time, from up to two years to less than a month. All 

respondents were well educated, with most having their primary or advanced level, 

and several with undergraduate or honors degrees.  

Primary data were collected through semi-structured questionnaire surveys that 

were carried out at the Scalabrini Centre. The detailed structured questionnaire 

used for the individual interview is found in Appendix 1 

A total of 40 individuals were interviewed over a 4-week period from mid July 

through to mid August (after the xenophobic attacks were seen to have come to an 

end). The majority of the interviews were conducted with men (28) with the 

remainder made up of female migrants (12). A translator was unnecessary given the 

high level of English language proficiency of all of the respondents. 

4.3.2 Sample selection  

In such environments, developing a sampling frame that allows one to make claims 

of representativeness is difficult (Landau, 2004). Regarding the sample selection, 

this research reflects the demographics of the refugee population at the Scalabrini 

Centre. Respondents were chosen based on the criteria that they had recently 

arrived in Cape Town (i.e lived in the city for less than 2 years) and had experience 

of life in the city both before and after the xenophobic attacks. Further data on the 

demographics of this study selection can be found in the appendices. 

4.4 Data organization and consolidation  

After the data were collected, each questionnaire was assigned a number code from 

01 to 40 before being placed in Microsoft excel. The findings were analyzed using 

simple descriptive statistical techniques that were subsequently displayed using 

frequency tables, bar graphs and pie charts. 

4.5 Data analysis  

Below is an example of the multicriteria ranking table that was developed and 

applied to individual perception and experience of food insecurity. This table was 

used in all three phases of the analysis. 
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Table 4.2 Results for incidences of food insecurity in T1 phase.  

T1               

  Accessibility       Acceptability    Hunger  

 

Response Physical Social Economic Political Dietary needs Food 

Preferences 

(1--10 

scale) 

1 to 40  1=Poor  

2=Adequate 

3=Good 

1= Poor  

2=Adequate 

3= Good 

1=Poor  

2=Adequate 

3=Good 

1=Poor  

2=Adequate 

3=Good 

Yes  

No 

Yes  

No 

1=lowest 

concern  

10=highest 

concern 

 

The above criteria used to measure food insecurity as outlined by the FAO definition 

was used to assess and analyze the lived experiences of forced Zimbabwean 

migrants during each of the three distinct time phases. Presentation of the data 

collected is displayed in Chapter five. 
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5 PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

5.1 Introduction 

In the pages that follow are tabular and graphic representations of the responses 

collected from interviews concerned with accessibility (in terms of physical, social, 

economic and political access), acceptability (in terms of i. meeting dietary needs 

and ii. social and cultural acceptance of food) and lastly an overall hunger rating  on 

a scale of 1-10. 

These measures of food security are then discussed in relation to the three temporal 

and locational divisions of T1, T2 and T3. 

The following sections display data collected on individual experience of food 

insecurity throughout the three time phases.  

Section 5.3 represents data collected on accessibility, 

Section 5.4 represents data collected on acceptability, in terms of dietary needs. 

Section 5.5 represents data collected on acceptability, in terms of food preferences. 

Section 5.6 represents data collected on the significance of hunger in daily life using 

a 1-10 scale rating. 

Section 5.7 provides a summary of the findings displayed. 

 

A discussion of the above analysis will then be presented in chapter six. 

 

5.2 Accessibility of food in terms of: 

• Physical access 

• Social access 

• Economic access 

• Political access 

 

Question: Using 1= poor, 2=Adequate and 3= Good. Please indicate how accessible 

food was, with regards to physical, social, economical and political access. 
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5.2.1 T1 Accessibility 

In Zimbabwe, economic factors were listed as the most significant factor limiting 

individual access to food given the situation in the country described in chapter 3. 

Political influences were also listed as limiting food access as many interviewees 

were supporters of the opposition party and were therefore marginalized and 

oppressed by government forces i.e. (food supply to their areas was cut off and 

individual activists felt threatened when going out to purchase or locate sources of 

food. Physical access to food was also listed as problematic as many interviewees 

had to travel further to find food as many of the closer shops and food centres were 

empty or had been forcibly closed. All 40 respondents commented on the role of 

extensive social networks that ensured access to food for thousands of families.  

“My brother knows some people who are able to get large packets of sadza from 

across the border. In return my mother exchanges potatoes and clothing she makes 

herself, she also runs a child care centre” (Interview 7) 

Figure 5.1 

T1. Factors Affecting Food Security in Zimbabwe
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5.2.2  T2 Accessibility 

  In T2, the majority of respondents (87.5%) listed economic factors as the primary 

reason limiting their access to food in Cape Town. 70% also listed political factors as 

a reason why they could not get access to food as they felt they were not provided 

for in this respect by government due to their refugee status. This means that the 

majority of the interviewees were aware of their human rights to food access, but felt 
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denied by South African government and policy. Social access to food was also 

highlighted as a reason for food insecurity given the absence of social networks 

present in Zimbabwe.  

Physical access in the majority of cases was listed as good given the proximity and 

availability of food (in shops, street stalls etc.) 

“We are human beings, and therefore have a right to things like housing and shelter 

and food, the government in South Africa chooses to ignore us” (Interview 18) 

 

“Arriving in South Africa, I realize how much food there is- on the streets, in stalls, in 

shops and big supermarkets- everywhere! But it is painful to see sometimes as I 

have no money to buy it”. (Interview 3) 

Figure 5.2 

T2. Factors affecting food security in Cape Town, 

prior to xenophobic attacks
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5.2.3 T3 Accessibility 

In T3, economic factors affecting food accessibility remained the most frequent stated cause 

of food insecurity amongst the respondents (87%). Political factors also continued to be 

stated as a cause of food insecurity as many respondents felt unsatisfied with government 

efforts to provide them with food alongside other basic need such as shelter etc. Social 

access to food remained poor amongst respondents who still lacked the social networks 

required for improving their access to food. Physical access to food however improved as 
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the majority of interviewees were housed in temporary relief shelters and emergency camps 

where food was provided at least once a day. 

Figure 5.3 

T3: Factors Affecting Food Security in Cape Town 

(after the 2008 xenophobic attacks)
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5.3   Food acceptability in terms of: 

Meeting dietary needs 

• Yes 

• No 

 

Question: Did you feel your dietary needs were met?  

 

5.3.1 T1 Acceptability 

Eighty two percent of respondents claimed that their dietary needs were not met in 

Zimbabwe. Staple foods were largely unavailable and if they were, could not be 

afforded. Respondents therefore perceived their diet lacking in certain aspects such 

as regularity, variation, quality and nutrition.  
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Figure 5.4 

T1. Acceptability in terms of meeting dietary 

needs

33 Responses: 

82%

7 Responses: 

18%

Yes

No

 

 

5.3.2 T2 Acceptability 

All respondents answered no to this question (100%). This indicates that refugees 

arriving in the city were unable to meet their dietary needs.  

“I was trained as a teacher and became a professor of science at a high school in 

Harare. Now I am a beggar on the streets of this city, I eat when I can afford it, or 

when someone gives me food- there is a lot of charity work here and volunteers try 

provide us foreigners with food. For this I am very grateful” (Interview 7). 

 

5.3.3 T3 Acceptability 

Eighty five percent or respondents stated that their dietary needs were not met in 

T3. This was as a result of the poor quality of food that the refugees felt they were 

provided with in the various relief shelters. Many respondents complained about the 

poor quality of the food, the variety of food and the portion size. However 6 

interviewees felt their dietary needs were met at the shelters. 

“The men get the same small portions of food as the woman and children in the 

shelter. Even though I am grateful, it still leaves me hungry the whole day” (Interview 

40) 
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“These shelters are like prisons, in order to get food you have to stay and help 

prepare the food in teams. This works well but how can I try look for work if I am in 

this situation” (Interview 33) 

Figure 5.5 

T3. Acceptability in terms of meeting dietary needs.

34 responses:

85%

6 responses:

15%

Yes

No

 

 

5.4 Food acceptability in terms of: 

ii. Culturally and socially acceptable types of food? 

• Yes 

• No 

 

Question: were you able to locate and consume food that was socially and culturally 

acceptable? I.e. food that you regarded as preferable?  

 

5.4.1 T1 Acceptability 

 77% of respondents claimed that they were unable to consume foods that were 

regarded as preferable given a) the scarcity/ unavailability of preferred food in shops 

and b) the price of food. Those that were able to access food deemed preferable did 

so via social networks formed within their community or who grew their own. 
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Figure 5.6 

T1. Acceptability in terms of food preferences

9 Responses: 

23%

31 Responses: 

77%

Yes

No

 

 

5.4.2 T2 Acceptability 

82% of respondents confirmed they were able to access food that was regarded as 

preferable given the widespread availability of staples such as sadza, rice and 

vegetables in shops and other food outlets. 

“They have the foods we like and eat in Zimbabwe here in South Africa. When I get 

money I eat sadza and sometimes a relish” (Interview 9) 

 

Figure 5.7 

T2. Acceptability in terms of food preferences

33 responses: 

82%

7 responses: 

18%

Yes

No
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5.4.3  T3 Acceptability 

77% of respondents stated that they were unable to access food of their preference 

given that they were living in shelters that provided them with certain meals which 

often were not regarded as socially or culturally acceptable. 

“This soup business...I don’t know, it makes you feel more hungry” (Interview 37). 

“Some days we got soup that had some few beans and maybe rice in it, but it was 

like water and you were still hungry, even after you had gone for more” (Interview 

10). 

Figure 5.8 

T3. Acceptability in terms of food preferences

Response: 9 

23%

Response: 31 

77%

Yes

No

 

 

5.5 Hunger rating of interviewees. (1-10 scale) 

Question: On a scale of 1 to 10, (1= lowest level of concern, 10= highest level of 

concern) please rate your experience of hunger as a daily concern.  

 

5.5.1 T1 Hunger rating 

 All 40 respondents listed hunger as a primary cause of concern in Zimbabwe. 

22.5% of respondents rated their hunger as 10 (the highest ‘figure’ of concern), 25% 

rated their hunger as 9, 27% (mean score) rated hunger as 8 and the remaining 

7.5%, 12.5% and 5% rated their hunger as 7,6 and 5 respectively. 
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“I have 2 children, at first they cried because they were hungry  but it became so 

bad at times that they did not have the energy to do this either- so they went quiet. 

This is when I feared the most” (Interview 15) 

 

Figure 5.9 

T1. Hunger Rating
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5.5.2 T2 Hunger rating  

The range of numbers rating hunger as a primary concern in day to day life in Cape 

Town was larger than that of T1 (ranging from 3 to 9). However, the mean number 

listed by respondents was 8 (27.5% of respondents). This implies that hunger 

remained a primary concern amongst respondents upon their arrival in the city.  

Figure 5.10 

T2. Hunger Rating
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5.5.3 T3 Hunger rating  

The range of numbers indicating hunger rating was 2 - 10. However like T1 and T2 

the majority of respondents continued to rate hunger as a major concern in their day 

to day lives. 22.5% rated their hunger as 7 (mean score), 20% rated their hunger as 

8, 15% as 9 and 2.5 % rated their hunger as 10. 

“In amongst all these troubles us foreigners face, hunger becomes just a dull pain, 

we have to survive first in order to eat!” (Interview 35) 

“Hunger is still bad, it never gets easier or worse- it becomes a part of your body 

and soul like your arm or your leg” (Interview 21) 

 

Figure 5.11 

T3. Hunger Rating
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5.6 Summary of findings 

The research confirmed that individual experience of hunger can be measured as 

one of the core outcome variables of food insecurity at the micro scale. The study 

found that every individual who took part in the study had experienced chronic and 

sustained levels of food insecurity throughout the migration process, defined in this 

study by T1, T2, and T3. A further summary of the experience of hunger in each 

phase is described below. 

In Zimbabwe (T1) 100% of the respondents rated their hunger between 5 and 10, 

with 75% rating their hunger between 8 and 10. Hunger therefore was identified as 
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one of the most significant issues concerning individuals on a daily basis. 

In South Africa, upon arrival and prior to the xenophobic attacks, 90% of 

respondents rated their hunger between 5 and 10, with 40% rating their hunger 

between 8 and 10. Although this indicates that hunger is statistically a less 

significant concern amongst refugees in the city, it still remains a central cause of 

anxiety. 

After the xenophobic attacks, the overall significance given to hunger as a core 

concern in day-to-day life decreased slightly with 77.5% of respondents rating their 

hunger between 5 and 10 and 37.5% of respondents rating their hunger between 8 

and 10. Although these percentages indicate a decreasing trend of overall exposure 

to food insecurity, hunger continued to prevail as a major cause of anxiety. 
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6 ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

6.1 Introduction 

The nature of the study was in some senses a survey of the broader issues 

surrounding Zimbabwean refugee’s experiences of food insecurity throughout the 

migration experience. All of the issues that were highlighted could provide points of 

departure for future studies to go more in depth on specific topics. The conclusions 

that I draw will summarize the key points established in relation to each phase of 

this specific case study.  

This chapter also includes a critical reflection section on using a micro scale disaster 

risk analysis of individual livelihoods. 

 

6.2 Analysis of findings  

6.2.1 The risk context of T1 

In Zimbabwe, it was established that the current economic and political situation in 

the country are the most significant issues contributing to individual experience of 

food insecurity. As a result of the country’s continuing descent into one of poverty, 

marginalization, oppression and desperation, the findings in this study contradicted 

those conclusions made in previous SAMP research, which indicates that the 

majority of cross-border migrants in Southern Africa are circular migrants, and that, 

although many migrants stay for longer than initially intended their visits are 

generally seen as temporary not permanent. “Across a whole range of indices, 

migrants prefer living in their own countries” (Crush et al, 2006). However, from the 

data collected in this study, it is apparent that the majority of Zimbabweans 

interviewed wished to remain permanently in South Africa, with the hope of bringing 

their families down in the future. Given the extent of the issues many refugees 

currently experience in South Africa, this desire to remain can only suggest at the 

severity of the situation back at home. 

“I will not return to my country which is the home of my family for many generations. 

I wish my family and friends to come here, where they will be safe and far away from 

the monster that has become my birthplace” (Interview 19). 
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6.2.2 The risk context of T2 

The experience of food insecurity in Cape Town continues amongst the migrants 

interviewed, many of whom run out of money shortly upon arrival. Due to South 

Africa’s unhelpful and contradictory migrant policy (Crush, 1999), many refugees are 

forced to remain in a state of liminality with regards to their legal status. From this 

study, it was found that acquiring this documentation was the biggest obstacle faced 

by refugees as it affected their ability to access the employment market amongst 

other resources, such as housing, health, education etc. (Frayne, 2004). According 

to Frayne, (2004) labour is considered the most important asset of poor people and 

an insecure income therefore increases that person's vulnerability to economic risk. 

The most vulnerable individuals and households are therefore those whose incomes 

are insecure and/or erratic, and this is where the real risk of hunger is found. In a 

recent survey of refugee experience of food insecurity in America, it was established 

that “people with no current work authorization are approximately 5.3 times (95% 

more likely to report hunger, than those people with current work authorization” 

(Piwowarczyk et al, 2008: 9).  

Food is generally the largest expense category in the budget of the urban poor, (that 

includes migrants) and from this study it was established that the main source of 

food insecurity in South Africa is food access (especially due to a lack of economic 

means), rather than food availability. Further to this, the absence of social networks 

advanced individual vulnerability and experience of food insecurity due to the 

inability to secure access to kin, political or religious groups who are able to provide 

support (such as access to food, job opportunities, health care etc. (Food and 

Nutrition Technical Assistance Project, 2008).  

 

6.2.3 The risk context of T3 

“With an illegal alien population estimated at between 2.5 million and 5 million, It is 

obvious that the socioeconomic resources of the country, which are under severe 

strain as it is, are further being burdened by the presence of illegal aliens” (Crush, 

1999). 

Within the context of limited resources and employment opportunities, many forced 

migrants in Cape Town face further issues associated with feelings of inequality, 

vulnerability, marginalization and social dissolution that culminated in the May 2008 
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Xenophobic attacks. All of the refugees that took part in this study and were affected 

by the attacks subsequently found themselves in temporary shelters and relief 

camps where access to food improved but the issue of acceptability became a 

concern. “Taste is culturally shaped and socially controlled, like any language, diet 

has rules of exclusion, signifying opposites (such as sweet/sour), rules of 

association for how individual  dishes should be assembled, and rituals of use” 

(Atkins & Bowler 2001: 5).  

According to the data, the situation in many of these camps continued to alienate 

the refugees from integrating into South African society in terms of finding 

employment and securing their legal status. On top of this, the majority of 

respondents concluded that although they were fed, the food eaten (mostly soup 

and bread) was regarded as insufficient and culturally unacceptable given the 

absence of ‘solid’ staples like sadza and rice in their daily diet. “Consumption 

patterns of the poor remain largely unchanged: they are excluded from the 

possibilities of quality and variety” (Atkins & Bowler 2001: 9). 

 

6.3 Conclusions 

“It is clear that the notions of poverty, undernutirition and vulnerability are closely 

intertwined in definitions of food insecurity” (Maxwell & Smith. 1992: 11). 

This study confirmed that food insecurity remains a central concern amongst 

refugees given their subjectivity to the broader social, economic and political context 

in Zimbabwe and South Africa.  

This study re-emphasizes the multi-dimensional concept of the term food security 

(FAO, 2003) and highlights the linkages between urban poverty and inequality. For 

this reason, research on urban food security in the 1990s must focus on the 

question of access — access not only to food but also to political processes 

(Maxwell, 1999). 

The risk reconstruction model allows for a broader and more comprehensive 

understanding of the relationships between the political economy of poverty, 

malnutrition, and hunger that this particular group of individuals are exposed to. The 

study places particular emphasis on individual actions, perceptions and choices; 

food is understood to be only one of the priorities that people pursue. People are 
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constantly being required to balance food procurement against the satisfaction of 

other basic material and non-material needs (Frankenberger & McCaston, 1992).  

 

6.4 Critical reflections of a disaster risk analysis at the micro scale 

The risk reconstruction model allows the reader a conceptual view of some of the 

broader issues facing Zimbabwean refugees both at home in Zimbabwe and in 

Cape Town. Using this model, food insecurity can be understood as a significant 

issue in the contribution to vulnerability livelihoods throughout the migration 

experience. This is further emphasised in the rating of hunger by respondents which 

reiterates the reality of food insecurity at the micro scale. However, according to 

Power (1999) the all-inclusiveness of the term food security can obscure the nature 

of the problem, this is important to understand, because the way we frame a 

problem determines the ways we try to solve it. As a result, this study is not 

comprehensive, but instead, provides a sample of the various themes that emerge 

in discussion about refugee experience of food insecurity within three specific 

locational and temporal phases. The results and analysis must therefore be 

considered from that perspective and must acknowledge some of the possible 

shortcomings and limitations that the study might have. 

First, the study is in some ways like an anthropological ethnography. While the 

opinions were those expressed by the interviewees, my perspective as the 

researcher cannot be ignored. Being young, white and female, I had to consider 

some of the ethnic, gender, and cultural barriers that might have influenced the 

information I received (Meeker, 2008). 

Also, the views expressed in the results are predominantly from a male perspective. 

Although more diverse perspectives would contribute to the information, this fact in 

no way compromises the integrity of the results. However, this context must be 

considered when analyzing the results (Meeker, 2008). 

Finally, my theoretical foundation could have been more comprehensive, as I relied heavily 

on a few authors. However, the specificity of the area of study does not have a well 

established literature foundation from which to depart. 



 

 

45 

6.5 Recommendations 

"As to this... inflow of illegal people, I personally think that it's something we have to 

live with... it's difficult; you can't put a Great Wall of China between South Africa and 

Zimbabwe to stop people walking across." (President Thabo Mbeki, speech to 

Parliament, 17 May 2007) 

A definitive analysis of the extent and impact of undocumented migration and 

irregular employment in South Africa is complicated not only by the changing 

parameters of legality, illegality and irregularity, but by fundamental inadequacies in 

systems of data collection and analysis. In responding to the challenges of 

increased in-migration, the first priority for South Africa involves a conscious policy 

choice (Crush, 1999). Part of the problem this study found with the current policy is 

that there is no communication between the authority and those refugees seeking 

assistance. This results in widespread confusion and chaos as refugees seek 

alterior means of entering the country i.e. illegally, this policy choice must be based 

on the principles of transparency, fairness and efficiency.  

The debate over whether South Africa should put up permanent refugee camps is 

one that is currently being discussed in parliament. It is my opinion however; 

refugee camps are not a satisfactory way of dealing with the issue of foreign 

migrants as it appears to simply ‘relocate’ the problem rather than addressing its 

root causes. The same goes for nutrition intervention programmes for refugees, 

which again do not treat the causes of hunger, but merely the symptoms of hunger 

(Fosters & Leathers, 1999). The concept of ‘Social Justice’ thus becomes vital in this 

context of migrant food insecurity, poverty and vulnerability. As evidenced here in 

South Africa and elsewhere throughout the globe it has been established that food 

solutions alone will not solve the problem of poverty. Without social justice for the 

poor in the larger society (that is, a guarantee of an adequate and dignified level of 

material resources to allow every citizen the stability and security to participate fully 

in society programs aimed at improving the food problems of the poor will only 

reinforce individualistic solutions to structural problems, no matter what the 

intentions of the programmer (Power, 1999). 

 

My view is that the foreign migrant population needs to be presented the opportunity 

to integrate into South African society if they qualify to do so. This acceptance must 
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be filtered down into civil society where the positive benefits of foreign populations 

can be embraced and advanced (Frayne, 2004, Crush, 1999, Atkins & Bowler 2001, 

Steedman, 1986). 

“Most poor people — who are economically as well as politically marginalized — 

want to be full participants in society, including its consumerism”  (Steedman,1986: 

8). 

Given the immediacy of the South African food crisis, combined with the time and 

resource intensity of both measurement and monitoring methods required in the 

practical assessment of food insecurity, researchers may be required to develop a 

more rapid and immediate approach to investigating and addressing the problems 

exposed, especially amongst the more vulnerable groups to mitigate against some 

of the unnecessary individual suffering as uncovered in this study (Atkins & Bowler, 

2001). 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 

 

Structured individual interview questionnaire. 

 

1. Sex    

1. Male  

2. Female  

 

2. Age    

0-20  

21-30  

31-40  

41-50  

51-60  

60+  

 

3. Self reported physical health? 

Excellent  

Good  

Fair   

Poor  
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Very Poor  

 

4. Current food consumption in relation to country of origin. I.e. South Africa versus 

Zimbabwe? 

More  

Less  

Equal  

Unsure  

 

5. Do you find it easier to get food here in South Africa, compared to back home in 

Zimbabwe? 

1. Yes  

2. No  

3. Unsure  

 

6. What were the difficulties in getting food in Zimbabwe? 

Portion size  

Cultural acceptability  

Regularity  

Diversification  

Expense  

Accessibility (transport)  
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Availability  

Nutritional value  

Fear of persecution  

Other  

 

7. Using 1= poor, 2=Adequate and 3= Good. Please indicate how accessible food 

was in Zimbabwe with regards to physical, social, economical and political access. 

Rating (1,2 or 

3) Physical Social Economic Political 

1     

2     

3     

 

8. Did you feel your dietary needs were met in Zimbabwe prior to your departure? 

1. Yes  

2. No  

3. Unsure  

 

9. In Zimbabwe prior to your departure, were you able to locate and consume food 

that was socially and culturally acceptable? i.e. food that you regarded as preferable 

1. Yes  

2. No  

3. Unsure  



 

 

54 

10. On a scale of 1 to 10, (1= lowest level of concern, 10= highest level of concern) 

please rate your day to day hunger in Zimbabwe, prior to your departure, as a 

primary concern.  (Please Circle) 1, 2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10 

 

11. How long have you been in Cape Town? 

1- 4 weeks  

1-2 months  

3- 6 months  

6-12 months  

1-2 years  

+ 2 years  

 

12. Why did you come to South Africa? 

Escape persecution  

Employment purposes  

Better your livelihood  

To be with family  

Health reasons  

Education.  

Other  

 

13. Why did you choose Cape Town? 

Had family/friend contact   
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Lower likelihood of deportation  

Less violence  

Greater job opportunities  

Health reasons  

Education  

Other  

 

14. Did any other member of your family move to South Africa with you? 

Yes, my partner  

Yes, my parents  

Yes, my siblings  

Yes, my relatives  

No  

 

15. Would you like to settle in Cape Town permanently? 

1. Yes  

2. No  

 

16. Have you had a job in Cape Town?  

Yes, Permanent  

Yes, Part time  

Yes, Once off  
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No, never  

 

17. What are your future plans here in Cape Town? 

Find employment and settle.  

Go to School/College  

Go to University  

Start a family here   

Bring down family from Zimbabwe  

Travel  

Move back to Zimbabwe  

Move elsewhere in South Africa  

Other  

 

18. Were you living in Cape Town before the Xenophobic Attacks? 

1. Yes  

2. No  

 

19. Where were you living before the attacks? 

In a location. (Informal Settlement)  

In a rented house  

In a shelter  

with family/ friends   
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Other  

 

20. Since your arrival in South Africa, how often have you gone to bed hungry? 

All the time  

Quite often  

Once in a while  

Never  

 

21. Using 1= poor, 2=Adequate and 3= Good. Please indicate how accessible was 

food in Cape Town (before the xenophobic attacks) with regard to physical, social, 

economical and political access? 

Rating (1,2 or 

3) Physical Social Economic Political 

1     

2     

3     

 

22. Did you feel your dietary needs were met in Cape Town when you arrived? i.e. 

before the xenophobic attacks? 

1. Yes  

2. No  

 

23. In Cape Town, prior to the xenophobic attacks, were you able to locate and 

consume food that was socially and culturally acceptable? i.e. food that you regard 
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as preferable? 

1. Yes  

2. No  

 

24. On a scale of 1 to 10, (1= lowest level of concern, 10= highest level of concern) 

please rate your day to day hunger in Cape Town, prior to the xenophobic attacks, 

as a primary concern. (Please circle) 1, 2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10 

 

25. During the xenophobic attacks, did you move from the place you were staying 

originally? 

Yes  

No  

 

26. Where did you move? 

To a location. (Informal Settlement)  

To a private house  

To a temporary relief shelter  

Other  

 

27. Using 1= poor, 2=Adequate and 3= Good. Please indicate how accessible you 

find food here in Cape Town after the xenophobic attacks with regards to physical, 

social, economical and political access? 

Rating (1,2 or 

3) Physical Social Economic Political 
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1     

2     

3     

 

28. Did you feel your dietary needs are met here in Cape Town at present i.e. after 

the xenophobic attacks? 

Yes  

No  

 

29. In Cape Town at present, i.e. after the xenophobic attacks, are you able to 

locate and consume food that was socially and culturally acceptable? i.e. food you 

regard as preferable? 

Yes  

No  

 

30. On a scale of 1 to 10, (1= lowest level of concern, 10= highest level of concern) 

please rate your day to day hunger as a primary concern here in Cape Town at 

present. i.e. after the xenophobic attacks.  

(Please circle) 1, 2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10  
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Appendix 2. 

 

Demographic profile of refugees involved in this study. 

 

Below is a series of charts and graphs that represent the demographics of my 

study.  

 

1.  Gender and Age distribution.  

Of the individual participants interviewed for this study, 70 % were male and 30% 

were female. The majority of the participants were aged between 21 and 40 with 

58% falling into the 21-30 age category and 30% aged between 31 and 40 years 

old.   

The age and gender distribution of the interviewees is indicated in table 1, which 

shows that 58% of all females interviewed were aged between 31 and 40 and the 

remaining 42% were aged between 41 and 60. For the males however, the average 

age was younger with 82% falling into the 21-30 category and the remaining 18% 

falling between the ages of 31 and 40%.  

 

Table 4: Age and Gender distribution of participating migrants. 

 

 Age 0-20 21-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 60 + TOTAL 

Gender         

Male  23 5    28

Female   7 1 4  12

Total  23 12 1 4  40

 

In terms of a self-assessment of overall general health as indicated overleaf in table 

2. 53% of the total participants reported their health as ‘fair’, whilst 25% reported to 
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be in ‘poor’ health. 13% indicated on the questionnaire that they felt their health was 

‘very poor’. 

 

Table 2 Self reported physical health. 

 

 Number of responses % 

Excellent  0 

Good 4 10 

Fair 21 53 

Poor 10 25 

Very Poor 5 12 
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Appendix 3 

Questionnaire responses 

 

Below are the responses to some of the questions asked in the questionnaire. 

 

How long have you been in Cape Town? Response 

1- 4 weeks 0 

1-2 months 9 

3- 6 months 17 

6-12 months 11 

1-2 years 3 

+ 2 years 0 

 

 

Would you like to settle in CT permanently? Response 

Yes 31 

No 2 

Unsure 7 

 

What are your future plans here in C.T? Response 

Find employment and settle. 40 

Go to School/College 12 
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Go to University 19 

Start a family here  0 

Bring down family from Zimbabwe 33 

Travel 0 

Move back to Zimbabwe 0 

Move elsewhere in South Africa 0 

 

Did you move with anyone else from your family? Response 

Yes, my partner 1 

Yes, my parents 0 

Yes, my siblings 2 

Yes, my relatives 6 

No 31 

 

Where were you living before the attacks? Response 

In a location. (Informal Settlement) 21 

In a rented house 13 

In a shelter 0 

with family/ friends  6 

Other 0 

 


