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Travel:   DRC – Zambia – Zimbabwe - South Africa  
 
 
Mimie: Today, on the 11 February 2017, I am interviewing Mrs Suzy from Congo. She has chosen to use 

Lingala. I am Mrs Mimie. I would like you to tell me about your life as a refugee or immigrant in Durban, 
South Africa. 

Suzy: Okay, Mrs Mimie. I will reply to your question. This is my tenth year here in Durban. This city is not 
bad. If it was bad, I would have not stayed here this long. It is good but it also has its negative side. 
Regarding the bad side, I will tell you about what happened to me—in 2009, if I am not mistaken—
when I was living in the South Beach area in Gillespie street. I went down to buy Pampers for my child. 
I don’t know if I must call that person a thief or a tsotsi (Zulu for thief), but he attacked me in front of 
the Impala Hotel. The police were there but did not intervene. The people who helped me were 
Nigerians who were in their shops down there. They came out with sticks and started beating that guy 
who was threatening me. This means if those Nigerians were not there, that guy was going to hurt me. 
He was even going to stab me, yet the police did nothing. That incident keeps on coming back to my 
mind up until now. I have realised that here you can be killed and people are watching but will not 
intervene, because those who came to help me were foreigners like me. That is one thing that I saw 
which I was not happy with.  

Mimie: Oh yes. In comparison with where you are coming from, don’t you also have those kind of acts 
there [your home country]? What really made you decide to leave your country DRC and come live 
here in South Africa, precisely Durban? 

Suzy: Well, it’s a long story, a really long story, but I can give it to you in a nutshell. My husband used to 
work for Jean Pierre Bemba’s political party called MLC. At the time of the 2006 elections in our country 
there was a lot of fighting between government forces and those loyal to him. My husband got arrested 
and beaten up. It is a long story. If I start narrating the whole story to you, we may find ourselves talking 
until tomorrow. So after his arrest, he spent three days without seeing even Red Cross people. By 
chance someone saw him and came to alert us. It is that situation of permanent insecurity that forced 
us to leave our country and come here to South Africa. 

Mimie: How many children do you have now? Were they born in the Congo or here in South Africa? 
Suzy: I have four children. Three were born in the Congo and one was born here. 
Mimie: Okay. Other than that, do you have anything to tell us about staying here in Durban and being in 

South Africa? Have you experienced xenophobia or discrimination against immigrants or foreign 
nationals in this city? 

Suzy: Well, I can say that I strongly condemn xenophobia because it affected schools and even children. 
My child was beaten by his colleague at school where he used to go. The one who beat him called him 
‘kwerekwere’ and said he must go back to his home country. He actually stabbed him on his cheek with 
scissors simply because he is a foreigner. Why? That means that when such children are at home 
listening to their parents talking, there are things that parents say to them that enters their minds … 
that foreigners are ‘kwerekwere’ and are not welcomed here. That is why that child did such thing to 
my child! I felt so bad that children are starting to abuse other children at school. It was worse during 
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the xenophobia. We were very scared and were not sending children to school anymore. Our children 
spent about a month not attending school because they were being attacked by South African kids. 

Mimie: Do you have something, good or bad, to say about the city of Durban? Please talk to me about it. 
Suzy: Every place here on earth does have its positive and negative side. We cannot just talk about 

negative things because good things also exist here. But what I appreciate about this city is the health 
care. I must admit that I am quite impressed by that aspect at least because they do provide health 
care to everyone indiscriminately. Even if you do not have money they still help you, unless you come 
across a bad person. If you compare South Africa with other African countries … there they put money 
before human life, but here in South Africa, even if there is no money, they will see you, and that has 
impressed me significantly. At school also, you will see that even if you are only able to pay little by 
little, they will not refuse what you have and the child will continue attending classes. They will not 
even prevent him or her sitting the exams. I think that is very good. 

Mimie: Besides what you have just said, I want to know how you managed to integrate into this city of 
Durban. Was it easy, the process of obtaining documents that enable you to live legally in the country? 
Are you working or not? If so does, is it related to your status as an immigrant in South Africa and 
Durban in particular? 

Suzy: Well, regarding documents as you have asked, I have been in this country for the past ten years and 
up until now I am still an asylum seeker. I am still to be recognised as a bona fide refugee in this country. 
But as we learn from those who know the laws of this country, you cannot stay in a country for ten 
years as an asylum seeker still waiting to be recognised as refugee. I think that is totally wrong because 
in refugee management systems in other countries, they give you the first three months so that they 
can study your case and decide whether to accept you or not. If you keep someone for ten years as an 
asylum seeker, how can you tell that person that s/he must leave the country and go back to his/her 
home country? I left my country because I was being persecuted and it was unsafe for me to live there 
and now you are telling me to go back there? Are you sending me to be killed there? I came here to 
seek refuge and protection. The way this is done is not okay and something needs to be done to look 
at the issue very seriously and sort it out.  

Mimie: Okay, besides that, I don’t know if you have anything else to say about the fact that some of your 
children were born here. Do they have easy access to school, like local children, or is there a difference? 
Can you talk about how this city welcomed you? 

Suzy: Can you ask your question again? I don’t understand it well.  
Mimie: Okay, I am asking you how did the city of Durban welcome you? In this city, do you have access to 

job opportunities? Do your children have easy access to education? Are you happy or do you think 
there is some unfair treatment from the system? 

Suzy: Well, from the education side, my children are attending classes normally. They have not been 
denied anything at school. Regarding work, I can say yes, but unfortunately I am not working at the 
moment because I had some troubles with my papers and that is why I am not working. 

Mimie: Don’t you have anything else to add, something that can help our researchers to advocate for 
change in immigrants’ living conditions in the city of Durban? It may result in a fruitful engagement 
with authorities for the improvement of living conditions of immigrants in Durban. 

Suzy: What I can say is that I have a persistent application in to Home Affairs for my papers. It has now 
been more than five years, ten years to be more exact, since we applied for refugee status, but up until 
now we are not yet recognised refugees. In other words, we are still using the same asylum permit. I 
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would strongly request that this issue be looked at. We are told that one cannot be an asylum seeker 
for more than five years without being issued with refugee status.  
You see, I am speaking about my own situation. I have been in this country for ten years now but I am 
still an asylum seeker. I went to look for work somewhere but for that job to be secured, I needed to 
open a bank account. But when I went there I was told that the document I have does not allow me to 
open a bank account. Now I am told that even universities are no longer accepting asylum seekers to 
register for tertiary education yet the document we received from Home Affairs states that we are 
allowed to work and study.  
In practice sometimes you are stuck because you are told that with the kind of document that you 
have, you are not qualified. You can go to Truworths or Woolworths to open an account and they won’t 
let you do it if you have an asylum seekers’ document. You are not yet a refugee but you are accepted 
as a refugee. They are calling that asylum seekers’ permit a temporary permit but you can study with 
it. But now, why are they refusing it in some cases? They are refusing it. That is one thing that I would 
request from the South African government—to look at that issue of issuing refugee status to asylum 
seekers who have been here for long time. 

Mimie: Good, now, as a woman how were you affected by your journey from your home country to this 
city? You told us that it was for political reasons that you left your country. Can you please tell us how 
you travelled from your country to arrive here? Can you give us details of how you left? What route 
did you take to reach here? What happened on your way down to this country? How easy was your 
entry into this country? 

Suzy: Well, when I came it was my first time to use that way. I don’t really know about [the route] or what 
was happening at borders that we were crossing. [We relied on] the truck driver [who took us]. He was 
talking to people in a language that I don’t understand. I don’t know what challenges he faced. I only 
saw him getting off the truck to talk to people and then they would let us go, or open the gate if it is 
at a border post, things like that. To be honest, I don’t know very well what was happening to him. 

Mimie: Okay, you said that some of your children were born in Congo. Did you bring them along, or did 
you leave them, or what? 

Suzy: We came along with my husband and all my children. 
Mimie: As you came all together, how were you received, and by whom, here in Durban? How did you 

know where to find the refugee reception centre of Home Affairs? How did you know where to start? 
Who helped you? Was it other immigrants like you or local South Africans who welcomed you? 

Suzy: When we arrived we were welcomed by our Congolese relatives who were already living here. They 
welcomed us and gave us all the necessary orientation that we needed. They told us that now that we 
are here, the first thing is to go to Home Affairs. They also told us that it is not an easy process. I 
remember that when we came we would wake up very early—04h00—to make our way to Home 
Affairs. At that time the refugee reception centre was still at Umgeni Road. It was before it was moved 
to Moore Road. We would go like that and spend the whole day there and come back without receiving 
the document. Then the following day we would wake up very early and go to queue again. We spent 
about two to three months going and coming back until we were given these asylum papers. 

Mimie: Okay, the asylum seekers’ document is making it difficult for you to access other things—to open 
an account, to register at university—so you don’t want that anymore. Now what steps are you taking 
as an immigrant to overcome that, or are you just folding your hands waiting for some steps from the 
government? Is there any action that you have undertaken as refugee community or have you 
personally taken any steps? 
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Suzy: Like in my case, it reached a stage where they said I must leave the country. I spoke to some people 
about it and they advised me that Home Affairs was giving us a “must leave” [ordering us to leave the 
country and go back to our country]. But they also connected me to another immigrant from Zimbabwe 
who helped by putting me in contact with his friend who is an attorney. This man took my case to 
court. That is why they put me back in the system. But they are giving me six months’ extension every 
time. Up until now I don’t know how it is going because I am still to meet with that attorney. So I don’t 
know the decision that the court took. I will need to look for him so that he can enlighten me about 
the developments. 

Mimie: Well, were you directly and physically affected by xenophobia, or were you affected in general, 
like other refugees? In other words, were you a direct victim of xenophobia? Please elaborate. 

Suzy: I can say that I was affected directly. As I explained to you at the beginning, they beat my child at 
school. It was due to xenophobia because when that other child beat him, he cut him on his cheek with 
scissors and called him ‘kwerekwere’. So I can say that xenophobia did affect me because my child was 
beaten at school. Also, we were not leaving our flat. It was not possible to even go to the shop: what 
taxi are you going to use? There was no way to go to the market: what vehicle are you going to use? If 
you use minibus taxi, they start talking in Zulu and if you don’t understand they beat you, so it affected 
us directly. 

Mimie: Sure, as you have lived here for the past ten years, what efforts are you making to integrate in this 
country? I mean, can you speak local languages? Can you communicate easily with the people of this 
country? Did locals also welcome you? How are you living with them? 

Suzy: Well, we are living well with them. Among them there are good and bad people as well. If you meet 
a bad one who asks you a question in Zulu and you reply that you do not know Zulu, s/he will not 
understand you and s/he will tell you to learn Zulu because this is not your country. When they start 
talking to you like that you will start feeling uncomfortable and you will start feeling that you are living 
here but it is not your country. Nevertheless, we have made progress with the English language 
because we are now communicating well with people. What is difficult is the Zulu language. 

Mimie: Does that mean you are not making efforts to learn Zulu too? 
Suzy: I am making efforts and I am now understanding and speaking little bit. Yes, I am making efforts to 

learn Zulu also. 
Mimie: Good, now regarding your living surroundings, are you living with Zulus, or you are living in an 

area dominated by you immigrants? Please elaborate. 
Suzy: Where I live we are mixed: there are Zulus, Indians, coloureds and whites. We are mixed with all of 

them and with other foreigners from various countries too. We are very mixed. 
Mimie: Other than black South Africans, how is your relationship with others such as Indians, coloureds 

and whites?  
Suzy: Well, when you meet someone, you greet one another and that is it. One incident that pleased me 

was when we were helped by some of our neighbours who are coloured. [What happened is that] we 
realised that there was a lot of grass in the yard and we decided to burn it. The fire was so great that 
it almost burned even the house, but those neighbours came and helped us with water to extinguish 
the blaze. I was very pleased with that gesture and I have never seen anything wrong with those 
neighbours. They really helped us at that time.  

Mimie: Good. Can you tell us the characteristics of the South Africans that you are living with? How does 
their lifestyle compare to yours? What can you say about them? Are they hospitable and socially 
active? What kind of people are they? 
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Suzy: Well, [I can only talk about] those that we are living with, our close neighbours. 
Mimie: Okay. In general, as you have been living in this country for the past ten years, can you talk about 

those that are your immediate neighbours? But you can also comment about what you think of them 
in general? 

Suzy: In general, you see, what I realised with South Africans, at least the ones that I came across, they 
are people that will be okay with you. But at a certain time they will change and misunderstandings 
will develop. They can even take up a knife against you and stab you. If I look at my immediate 
neighbours, when we meet it is only ‘hallo’, ‘hallo’, ‘how are you’, ‘fine’ and that’s it.  
There is one South African neighbour of mine who [has really impressed me]. He is not my neighbour 
as such but he works for a nearby company. That man is very hospitable. I always say that if all South 
Africans were to behave like this man, this country would be a very good country. When I come out, 
that man will come to talk to me. He will tell me that he saw the children going to school, and when 
you come back, he will tell you too that the children are back from school or not back yet. That man 
has always made me feel welcome in this country. In general I can say that they are like any other 
nation: there are good and bad ones among them. 

Mimie: Can you tell me [about the conditions at home that led you] to leave your country and come to 
seek asylum in South Africa? 

Suzy: Well, what made me leave my country and come here I told you about. After the arrest and 
imprisonment of my husband, the situation became very unsafe and insecure. As I told you, he was 
arrested, locked up and beaten up, so we were no longer safe. You would be sitting in the house and 
all of a sudden these people would come wearing civilian clothes. We could not tell whether they were 
thugs or who they were, but they would come and disturb us at night, threaten to open the door by 
force, things like that. So we were no longer safe in our house anymore. That is why we decided to 
leave the country and come seek asylum here in South Africa.  

Mimie: Do you have a story that you can share with us about your life—for example, how you travelled 
here from Congo? I assume that such a journey cannot be easy. It is not just that you leave Congo today 
and tomorrow you are here; it is a long journey indeed. Can you give us some details about it please? 

Suzy: Well, I will say that our journey from Congo was very strange for me because it was my first time to 
travel such a long distance by road. We were living in Kinshasa. We left Kinshasa and went to 
Lubumbashi; from Lubumbashi we went through Zambia and Zimbabwe with children. It was not easy, 
not easy at all. It was a very long journey because the distance is very long. We had difficulties on our 
way. Sometimes we would need water but there was no water around, so the driver would go a long 
way asking for water for us since [he was known on that route]. It was difficult but we made it [to our 
destination]. 

Mimie: Good, as a woman, what do you think the government should do for refugees in this city of 
Durban?  

Suzy: For me as a woman, first I would ask the government to deal very decisively with the issue of 
documentation, because this is a big problem which is affecting children’s education. Like in my case: 
my husband was badly beaten in Congo and this created a problem for him. He developed a chronic 
medical condition. Even now he is not working—he is not able to work. So you can see that I don’t 
have any support anymore [for things like] the education of my children. Sometimes I have to go to 
schools to apply for exemption. Then they ask me to prove my husband is unemployed. For me as a 
woman, I would ask them to help us with school fees for our children. This would go a long way.  
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The second issue is the issue of jobs. For us foreigners, when you go look for jobs, the first thing they 
do is to look at your document. If you are an asylum seeker, they throw you out. In cases of restaurants, 
for instance, once they see that paper, you will be lucky if they put you in the kitchen to wash dishes. 
You could find that you have been thrown in the kitchen, yet you have a qualification to work at a 
better place. The government should actually look into these matters. To be a foreigner does not mean 
that you are not qualified, and if one is qualified, one deserves a job at the level of one’s qualification. 
People must understand that we are also contributing to building this nation.  
Those are the things that I would strongly request the government to address. If a foreign national is 
educated and qualified to do a job, and there is a good job offer, they should give it to him or her. It is 
not fine that I am educated and qualified in my own right but I end up washing dishes in a restaurant 
or being a car guard. That is why we are asking the government to look into that issue. It is a very 
serious one and a very important matter for us immigrants.  
The one thing that is destroying us is the issue of Home Affairs documents. Without these documents 
you lose your appetite to even further your studies. That is what I can say at that point. 

Mimie: Yes. You said that your husband is sick and unable to work. How are you coping? How are you 
managing? Children must go to school, your husband is sick and sometimes you must take him to 
hospital … how is his treatment at hospital? 

Suzy: Well, I learned that my husband was sick after we arrived here. We went to hospital where they said 
that his brain was affected due to the heavy beatings that he received. I tried to go to one organisation 
that is here to help refugees, but they did not help me at all. They thought I was lying. It is only last 
month that they asked me to produce proof from hospital. They gave me a form to take to the hospital 
for the doctor to fill in. He did this and that is what convinced them that what I was saying was true. I 
am now waiting for their reply, but I must stress that I am still to receive any assistance from them. 
They only assisted me in December with little bit of money for rent and that is all, but until now they 
have not yet assisted me again. 

Mimie: I was talking about the hospital and health care. How was the hospital care your husband 
received? How is he now? Can you please give us some light regarding his current health conditions? 

Suzy: Regarding his health care, they said that he will be taking chronic medication continuously which 
means that his treatment is going to last a very long time. It is not the kind of treatment that can end 
today or tomorrow, you see. I often go to the hospital to collect medication for him, and I must pay. 
One time they told me that it is now R65. I said to them that I cannot afford R65 because, as you see 
him, he is not working. I am the only one who is trying hard to provide for the whole family. I used to 
pay R20, but now it becomes R35. If you pay that money, then you receive the needed medication. 
That is how it works. 

Mimie: I understand. You said your husband is not working and you have four children. How are you 
managing? What are you doing? Have you tried to visit welfare organisations, not only the ones that 
assist refugees but also those that assist South Africans? Have you been able to receive some 
assistance? 

Suzy: South African organisations don’t assist me because the documents that I use limit me. They say to 
me that they cannot assist me with this asylum seekers’ paper. At SASSA they tell me they cannot assist 
me because the document I am using disqualifies me, yet I have been living in this country for ten years 
now. But they are telling me I am not qualified because of my document: that is why I said that this 
document is limiting me with a lot of things. It is very stressful. I have to struggle here and there selling 
this and that so that I can cover basic needs of my family. 
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Mimie: Well, since your husband is sick, don’t you think that from Home Affairs could take steps to change 
your document for you and your husband so that you can receive the needed assistance? 

Suzy: I must be honest, I have not taken any steps with the department of Home Affairs because they are 
human beings and they can see that my husband is sick. They always see me taking him. It is not like I 
am lying because anyone who sees him will realise that this person is sick. [Even though] he is suffering, 
that same department gave him a “must leave” because our file is the same. In any case, I have not 
done anything because I don’t even know where to start. If you could tell me where to go for assistance 
for a good document, that will help us to receive the needed assistance. 

Mimie: Okay, I don’t know if you have anything else to add to what we have discussed. [Do you have any 
more stories] that come to mind about your husband and the way he was hospitalised? How long did 
he stay in hospital and how was he coping? Was he well looked after and well treated? What about 
the follow-up? 

Suzy: My husband was never admitted in hospital. He goes there on appointment to get treatment and 
medication. It was difficult at the beginning because I did not know the language. I remember they 
sent us to do some medical tests, but since I didn’t know the language we moved from one place to 
another, up and down in Addington hospital. We didn’t even know what test was needed. When the 
results came out we did not know which ones were there and which ones were lacking. It took us six 
months to realise that some important tests were not done. This was made possible with the assistance 
of one Congolese man who could speak English. He is the one who helped us. When we went back to 
hospital we were told that [he should have had] those tests six months ago but [they had not been 
done]. All that was caused by a lack of knowledge of the language.  
What I would ask from the South African Government is to provide interpreters who will interpret for 
us at Home Affairs and at courts so that when people come here to a foreign country to seek asylum 
where they don’t know the language, interpreters who know their home language should be available 
to help them with interpretation and to fill the forms properly as required. Even at hospitals, they 
should also use interpreters. If I had someone to explain to me at that time when they sent us to do 
tests, we would have gone there, but because we didn’t know the language we ended up not doing 
those tests. We only did them six months later. Whereas if those tests were done at the right time, we 
would have known in time and, who knows, maybe he would have been treated earlier and we would 
not be where we are today. 
That is why you see many of us foreigners dying in hospitals because they don’t understand the 
language: they tell you something, you understand something else. If they ask you a question, there is 
no way for you to reply. And if you meet a bad doctor, he will prescribe you injections that do not [fit 
your condition] and that may actually kill you. That is why I am asking the South African government 
to look into that and provide interpretation services to hospitals, Home Affairs and courts. Further, 
they could improve health care at hospitals. We need interpreters at hospitals. It will help us a lot.  

Mimie: Okay. Are the children affected by the sickness of their father? 
Suzy: Yes, it affects the kids because they see it. They know that their father, who is supposed to go to 

work or do something to earn an income for his family, is not able to do that. He is just sitting at home. 
They do ask why their father doesn’t go to work. I have explained to them that his ill health makes it 
impossible for him to work. You see, it affects them badly to see their father not able to work. It forces 
you, the mother, to do all the ins and outs for them. Sometimes it affects their morale in a negative 
way. 
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Mimie: Well, I don’t know if I can ask this question, but you have been living here now for the past ten 
years, are you making progress in life here? I know that you left your country due to insecurity, but do 
you sometimes think of going back to Congo or have you chosen to live here for the rest of your life? 
Please elaborate. 

Suzy: Well, Congo is my country. I can’t say that I cannot go back there. If peace and security is established 
and if I am assured on all aspects I will be safe, I will go back, because life here is hard. For us to solve 
our problems we need to fight very hard. It is not easy but we continue fighting for survival. Like now, 
when I was given that “must leave”, my job was negatively affected. I was working at a restaurant, so 
I lost that job. Now I am just sell vegetables and other things so that at the end of the month I may be 
able to pay rent. On the other side, children need you to pay for their school and transport fees, so it 
is not easy. I need help and assistance but it is this asylum permit that is making things more difficult 
for me.  

Mimie: Okay. Thanks for the time you have given us and for making yourself available to talk to us and 
share your experience or the story of your life. It is not easy to talk to someone that you do not know 
and share the experience of your life, your challenges and your good times, your happiness in this 
country.  Well, I forgot to ask one last question: can you tell us one thing that made you happy in this 
country, even if it is an event that occurred in this country that you were happy with? 

Suzy: An event that made me happy?                       
Mimie: Hmmm… yes, other than the issue of your documents, the ill health of your husband and other 

negative issues that you raise, is there anything positive that you can talk to us about? 
Suzy: One thing that made me happy was the 2010 soccer world cup. That event made me very happy to 

see people coming from all over the world to come and enjoy the event. It made me very, very happy. 
I felt very proud to belong to this city. 

Mimie: Okay, thanks Mrs Suzy for your time. Thanks for sharing your experiences with us. It will certainly 
help other women like you in future. After this study, we are sure that good resolutions will be taken 
that will benefit those who will come after you so that they may not go through the same experience. 
So, it is a positive thing that you shared with us what you were able to say. We are very grateful for 
that. Do you have anything to say? … 
Sorry Mrs Suzy, we were interrupted a bit. Let us go back to the interview. There is one bit of important 
information that you did not tell us at the beginning. Can you tell us where were you born and in which 
year, month and date? What is your country of origin and where are you living here in Durban? 

Suzy: Okay, my name is Suzy. I am Congolese. I was born on 25 September 1984. I am living in Gillespie 
Street.  

Mimie: Okay, thank you very much. It was extremely important for us to get that clarity. We did not have 
it. Thank you once again, Mrs Suzy.     

 


