
                                                          

    

MEDIA STATEMENT 

14 August 2017 

CAPACITY CONSTRAINTS AT MEDICAL SCHOOLS PUTS PRESSURE ON 

CLINICAL TRAINING OF FOREIGN-TRAINED MEDICAL STUDENTS 

Contrary to many media reports, the Department of Higher Education and Training 

(DHET) has not placed a moratorium on the uptake of foreign-trained medical 

students for clinical training.  

However, due to capacity constraints, medical schools cannot guarantee clinical 

training placement for foreign-trained students who chose to study medical related 

degrees abroad.  

The Committee of Medical Deans - a joint body of medical deans from the country’s 

8 medical universities - has highlighted the difficulty in admitting foreign trained 

students into their clinical training programmes until the issue of increasing the 

capacity to offer such programmes is dealt with systemically.  

The capacity of South African universities to enrol medical students is limited mainly 

by spaces available for the clinical training component of the programmes. This is 

constrained by training spaces within public hospitals. Therefore, foreign trained 

students who demand spaces at our universities only for clinical training would find it 

difficult to accommodate.  

Our medical schools are currently preparing to receive a large cohort of returning 

medical graduates from Cuba, as part of the agreement with the Cuban Government 

to train medical doctors.  These students will be returning from August next year and 

currently processes are being put in place to extend the clinical training platforms to 

accommodate them.  



While this is expected to put a major strain on the system, in the long run it will 

enable the expansion of medical spaces within our university system. 

The Committee of Medical Deans has noted a sharp increase recently in the number 

of applications by returning foreign trained medical graduates from countries such as 

China, Russia and Turkey who request to complete their clinical training 

programmes in South Africa. These are privately funded students who have not 

completed their full training in these countries, yet expect to be accommodated in 

South African institutions.  

In the past, with small numbers of students returning, some medical schools could 

manage to support such students. However with the increasing numbers, there is 

insufficient clinical training capacity at our medical schools to accommodate them.  

The Medical Deans have therefore agreed to only accept those students who have 

been trained abroad through a formal South African Government agreement and 

where resources are available or are made available to accommodate such 

students. 

The HPCSA - which moderates training and registration of all South African health 

professional students - has stringent criteria based on which it approves the number 

of students each university can place on the clinical training platform. This is to 

maintain high quality clinical training in this country 

This criteria, includes infrastructure requirements, teaching and support staff, as well 

as logistics for accommodation and travelling to support the graduates during the 

clinical training component.  

Therefore, the Department advises privately funded students who have chosen to 

undertake medical related studies abroad, to complete their entire medical training 

programme - including their full session of clinical rotations - within that country. On 

returning to South Africa, they would be expected to undertake the HPCSA 

admissions examination as foreign trained doctors in order to register as 

practitioners in South Africa, as required by the law. 

The Department recognises that there is a high demand for spaces in medical 

schools. Those students who do not manage to get spaces in South African Medical 



Schools, but who are determined to train as doctors, should first check with the 

HPCSA for advice on their choice of foreign country in which to do their medical 

training. This will help limit the risk of not being able to complete and register as 

doctors in South Africa.     

The long-term solution to the problem is to increase the capacity of South African 

institutions to enrol medical students, which will require significant investment in both 

infrastructure and human resources. Most importantly it requires the expansion of 

the clinical training platform at hospitals to cope with increased volumes. 

The Department is working with the National Department of Health through the Joint 

Health Sciences Education Committee to plan for the expansion of medical 

education, including the expansion of the clinical training platform in preparation for 

the returning Cuban trained doctors, and the establishment of new faculties within 

the university system.  
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