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“A BURSARY WITHOUT A BED IS ACCESS ON PAPER”
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Chairperson of the Portfolio Committee on Higher Education, Honourable Tebogo
Letsie;

Honourable Members of the Committee;

Director-General and officials of the Department of Higher Education and Training;
Representatives of the Department of Human Settlements and NSFAS;

Leaders of our universities and TVET colleges;

SAUS, SATVETSA and student representatives;

The Competition Commission, the Property Practitioners Regulatory Authority, student-
housing associations and providers;

Colleagues and fellow South Africans:

THE STUDENT BEHIND THE SYSTEM



Chairperson, earlier this year, after leaving Parliament during the State of the Nation
Address period, | encountered students from the Cape Peninsula University of
Technology who were still trying to secure accommodation. | walked with them as
officials worked to place them. Some entered their rooms only after an exhausting wait.

For those students, student accommodation was not an abstract debate about a cap,
an accreditation portal or a funding formula. It was the difference between beginning
the academic year with dignity and beginning it displaced; between attending class
rested and attending class after a night of uncertainty; between access to educationin
law and access to education in life.

That experience gives us the question that should guide this colloquium: when the State
says to a young person, 'You have been admitted, and you have been funded', have we
completed the promise if that student still has nowhere safe and affordable to live?

My answer is no. A bursary without a bed is access on paper. A bed without safety is
shelter without dignity. And an accommodation system without accountability can
become a subsidy for failure, exploitation and corruption.

WHERE WE COME FROM

The accommodation crisis did not begin with the NSFAS cap in 2023. It did not begin
with the current administration. It has been built over decades through apartheid
geography, unequal institutional development, the mass expansion of post-school
access, insufficient capital investment and deferred maintenance.

Our democracy opened the doors of learning to millions who had been deliberately
excluded.

That is one of its great achievements. But we expanded access faster than we built the
places in which that access could succeed. We opened the doors of the institution
without building enough rooms around it.

The Ministerial Review appointed in 2010 and reported in 2011 gave the country a
chilling baseline. It recorded 107,598 university residence beds - enough for only about
one in five full-time contact students. Only 5.3 per cent of first-year students - often
those most vulnerable and furthest from home - could obtain a university bed.



The estimated shortage was already 195,815 beds, alongside more than R4 billion in
maintenance, refurbishment and modernisation needs in 2010 values.

The inequality was not evenly distributed. Historically disadvantaged institutions
carried older buildings, larger maintenance backlogs and weaker balance sheets. Many
students travelled long distances or lived in converted offices, old hotels, backyard
rooms and buildings never designed as learning environments. In the TVET sector, the
position was even thinner: by the middle of the last decade, approximately 10,120 beds
served a college population of about 710,000 students.

This is the historical mischief we have been trying to address: too few beds; unequal
infrastructure; unsafe and unsuitable accommodation; inconsistent standards; and
poor students carrying the cost of a market failure they did not create.

WHAT GOVERNMENT TRIED - AND WHAT WORKED

Government did not stand still. We adopted minimum norms and standards. We
increased infrastructure grants. We established the Student Housing Infrastructure
Programme and partnered with the Development Bank of Southern Africa and National
Treasury. We enabled universities and colleges to develop residences, lease buildings
and work with private providers. NSFAS accommodation support gave hundreds of
thousands of poor and working-class students purchasing power they would otherwise
never have possessed.

By March 2025, government had reported 9,721 phase-one beds completed through the
Student Housing Infrastructure Programme. Further projects are under construction or
preparation. Private investment has also expanded the supply of beds, particularly in
urban centres. In many places, old commercial buildings have been converted into
functioning student communities. Responsible private providers have become
important partners in widening access.

The central NSFAS accommodation system also attempted to solve genuine problems.
It sought to introduce a common national portal, standardise accreditation, make
providers visible, link students to approved properties, impose price discipline and pay
legitimate providers directly. Those objectives remain valid.



The accommodation cap was introduced because public money could not become an
open cheque, and because some prices were escalating without a transparent
relationship to location, quality or cost.

We should therefore resist the temptation to rewrite the history as though nothing
worked. More students are funded. More beds exist. More private capital participates.
There is greater national visibility than before. We have a clearer set of standards, an
expanding infrastructure pipeline and a stronger public expectation that student
accommodation must be regulated.

WHAT HAS NOT WORKED

We must however be equally honest about what has not worked.

First, supply still falls far short of need. Preliminary departmental information shows
that 9,907 university-owned beds are presently unavailable because renovations
remain outstanding. In the TVET sector, a March 2026 survey recorded only 9,968
institution-owned beds; 39 per cent of responding residences were assessed as being
in poor condition. A bed under construction is not yet a bed for a student. A bed
standing empty because a bathroom, roof, bulk connection or procurement process
has failed is also not a bed for a student.

Second, the cap has disciplined prices, but a single blunt ceiling has produced
unintended effects. In high-cost urban markets, the gap between the cap and actual
charges is transferred to students or institutional debt. Elsewhere, the cap can become
a price signal: accommodation that previously cost less is moved upwards because the
public ceiling is treated as the market price. The choice before us is therefore not simply
to retain the cap unchanged or abolish it entirely. We must retain price discipline while
making it more intelligent.

Third, we placed accreditation, onboarding, placement, contracting, payment and
monitoring pressures onto NSFAS while the Scheme's primary mandate and capability
are those of a financial-aid institution. Centralisation created visibility, but it also
separated important decisions from the local knowledge of institutions: which buildings
are close enough, which neighbourhoods are safe, whether the student actually
occupies the room, whether transport works, and whether complaints are resolved.



Fourth, the system is fragmented and its data do not always speak to one another.
Institutions, NSFAS, providers and students can hold different records of registration,
placement, occupation, lease dates and payment. That is how legitimate providers go
unpaid, students face eviction, empty beds are funded, or payments continue after
occupation has ended. Every rand paid for a ghost bed is stolen twice: once from the
public purse and once from the student who needed a real bed.

Fifth, accreditation has too often been treated as a once-off inspection instead of a
continuing obligation. A property can be compliant on inspection day and fail students
three months later through broken sanitation, unsafe electricity, overcrowding, poor
security, unreliable transport or the absence of internet connectivity. We must also
address accessibility for students with disabilities and the particular exposure of
women students to gender-based violence in off-campus accommodation.

Sixth, infrastructure delivery is too slow. Projects stall during feasibility, procurement,
contracting, construction or bulk-service connection. Maintenance is deferred until
whole blocks become unusable. The problem is not only that we need more money. We
also need better planning, stronger project-management capability and consequences
for persistent non-delivery.

Finally, accountability is blurred. When a student is stranded, everybody can explain
why another institution is responsible. NSFAS points to registration data. The institution
points to NSFAS. The provider points to delayed payment. The municipality points to
zoning or safety compliance. The student is left carrying a system made up of
institutions, but without an institution that owns the outcome.

THE SETTLEMENT WE NOW NEED

Chairperson, this colloquium should not choose between students and fiscal
discipline; between public provision and private investment; or between national
oversight and institutional responsibility. We require a settlement that holds all of these
together.



| propose that we build the future system around a simple test: the right student, in the
right bed, at the right standard, for the right price, paid at the right time, with the right
accountability.

The first pillar must be a differentiated but regulated pricing framework. The
approximately R52,000 benchmark publicly cited in the present debate is rooted in the
2025 metro non-catered rate; the formal 2026 rate position and methodology must be
stated clearly. But the answer cannot be to abandon ceilings altogether. Without price
discipline, public funds can be captured through unchecked escalation. At the same
time, one ceiling cannot fairly price a shared room in a rural town, a university residence
with academic and catering services, and accredited private accommodation in Cape
Town or Johannesburg. The future framework should therefore establish transparent
bands based on geography, accommodation grade, room type, utilities, security,
connectivity, transport and genuine operating costs. Approved rates must be published.

Providers should not be able to hide the price charged to NSFAS, the price charged to
private students or the services included. Price regulation must protect students and
the fiscus, not create an artificial market around the maximum allowance.

The second pillar must be a hybrid accountability model. DHET must set policy, norms,
price rules, data standards and system-wide oversight.

NSFAS must determine eligibility, provide the appropriate allowance, execute or assure
payments, reconcile expenditure and prevent duplicate or fraudulent claims.
Institutions must plan demand, identify and accredit appropriate local
accommodation, place students, verify occupancy, negotiate with providers and
respond to complaints - within national standards and subject to independent
verification. Providers must disclose ownership, pricing, capacity and occupancy;
maintain standards throughout the lease; and accept inspection and sanctions.

This does not mean returning to an uncontrolled institutional model. Nor does it mean
preserving centralisation merely because it is central. Responsibility must sit where
capability and knowledge exist, while information and accountability remain visible
nationally.

The third pillar is integrity. We require one verified register of properties, beneficial
owners, accredited capacity, room grades, approved prices, student occupants and



payments. Occupancy must be reconciled monthly against registration and lease data.
Suspected collusion, false accreditation, ghost occupation, duplicate claims and
unlawful conduct must be referred to the appropriate investigative, competition,
regulatory and law-enforcement authorities. Responsible providers must be paid
accurately and on time; dishonest providers must exit the system and repay what is
owed.

The fourth pillar is student protection. There must be one visible complaints pathway,
clear response times and an escalation mechanism. A student should know where to
report an unsafe building, unlawful top-up, threatened eviction, failed transport,
inaccessible facility or unresolved maintenance problem. Accreditation must be
capable of suspension or withdrawal when standards are breached. No student should
have to choose between silence and homelessness.

The fifth pillar is supply. We must complete what is already funded, recover unusable
residence capacity and expand the pipeline. The Department, institutions, DBSA,
National Treasury, Human Settlements, Public Works, municipalities and credible
investors must align land, bulk services, planning approvals, financing and
construction. Public land and underused public buildings should be assessed for
suitable student housing, but conversion must meet safety, location and affordability
tests. We need private capital, but public subsidy must purchase public value.

We should prioritise first-year students, students with disabilities, students from distant
rural communities and other vulnerable groups for institution-owned or closely
managed accommodation. Not every student requires an institution-owned bed, but
every student who receives public support requires an affordable, safe and
academically enabling option.

WHAT | AM ASKING US TO RESOLVE

I am asking this colloquium to help settle six questions.

1. What is the verified demand and supply of beds, institution by institution and locality
by locality?

2. What does decent student accommodation actually cost, and which costs should
the State subsidise?



3. What differentiated ceilings will protect both students and public money?

4. Which functions belong with DHET, NSFAS, institutions, independent verifiers and
providers?

5. How do we expand and repair supply faster, while enforcing safety and quality?

6. What data, oversight and sanctions will ensure that every payment corresponds to a
real student in a real, compliant bed?

IMMEDIATE MINISTERIAL COMMITMENTS

The Department will not treat today as the end of a conversation. It must begin a
decision process.

Within 60 days, | expect DHET and NSFAS, working with institutions and student
representatives, to submit a reconciled national accommodation baseline. It must
identify available, occupied, empty, unserviceable and planned beds; the applicable
rates; accreditation status; and the principal safety and delivery risks.

Within the same period, the Department and NSFAS must place before me options for a
differentiated 2027 pricing framework and the legal, financial and operational design of
the hybrid model. The outcome must be settled before the 2027 placement cycle
creates another crisis.

I will require a project-by-project recovery plan for the 9,907 university-owned beds
currently unavailable for renovation, together with the funded construction pipeline,
responsible institution, bottleneck, revised completion date and intervention required.
The TVET residence condition assessment must similarly become a funded repair and
development programme, not remain a survey.

The 2015 university policy remains the clearly published baseline. The Department is
advancing the revised all-PSET minimum norms and standards for student housing
through the required legal and gazetting processes. These standards must apply
meaningfully across institution-owned, leased and accredited private accommodation,
including the TVET sector, and they must be enforceable in practice.

NSFAS must strengthen monthly occupancy and payment reconciliation, publish clear
provider-payment schedules and resolve legitimate arrears without exposing students



to eviction. At the same time, suspected fraudulent claims must be preserved,
investigated, recovered and referred. Paying honest providers promptly and pursuing
dishonest claims decisively are not contradictory duties.

Before the end of November, | intend to report progress to this Committee on the
national baseline, the 2027 model, the cap review, recovery of unusable beds and the
strengthened accountability measures. Parliament should be able to measure us
against decisions, owners and dates - not merely against another statement of
intention.

CONCLUSION

Chairperson, we should avoid easy villains and easy answers. Not every private provider
is a profiteer. Not every university is managing accommodation well. Not every central
system is efficient because it is central. And not every call to increase the cap protects
the student rather than the price. Our task is to regulate a market substantially
sustained by public money, expand supply faster than demand grows, protect students
from exploitation and unsafe living conditions, pay legitimate providers fairly, and
protect every rand entrusted to us.

To students, | want to say: your demand for safe and affordable accommodation is
legitimate. But affordability and transparency must be defended together. Your voice
must help us identify not only where the cap is inadequate, but also where prices are
unjustified and standards are being breached.

To institutions: local knowledge brings local responsibility. If institutions recover a larger
role in accreditation and placement, that role must be matched by clean procurement,
transparent contracts, accurate occupancy records and rapid response to students.

To NSFAS: remain focused on the student and the integrity of financial aid. The Scheme
must know who is funded, where that student lives, what is being paid, why that amount
is justified and whether the service was delivered.

To providers and investors: we need you. But the public bursary is not a guaranteed
margin divorced from quality and cost. Partnership with the State requires transparent
pricing, safe buildings, reliable services and accountability.



And to Parliament: continue to interrogate us. But let this colloquium also help us build
the durable settlement the system needs. Oversight is most powerful when it does not
merely expose failure, but helps the State specify the correction and then measures
whether it happened.

Let the outcome of today be clear: a student admitted to a public institution and
supported by the State should be able to enter a real room, in a safe building, at a fair
price, under enforceable standards, without becoming the messenger between
institutions that do not speak to one another. That is not an accommodation side issue.
Itis part of the democratic promise of education.

A bursary must open the classroom door. A bed must make it possible for the student to
remain, learn and succeed. And the system behind both must be worthy of the public
trust.

I thank you.



