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A REGION CANNOT INDUSTRIALISE ON BORROWED KNOWLEDGE

Programme Director;
Deputy Vice-Chancellor of the University of the Witwatersrand, Professor Garth Steven’s
Chairperson of Universities South Africa, Professor Francis Petersen;

Executive Director of the Southern African Regional Universities Association, Professor
Stephen Simukanga;

Vice-Chancellors and university leaders from across the SADC region;

Director-General of the Department of Higher Education and Training, Dr Nkosinathi
Sishi;

Representatives of the SADC Secretariat;

Senior officials from the Departments of Higher Education and Training and Science,
Technology and Innovation;

Distinguished delegates;

Ladies and gentlemen:



Good morning, and welcome to Johannesburg.

A region cannot industrialise on borrowed knowledge.

It cannot beneficiate critical minerals if the engineering, technology, intellectual
property and finance that determine their highest value remain elsewhere. It cannot
build climate-resilient agriculture if its research systems are fragmented. It cannot enter
the age of artificial intelligence merely as a market for technologies trained on other
people's realities. And it cannot deepen integration while students, scholars,
qualifications and ideas encounter borders more easily than goods and capital do.

That is the central proposition | place before this meeting.

We meet in Johannesburg, a city shaped by the mineral wealth beneath the
Witwatersrand. That history is both an achievement and a warning. Southern Africa has
too often exported raw materials and imported the knowledge, technology and finished
products that capture their greatest value. The industrialisation agenda adopted by our
Heads of State and Government asks us to break that pattern.

Earlier this month, President Matamela Cyril Ramaphosa assumed the Chairship of
SADC at the 46th Ordinary Summit in Durban. The regional theme calls for resilient,
sustainable and inclusive industrialisation through infrastructure development,
agricultural transformation and critical-minerals transformation in pursuit of a just
world.

Human capability is part of that infrastructure.

Roads, railways, ports, energy systems and digital networks do not design or transform
themselves. They require engineers, scientists, technicians, academics, entrepreneurs,
health professionals, teachers, public servants and artisans. They require institutions
capable not only of transmitting knowledge, but of producing the knowledge that allows
the region to make its own choices.

Universities are therefore not observers of regional integration. They are part of its
infrastructure.



THE TEST OF REGIONAL INTEGRATION

Our people already live regionally. They trade, work and study across borders. Our
economies share energy systems, transport corridors, water, labour markets and
public-health risks. Climate change, food insecurity and digital disruption do not
respect national boundaries.

Yet our systems of learning remain more fragmented than the lives they are meant to
serve.

A student can move from one SADC country to another, but too often the credit earned
cannot move with them. A qualification may be respected at home but subjected to
uncertain recognition next door. Researchers confronting the same regional problem
repeatedly rebuild partnerships and navigate incompatible systems. Employers struggle
to compare qualifications and skills.

Regional integration becomes real when ordinary people can use it.

The SADC Protocol on Education and Training, the SADC Qualifications Framework and
the proposed Higher Education Strategy are important foundations. But a framework
that cannot change the experience of a student, scholar or employer remains an
aspiration.

The work before us is to turn regional higher education from a collection of agreements
into an operating system.

A STRATEGY THAT MAKES CHOICES

The proposed SADC Higher Education Strategy must do more than list everything we
desire. Strategy means choice.

It must identify the capabilities the region should build collectively; where institutions
should cooperate rather than duplicate; how universities should differentiate and
complement one another; how research should support regional value chains; and how
learning should connect to work, entrepreneurship and public capability.



Our universities differ in research intensity, programme mix, infrastructure, financial
strength and history. Regional cooperation must not reproduce these inequalities. It
must allow institutions with different strengths to contribute to, and benefit from, a
shared system.

The implementation plan must name responsibilities, timelines, resources and
measures. We do not lack declarations. Our weakness has too often been the distance
between the declaration and the lecture room, laboratory, workplace and life of the
student.

By the time SADC Ministers responsible for Education and Training, Science, Technology
and Innovation meet in South Africa in June 2027, we should report more than
completed documents. We should point to programmes begun, students and
academics who have moved, data being shared and research missions producing
results.

A UNIVERSITY OF TRANSFORMATION, NOT ANOTHER BUREAUCRACY

The SADC University of Transformation is potentially the most imaginative proposal
before us. It can also become the easiest to misunderstand.

The region does not necessarily need another conventional university with a
headquarters, a new bureaucracy and programmes that duplicate what already exists.
We should not establish an institution in name and then search for its purpose.

The University of Transformation should be a network of regional capability.

It should connect universities, Centres of Excellence, TVET institutions, research
councils, industry and development partners through shared doctoral schools,
research chairs, digital programmes, laboratories, mobility and workplace learning.

A student could be registered at one institution, access specialist teaching through
another, use shared cyberinfrastructure, participate in a regional research project and
undertake an industry placement elsewhere in SADC. That is a more intelligent use of
regional strength.



Its credibility will depend on a clear mandate, sound governance, academic quality,
sustainable financing and visible early programmes. Those programmes should address
critical-minerals beneficiation, food and water security, climate resilience, energy
transition, public health, digital capability and infrastructure.

DATA, QUALIFICATIONS AND TRUST

The proposed SADC Higher Education Data and Information System is not an
administrative side project. It is infrastructure for planning.

We cannot govern a regional system if we do not know who is enrolled, what they are
studying, where capacity exists, where students are being lost, which skills are being
produced, where graduates go and what our economies require.

But a system that merely collects statistics becomes a warehouse. The purpose of data
is to improve decisions.

Member States and institutions must agree on common definitions, minimum datasets
and responsible use. Universities must trust that their data will be protected. The region
must trace the journey from access, through completion, into further study and work.

The same principle applies to micro-credentials and flexible learning.

Flexibility cannot become a synonym for lower standards. A micro-credential without
trusted quality assurance, recognition and progression is merely a digital badge. Shorter
learning must be verifiable, recognised and stackable towards larger qualifications
where appropriate.

Digital credentials can speed recognition and reduce fraud. But they must be
interoperable, secure and publicly governed. We should not solve fragmentation by
creating another generation of platforms that cannot communicate.

KNOWLEDGE, INDUSTRIALISATION AND SOVEREIGNTY

Artificial intelligence and the Fourth Industrial Revolution place a further responsibility
on our institutions.



Southern Africa cannot remain only a consumer of technologies developed elsewhere.
If our universities do not build regional computing capability, trusted datasets, African-
language technologies, cybersecurity, scientific infrastructure and intellectual property,
we will rent intelligence from others while surrendering value created from our own
societies.

This is not an argument for isolation. It is an argument for the capacity to participate in
the world on more equal terms.

The regional agenda on cyberinfrastructure, start-ups and innovation must connect
directly to universities and expand the participation of women in science, engineering
and technology. A region that marginalises women from scientific leadership is trying to
build its future with half its intellectual power excluded.

Our universities must also work deliberately with TVET colleges and industry.
Industrialisation requires an entire knowledge and skills value chain: advanced
research, professional expertise, technicians, artisans, entrepreneurs and workers
capable of learning throughout their lives. University strategy, TVET strategy, research
policy and industrial policy cannot remain separate conversations.

THE RESPONSIBILITY OF VICE-CHANCELLORS

Governments can sign protocols. Only universities can make credit transfer real.

Secretariats can develop frameworks. Only senates and academic communities can
approve joint curricula, recognise learning and sustain research partnerships.

Ministers can announce mobility. Only institutions can remove the barriers that
frustrate it.

This is why your leadership matters.

University autonomy cannot mean regional solitude. Academic freedom cannot
become institutional retreat. To lead a university is to decide which problems deserve
sustained intellectual attention, which partnerships become durable and whether
institutional prestige is used only to compete or also to build shared capability.

| ask this meeting to leave Johannesburg with five practical outcomes.

First, a limited set of priorities, owners and implementation dates for the SADC Higher
Education Strategy.



Second, an agreed network model and initial academic programme for the University of
Transformation.

Third, a compact on qualifications recognition, credit transfer, academic mobility and
trusted digital credentials.

Fourth, agreement on the minimum dataset and governance arrangements for the
regional information system.

Fifth, a small number of flagship research and skills missions tied directly to SADC's
industrialisation priorities.

These outcomes should shape the Technical Committee's deliberations later this week
and provide accountability towards the ministerial meeting in June 2027.

CONCLUSION

Colleagues, Southern Africa will not be transformed by exporting raw materials and
importing finished knowledge.

It will be transformed when we educate, research, innovate, produce and build together.

It will be transformed when a student anywhere in our region can move through a
trusted pathway from learning to capability, from capability to work, and from work to a
dignified life.

It will be transformed when our universities become not only excellent national
institutions, but pillars of a shared regional future.

Let this be the meeting at which cooperation moves from occasional projects to a
functioning regional higher education system.

Governments will provide the mandate. The SADC Secretariat will provide coordination.
But the future will not become regional because we declared it.

It will become regional because our universities built it.

Let us begin.

Thank you.



