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I N T RO D U CT I O N

In every democracy, courts play a vital role in safeguarding, promoting, and protecting
human rights. With the mandate of interpreting and applying the law, courts are the ultimate custodians of the law and hence occupy a sacrosanct place in the justice system.
Refugees are entitled to human rights protection just like every other person. Furthermore,
as vulnerable members of society – in that they reside in a foreign country – they deserve
special protection. By adjudicating the cases that come before them, courts strengthen
the refugee protection regime and develop the law to advance refugee rights.
The legal framework for the protection, promotion, and enforcement of refugee
rights is contained in the various international, regional, and domestic legal instruments. In the African context, there is the Organization of African Unity Convention
Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa (OAU Convention).1
Article 1(1) of the OAU Convention defines a ‘refugee’ as:
every person who, owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons
of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such
fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country, or who, not
having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence
as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.
Article 1(2) extends the definition to include:
every person who, owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of
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his country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his place of habitual
residence in order to seek refuge in another place outside his country of origin
or nationality.

J U R I S P R U D E N C E A N D L E S S O N S E M A N AT I N G F RO M T H E CO U RTS :
E X P LO R I N G T H E RO L E O F T H E CO U RTS I N A DVA N C I N G R E F U G E E
P ROT E CT I O N

African countries have produced refugees and have been host to refugees.3 In particular,
South Africa, Kenya, and Uganda host a large number of refugees from their neighbouring countries.4 As host countries, they have obligations to protect refugees living
within their borders. A review of cases from these three jurisdictions provides an indication of how the courts have taken up the mandate of protecting and promoting
refugee rights.
The South African Supreme Court of Appeal case of Minister of Home Affairs v
Watchenuka lifted the general prohibition on the right to work for asylum seekers.5 It
recognized that some asylum seekers have no reasonable means of support other than
by engaging in employment. Hence, the denial of employment was a direct infringement of their right to dignity. This case also highlighted the need for giving deserving
asylum seekers the opportunity to study and cautioned against a universal prohibition.
It is therefore important to decide each case on its own basis, taking into consideration
its unique facts and circumstances.
In another Supreme Court of Appeal case, Scalabrini Centre, Cape Town v Minister of
Home Affairs,6 the decision of the Director-General of the Department of Home Affairs
to close down the Cape Town Refugee Reception Office was challenged. The effect of
this decision was that asylum seekers had to travel to major centres at Musina, Pretoria,
and Durban to apply for or renew their permits. The question before the Court of
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It has been argued that the said definition is broad enough to incorporate persons
fleeing from political unrest, civil war, and even disasters, widening the scope through
which a person qualifies for recognition as a refugee.2 As a result, there is broader protection for refugees in Africa, in that the OAU Convention takes into consideration the
‘crisis’ that requires a person to seek safety in another country. It is therefore up to the
courts to breathe life into this broad protection by giving meaning to the terms in the
definition and to interpret the law within the context of African realities.
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Appeal was whether that decision was unlawful and reviewable. The court noted that
the Cape Town refugee office was the second busiest in South Africa.7 It also noted that
the closure of that refugee office made it extremely difficult for affected persons to access the next closest refugee centre. That would mean that many asylum seekers would
be unable to get their temporary permits on time, thus making them prone to arrest or
even deportation.8 The court found that the decision was irrational and ordered the
Director-General to maintain a fully functional refugee office in or around Cape Town.9
Similarly, Kenyan courts have invalidated policy directives that unjustifiably limit the
rights of refugees to movement, dignity, family, and fair administrative action. In the case
of Attorney General v Kituo Cha Sheria,10 the Government of Kenya issued a directive
seeking to move all refugees residing in urban areas to some designated refugee camps.
According to the government, the directive was necessitated by security concerns following a series of terrorist attacks in urban centres. The High Court quashed that directive and declared it a violation of the refugees’ right to freedom of movement and
dignity. When the matter went before the Court of Appeal, it affirmed that rights and
fundamental freedoms are to be enjoyed by every person to the greatest extent possible.
This case also reaffirmed the principle of non-refoulement as a cornerstone of
enforcing refugee rights by ensuring that refugees are not sent back to the countries
from which they are escaping. The court was categorical that it was not sufficient to
allege a security risk posed by the influx of refugees in a country. There has to be a correlation between the affected refugees (those who are before the court) and the alleged
security threat. Therefore, in their interpretative role, courts should seek to advance the
rights of all persons protected by the national constitution.
It is also important that judicial officers keep abreast of the happenings within and
beyond their countries. For example, now more than ever before, threats of persecution
may result from a person’s sexual orientation. Hence, when defining terms such as ‘particular social group’,11 courts need to be alive to changing societal needs, including the
social and political climate. Sometimes persons may risk persecution due to their health
status, gender, or age. At all times, when making their decisions, courts should not bow
down to public perceptions or opinions but rather be strictly guided by the law.
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A particular social group is a group of persons who share a common characteristic other than their risk of being persecuted, or who are perceived as a group
by society. The characteristic will often be one which is innate, unchangeable, or
which is otherwise fundamental to identity, conscience or the exercise of one’s
human rights.13
The rights of families to live together as one unit should also be preserved, including
the special protection of children who are the most vulnerable members in a family. In
the Kenyan case of Refugee Consortium of Kenya v Attorney General,14 children had been
separated from their parents when the government arrested their parents, took them to
designated refugee camps, and left the children alone in urban areas. In nullifying the
government’s directive, the High Court of Kenya took into consideration the fact that
the affected parents were arrested impromptu without being given an opportunity to
make arrangements for the care of their minor children.15 As to whether the directive
was in the best interests of the child, the court held that:
The effect of the separation has been to deprive children of the right of family life
and parental care which they had previously enjoyed. The children’s lives have
been therefore disrupted; many of them had no choice but to leave school because they have had to deal with the trauma of losing their parents and some no
longer have the means to pay for school fees or transport and some had to move
in with relatives who do not live near the schools where they had been enrolled.16
Furthermore, courts need to fast-track cases whose determination impacts on fundamental freedoms and rights of persons. Justice delayed is justice denied, and every day
in which a matter is pending in court is a continuation of the rights violation. After all,
most cases of human rights infringement cannot be adequately compensated by way of
damages.
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For example, in the case of TB (PSG – Women) Iran v Secretary of State for the
Home Department,12 the United Kingdom Immigration Appeal Tribunal found that
the claimant was able to demonstrate a well-founded fear of persecution based on her
membership of a particular social group. In this case, an Iranian woman was granted
asylum in the United Kingdom for belonging to a particular social group of women
who had refused forced marriages in Iran. The Tribunal cited with approval the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Guidelines on Membership of a
Particular Social Group which provide:
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When reviewing the decisions of policymakers, courts should always endeavour to
do justice and always craft adequate remedies. In most cases, by the time the litigants
come to court, they have exhausted all other avenues and court is their last resort. In
such cases, courts cannot appear helpless in the face of blatant breaches and infringements of a person’s rights. I am not in any way suggesting that courts should overreach
into the mandates of other organs, but they should be bold enough not only to declare
illegality where it exists, but also to come up with practical legal solutions. However, at
all times, courts should respect the principle of separation of powers.
Some of the remedies a court might impose include directing the decision maker
to comply with the statutory criteria for admitting refugees. At other times, courts may
substitute their decision for that of the decision maker.17 In the case of Kiliko v Minister
of Home Affairs,18 the High Court of Cape Town, South Africa, issued a structural interdict to ensure that the manner in which the relevant government department processed
applications for asylum did not offend South Africa’s obligations under international
law and the South African Constitution. This decision recognized how, in some cases,
bureaucracy may hinder the realization of one’s right. In this case, for example, applications were taking too long to be processed. In such a case, an adequate and pragmatic
remedy would be one that directly targets the manner in which the relevant department
discharges its mandate.
Likewise, in the case of Tafira v Ngozwane,19 the High Court of South Africa at
Transvaal Provincial Division appointed a curator ad litem on behalf of the class of persons seeking asylum at the Marabastad and Rosettenville Refugee Reception offices in
order to investigate and monitor the refugee application process and to ensure compliance with the court order. Such an order ensures that the court can monitor compliance
with its orders and still maintain jurisdiction to issue any other subsequent directive as
may be required.
In its interpretative role, a court may identify gaps in the law. In such a situation,
it should bring such shortcomings to the attention of the relevant legislative body or
State organ. In that way, courts contribute to shaping policies and developing the law.
In particular circumstances, courts should go beyond the mere affirmation of rights and
demand certain minimum standards for adequate protection of the right in question.
In the Kenyan situation, for example, the majority of refugees live in camps that are
located in Kakuma and Dadaab. Among the refugees are children, women, the elderly,
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and people with disabilities – from all walks of life. Sometimes, living conditions in
such areas may be so poor that the attainment of basic human rights is impossible.
In conclusion, courts – and especially regional courts, such as the African
Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights – should encourage dialogue amongst
States with the aim of reaching an amicable solution.
CO N C LU S I O N
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The cases reviewed in this article show that courts have been centre stage in enforcing
the rights and freedoms of refugees. They have recognized that, just like all other people,
refugees are protected by the national constitution and any limitation on their rights
must be justifiable in an ‘open and democratic’ society. In making decisions, courts are
guided by the constitution, national legislation, and relevant international and regional
instruments. When arriving at a decision, judicial officers should draw inspiration from
the decisions of their peers within and outside their jurisdiction. They should always
keep abreast of legal developments. However, for the courts to perform their roles effectively, their decisions must be free and fair and immune from external influences.
Above all, judicial decisions must be respected and obeyed. Courts must not shy away
from enforcing the rights and freedoms of refugees and affirming the constitution and
other recognized international principles.

