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SPEECH BY THE DEPUTY MINISTER OF HIGHER EDUCATION AND 
TRAINING, DR NOMUSA DUBE-NCUBE, ON THE OCCASION OF 

THE NATIONAL LAUNCH OF HIGHER HEALTH'S FIRST COMFORT 
ROOM AT EKURHULENI EAST TVET COLLEGE, SPRINGS CAMPUS  

|  20 AUGUST 2026  AT 10H00 

"A New National Vision for Safe, Accessible and Stigma-Free 

Student Spaces" 

Programme Director, Ms Thobekile Finger; 

Deputy Minister in the Presidency For Women, Youth and Persons with 

Disabilities ; Ms Mmapaseka Steve Letsike 

The Chief Executive Officer of Higher Health, Professor Ramneek 

Ahluwalia, and Members of the Higher Health Board; 

The Acting Principal of Ekurhuleni East TVET College, Ms Bennita Sisi; 

The Chairperson and Members of the Council of Ekurhuleni East TVET 

College; 

Members of the DHET Executive Committee and senior officials of the 

Department of Higher Education and Training; 

Principals of our TVET and CET Colleges, and Vice-Chancellors and 

senior leadership of our universities present here today; 

Representatives of the Commission for Gender Equality and the National 

Prosecuting Authority, including Advocate V. Ketelo; 
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Members of today’s panel and our valued gender-based violence 

advocates; 

Survivors of gender-based violence and mental health challenges, whose 

courage and presence honour us today; 

Student Support Services staff and Peer Educators of Ekurhuleni East 

TVET College; 

Representatives of Higher Health and our valued stakeholder partners; 

College management, academic and support staff; 

Student leaders and students of Ekurhuleni East TVET College; 

Members of the media; 

Distinguished guests; 

Ladies and Gentlemen. 

And, most importantly, the students of Ekurhuleni East TVET College — 

including those still in our classrooms and workshops at this very moment, 

receiving training in world-recognised soft skills — 

Good morning, and thank you for the honour of standing before 

you today. 

 

Before I go further, Programme Director, I want to speak directly to the 

survivors of gender-based violence and of mental health challenges 

seated in this hall today, and to the counsellors, social workers and 

support structures beside you: your presence here is itself an act of 



3 
 

courage, and this Department sees you, honours you, and thanks you for 

trusting us with your stories. 

 

I want to begin not with a speech, but with a question that has stayed with 

me since I first read the concept note for this launch: how many young 

people in our lecture halls, our workshops, our residences, and our taxis 

home are quietly carrying a weight they have never once said out loud? 

 

We do not know the exact number, Programme Director. But Higher 

Health's own record of care humbles this room: almost 400,000 young 

people reached through GBV-related learning programmes, 394,000 GBV 

self-risk assessments completed, half a million young people reached 

through mental health programmes, 458,000 mental health self-risk 

assessments completed — and close to 189,000 young people identified 

as needing, or actively seeking, psychosocial support. 

 

Those are not statistics, Programme Director. Those are students. The 

young woman who sits at the back of the lecture hall so no one sees her 

face. The young man who laughs the loudest because laughter is easier 

than the truth. The first-year student, three weeks into a new campus, still 

learning where the toilets are, let alone where to go when the walls close 

in. 

 

This is why I am particularly moved to stand here today. Higher Health has 

built something simple, and therefore something powerful: a room. Not a 
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policy document. Not a committee. A room — four walls, a door that 

closes, and people inside trained to listen without judgement. As the 

concept before us states so plainly: stigma survives in silence, and the 

Comfort Room creates a space where young people can speak. 

 

Within these walls, students will find Survivor Clubs for those who have 

lived through gender-based violence, Transforming Mentalities Clubs for 

honest reflection and behavioural change, peer forums for young people 

living with HIV, and mental health conversations, self-risk assessments 

and referral pathways. And, particularly important to me, all of it is peer-

led — young people supporting young people, because our students are 

more willing to open up to someone who looks like them, sounds like them, 

and has walked a similar road. 

 

Programme Director, this room is not an island. No single institution can 

carry gender-based violence, HIV and mental illness alone. The Comfort 

Room complements — never replaces — the work of SAPS, the 

Department of Social Development, the Department of Health, and the 

NGOs who walk this road with our students daily.  

 

Particularly for cases of sexual violence, this room is designed as an 

integral, campus-based extension of the Thuthuzela Care Centre model 

— the NPA-led one-stop network that exists to reduce secondary 

victimisation and restore dignity to survivors.  

In that same spirit, the Comfort Room is where a student first finds the 

courage to speak, is received with care, and is then walked — not merely 
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referred — into the nearest Thuthuzela Care Centre or the appropriate 

department for further support. 

 

This launch is not a once-off event. Higher Health, working with this 

Department, is establishing Comfort Rooms across our universities, TVET 

colleges and Community Education and Training colleges, nationally — 

because a first-year student at a rural CET college deserves the same 

safe door as one at a metropolitan university. This is wrap-around support 

in its truest form: a continuous circle of concern, care and comfortable 

conversation that follows a student until they are whole again. 

 

Programme Director, government and Higher Health cannot carry this 

alone either. I issue a clarion call today, particularly to our NGOs and the 

private sector: this is your moment to step forward. To the NGOs already 

doing this work — partner with us, and bring your counselling and GBV 

response expertise into these rooms.  

 

And to the private sector — our banks, retailers, mining houses and 

telecommunications companies, and particularly our private colleges and 

universities, who carry the very same duty of care to their own students 

— fund a Comfort Room, sponsor a counsellor, donate the furniture and 

connectivity that turn a room into a refuge. This is not charity; it is an 

investment in the workforce and leadership of tomorrow. 

 A Comfort Room built by government alone will always be modest. Built 

by government, NGOs and business together, it can be, and must be, 

extraordinary. 
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This work, Programme Director, is government's work too. It speaks to the 

Batho Pele principle of putting people first, particularly access, 

consultation and courtesy — a Comfort Room is Batho Pele made 

physical. It speaks to South Africa's commitment to the Sustainable 

Development Goals, particularly SDG 3 on good health and wellbeing, 

SDG 4 on quality education, and SDG 5 on gender equality. A student who 

is not well cannot learn well. 

 

Earlier this year, President Ramaphosa used the State of the Nation 

Address to speak of preparing the ground for a skills revolution — a 

fundamental overhaul of our skills development system, anchored 

particularly in our TVET colleges as the home of occupational and artisan 

training. I welcome that vision, but I want to add to it today.  

 

A skills revolution that produces brilliant technicians with broken spirits is 

not the revolution we were promised. The electrician who wires our 

homes, the seamstress who fits our uniforms, the boilermaker who welds 

our taxis — every one of them needs more than technical mastery. They 

need a settled mind, and the knowledge that someone once cared enough 

to ask if they were alright. Skills and wellbeing are not two projects. They 

are one. 

 

Programme Director, allow me a particular appeal from this podium. We 

have proven, through over 850,000 self-risk assessments completed 
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across GBV and mental health, that when we ask young people the right 

question at the right moment, they answer honestly.  

 

I am calling on every university, TVET and CET college in this country to 

build wellbeing screening into the very first week of a student's academic 

life — a standard, confidential step alongside registration and orientation, 

not an optional extra buried in a wellness brochure. If we can screen a 

first-year student's academic readiness, we can screen their emotional 

readiness too. Catch it at year one, and you very often prevent the crisis 

of year three. 

 

And permit me one more appeal, this time in the form of questions this 

entire sector must sit with. We are living through the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution, and we speak of it mostly in the language of opportunity. But 

what does it mean that a generation with more ways to connect than any 

before it is, by many measures, also the loneliest? What happens to a 

young person's ability to read a room, sit with discomfort, or hold a hard 

conversation face to face, when so much of their social life is mediated 

through a screen? Are we, in our rush to digitise everything, quietly 

eroding the very social skills and emotional resilience our young people 

will need to survive the world we are building for them? 

 

 

I do not have all the answers, Programme Director. But I leave one thought 

with this room, and I say it as much to myself as to anyone here: we have 

built a generation that can order a meal, hail a ride and end a friendship 
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without ever saying a word out loud — we must not raise a generation that 

has forgotten how to say, simply and honestly, ‘I am not okay.’ The Comfort 

Room, particularly in an age of screens, is a deliberately human space in 

an increasingly digital world. 

 

 

Let me speak briefly to what I hope this day means beyond today. I hope 

that in five years, a Comfort Room is as unremarkable a feature of a South 

African campus as a library — present everywhere, used often, 

stigmatised nowhere. I hope our students carry what they learn here into 

their homes and workplaces, breaking cycles of silence that have run in 

this country for far too long.  

 

I hope every principal and Vice-Chancellor in this room leaves not merely 

impressed, but committed to opening a similar door on their own campus. 

And I hope our students, particularly the young women among you, leave 

here with one certainty: that you are believed, you are supported, and you 

are never, ever alone in what you carry. 

 

 

 

Programme Director, hope must also be practical. I am particularly proud 

that, this very morning, 150 students of this college completed Higher 

Health's 1 Day Civic Education and Voter Registration Programme, ahead 

of the 2026 Local Government Elections. Democracy, like wellbeing, is not 
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inherited — it is practised and renewed by every generation, and I am 

honoured to shortly hand these young citizens their certificates. 

 

Programme Director, in a few moments, I will have the honour of cutting 

the ribbon on Higher Health's first Comfort Room. But the true opening of 

this room will not happen with scissors and ribbon. It will happen the first 

time a student, alone and afraid, chooses to walk through that door 

instead of walking past it. Let us build a post-school system where that 

choice is always made a little easier. 

 

I thank you. 

 


