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KEYNOTE ADDRESS

PSET International Cooperation Workshop
“Redesigning Strategic International Partnerships and Alliances for the PSET System”

Occasion: PSET Sector International Cooperation Workshop — Opening Keynote
Date: Thursday, 23 April 2026 | 10:00 — 10:45
Venue: Sanlam Auditorium, University of Pretoria, Hatfield Campus

PART | — PROTOCOL AND OPENING

PROTOCOL

Programme Director; Prof. Francis Petersen, Vice Chancellor, University of Pretoria — and our gracious
host; Dr Nomusa Dube-Ncube, Deputy Minister of Higher Education and Training; Dr Mimmy
Gondwe, Deputy Minister of Higher Education and Training; Dr Nkosinathi Sishi, Director-General,
DHET; Distinguished guests from the diplomatic and international cooperation community; Vice
Chancellors, Principals; Chief Executive Officers of SETAs, Quality Councils, and public entities;
Representatives from government departments; Students and student leaders; Colleagues and comrades
in the PSET family;

Good morning.

I want to begin by thanking the University of Pretoria for co-hosting this workshop. The
University’s presence here is not merely logistical. It speaks to something important
about where this institution has positioned itself in relation to the national project. A
university that opens its doors to a conversation about the future of post-school
education and training in South Africa is a university that understands its own purpose.
Thank you, Prof. Petersen.

I also want to acknowledge the extraordinary effort of the Chief Directorate for
International Relations, led by Xolani Khumalo, and the full secretariat who made today
possible. Public servants who work quietly, competently, and without credit are the
backbone of everything this government does. Today is their work made visible.
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PART Il — WHY WE ARE HERE

Let me be direct about why we are gathered.

We are not here to celebrate what we have done. We are here because what we have
done is not enough.

For decades, South Africa’s engagement with the global knowledge economy has been
characterised by what I will call organised fragmentation. Organised, because there are
systems, agreements, partnerships, and programmes in place across the sector.
Fragmented, because these systems do not speak to each other. They do not answer to a
common strategic authority. They do not serve a shared national purpose.

Individual universities build international partnerships based on their own institutional
interests and their own resource capacity. SETAs engage internationally without
coordinating with universities. Scholarships are administered in one part of the system
without reference to what the labour market needs. Development and donor funding
flows into the sector on terms set by donors, not by us.

The result is a system that is globally present but nationally incoherent.

We are globally present but nationally incoherent. That is the
problem we are here to solve.

That is what brings us to this room on this day. Not to describe the problem again — we
know what it is. But to begin the work of solving it.

PART Ill — THE NATIONAL CONTEXT: WHAT THE PRESIDENT HAS ASKED OF US

I want to anchor everything I say today in the mandate given to us by the
President in the 2026 State of the Nation Address.

The President spoke clearly about a Skills Revolution. Not a reform. Not an adjustment.
A revolution. That word carries weight. It means that the incremental changes of the
past are not adequate to the scale of the challenge we face.

South Africa has a youth unemployment rate that is among the highest in the world.
We have a skills deficit in precisely those sectors — energy, infrastructure,
manufacturing, digital technology — that are central to our growth strategy. We have a
PSET system that is under-resourced, unevenly distributed, and insufficiently
connected to the economy it is meant to serve.
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The President asked us to accelerate TVET and CET reform. To restructure the SETA
system. To move toward outcomes-based funding for the NSF and SETAs. To expand
university infrastructure. To digitise education and training. To build a skills pipeline
that responds to the demands of a twenty-first century economy.

These are not aspirational goals. They are a delivery mandate. And this workshop —
this conversation about international cooperation — sits directly inside that mandate.

Because here is the question I want to put to everyone in this room today:

What, precisely, is the relationship between our international
partnerships and South Africa’s national development agenda? Can
we name it? Can we measure it? Can we defend it?

If we cannot — if we cannot draw a straight line from our international agreements to
the skills revolution the President has called for — then we have a governance problem.
And we are here to fix it.

PART IV — THE DIAGNOSIS: TEN PROBLEMS WE MUST NAME

I want to be frank about the challenges. Workshops that avoid diagnosis
produce comfortable conclusions. We cannot afford comfortable conclusions.

Xolani will present the findings of the diagnostic survey shortly. But I want to offer my
own reading of the landscape, because I think the problems run deeper than the data
alone will show.

First: no clear centre of authority.

The PSET system currently has no single coordinating authority for international
cooperation. Everyone is present. No one is in charge. Universities act independently.
SETAs act independently. Quality councils act independently. DIRCO manages bilateral
agreements without systematic consultation with DHET. The NSF and NRF make
international funding decisions without reference to a national skills pipeline strategy.

This is not a criticism of any institution. It is a description of a governance gap. And
governance gaps, left unfilled, are filled by whoever has the most resources, the most
institutional confidence, or the most aligned donor relationships — which invariably
means historically advantaged universities and externally funded programmes.
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Second: donor-led, not state-led.

Too much of what we call “international cooperation” in the PSET sector is, in practice,
donor-shaped activity. When a European development partner arrives with a
programme, we accommodate their framework. When GIZ or JICA or the EU
Delegation defines the terms of engagement, we work within those terms. When AfDB
identifies priorities, we orient our proposals accordingly.

I am not ungrateful for this support. These partners have made real contributions to our
system. But there is a difference between leveraging external resources and being led by
them. The line is not always respected.

External funding must support South Africa’s priorities. It must not
define them. That line is not negotiable.

One of the things I want this workshop to produce is a clear statement of that principle,
and the governance mechanisms needed to enforce it.

Third: scholarships without a strategy.

We send South African students abroad. We receive foreign students here. We
administer international scholarship programmes. But too often, this happens without
answering the most basic questions: What skills are we deliberately building? In which
countries? In which disciplines? And what happens when those students come home?

A scholarship is not a gift. It is an investment. And like all investments, it should be
subject to a strategy, a return calculation, and an accountability framework. We should
be able to say: we are sending fifty engineers to Germany because South Africa needs
this many engineers in this sector by this year. We are sending Al researchers to China
because our digital economy strategy requires it. We are integrating these scholarships
into the Presidential PhD Programme, into the NSF’s postgraduate pipeline, into the
NRF’s research capacity plan.

At the moment, we largely cannot say that. That has to change.

Fourth: SETAs are missing from the conversation.

Our SETAs control significant resources. They have employer relationships that no
other part of the system has. They manage learnerships, apprenticeships, and
workplace-based learning programmes at scale. They are, in principle, the bridge
between the knowledge system and the labour market.

Mr Buti Manamela, MP | Minister of Higher Education and Training 4



MINISTERIAL KEYNOTE ADDRESS PSET INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION WORKSHOP | 23 APRIL 2026

But when we talk about international cooperation in the PSET sector, SETAs are
typically afterthoughts. They appear in panels. They are listed in stakeholder
documents. But they are not positioned as central drivers of international skills
partnerships.

That is a strategic error. SETAs must be repositioned as the institutional link between
international training and domestic industry absorption. If we bring artisans back from
BRICS exchanges or German dual-system programmes, they must be absorbed into
industry through SETA-managed learnerships. If we negotiate work-integrated learning
agreements with multinational companies, SETAs must be at the table.

Fifth: TVET and CET are systematically excluded.

If you look at our international partnerships historically, they cluster overwhelmingly
in the university sector. The historically advantaged universities, in particular, have
built sophisticated international footprints. And historically disadvantaged institutions,
TVET colleges, and CET colleges have been almost entirely absent from this landscape.

This is not accidental. It reflects structural inequalities in resources, institutional
capacity, and access to networks. But it also reflects a failure of state leadership. If the
state had treated internationalisation as a system strategy rather than an institutional
activity, the distribution would look different.

Going forward, TVET and CET must be central to our international cooperation
framework, not peripheral. The Luban Workshops partnership with China, the German
dual system, the BRICS TVET network — these are exactly the kinds of partnerships
that must be scaled for our vocational training system. This is where the skills
revolution will be won or lost.

Sixth: multilateral platforms remain symbolic.

South Africa holds significant multilateral positions right now. We have the G20
Presidency. We chair SADC. We are active in BRICS, IBSA, and the African Union.
These are not ceremonial roles. They carry leverage.

But when I look at what we have extracted from these platforms for the PSET system,
the answer is not commensurate with the opportunity. We are present. We participate.
We make statements. But we have not converted our multilateral standing into concrete
skills programmes, into qualification harmonisation agreements, into joint research
facilities, into scaled exchanges that reach our TVET colleges.
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I want us to leave this workshop with a different answer to that question. Two to three
flagship programmes per platform, defined and committed. A BRICS artisan training
exchange. A G20 digital skills accelerator. A SADC qualification harmonisation pilot.
These are not impossible. They require coordination and political will — both of which
we have, if we choose to deploy them.

Seventh: no implementation machinery.

I have attended many workshops in my political life. I know how they end. A report is
produced. The report is noted. The next workshop is planned. Nothing changes.

I am not prepared for that outcome here. This workshop must close with a post-
workshop implementation framework: named task teams, defined timelines, linkage to
DHET’s Annual Performance Plan, and a reporting cycle that comes back to me within
thirty days. Progress updates through the War Room architecture that we are building
for the Skills Revolution as a whole.

What will change? Who is responsible? By when? Those three questions must be
answered before Day 2 closes.

Eighth: the question of knowledge sovereignty.
There is a deeper question underneath all of this, and I want to name it plainly.

Global knowledge systems are not neutral. They are structured by history, by power,
and by interest. The dominant research paradigms, the ranking systems, the
accreditation frameworks, the publishing houses — all of these reflect particular
locations in the global order. And South Africa, as an African country emerging from
colonialism and apartheid, occupies a specific and contested position in that order.

Decolonisation is a word we use frequently in our sector. Sometimes it functions as a
rhetorical gesture rather than a substantive commitment. I want it to function as a
substantive commitment here. That means asking: whose knowledge counts? Whose
problems are being researched? Whose solutions are being developed? Whose
graduates are being trained to serve which economy?

It means building African knowledge systems that speak to African realities. It means
engaging the African Union’s Continental Education Strategy with seriousness. It
means designing international partnerships that strengthen our own epistemic
independence, not our dependence.
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This is not anti-internationalism. It is the condition for internationalism that serves us,
rather than internationalism that serves others’ interests in us.

Ninth: DHET must step into its coordinating role.

I want to say something directly about my own department. DHET is the leading
coordinating authority for the PSET system. That mandate exists in law. But a mandate
in law is not the same as operational reality. For years, DHET has not fully exercised its
coordinating function in international relations.

This workshop is, in part, about changing that. DHET must be the place where the
system comes together — where competing priorities are resolved, where resources are
aligned, where accountability sits. Not as a bureaucratic gatekeeper, but as a strategic
coordinator.

That means we need to strengthen the Chief Directorate for International Relations with
the resources, the information systems, and the institutional authority it needs to play
this role. It means DIRCO must work with us as a partner, not a parallel track. It means
the NSF, the NRF, the CHE, SAQA, and the QCTO must see DHET as the system
architect, and orient their international work accordingly.

Tenth: there is no data.

We do not have a comprehensive map of international partnerships across the PSET
system. We do not know, with precision, how many agreements exist, with which
countries, for what purposes, and with what results. We do not have a monitoring and
evaluation framework that tracks international cooperation outcomes in terms of skills
development, research output, or graduate employability.

You cannot manage what you cannot measure. One of the non-negotiable outputs of
this workshop is a commitment to build the data and M&E infrastructure that makes
this system legible to the state that is responsible for it.

PART V — WHAT WE ARE BUILDING

Let me now turn from diagnosis to direction.

The concept note for this workshop was produced by Xolani and the Chief Directorate.
It has been refined. And I want to set out clearly what I believe this workshop must
produce by the time we close on Friday afternoon.
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Not ambitions. Not principles. Concrete outputs with names, timelines, and owners.

— A draft PSET International Cooperation Coordination Framework, establishing
DHET as the central coordinating authority, with defined governance arrangements
and reporting mechanisms across the system.

— A country and sector prioritisation map: which countries and regions are
strategically most important for South Africa’s skills agenda, and why. BRICS.
SADC. The EU. Germany. China. Japan. These require differentiated strategies, not a
single generic posture.

— A strategic skills and scholarship pipeline framework, aligned to the national skills
needs identified in the Master Skills Plan, the occupations in high demand list, and
the priorities of the energy transition, infrastructure build, and digital economy.

— Integration of the Presidential PhD Programme, the NSF, and the NRF into this
framework — explicitly, by name, with institutional roles defined.

— A resource mobilisation framework that establishes the principle and the practice of
state-led direction over external funding.

— A monitoring, evaluation, and data system with defined indicators, reporting cycles,
and accountability mechanisms.

— A post-workshop implementation roadmap: task teams, timelines, linkage to the
APP, and a reporting cycle back to the Minister within thirty days.

Seven outputs. Two days. That is what I am asking for.

I am not asking for these to be complete and perfect by Friday. I am asking for a
committed first draft — sufficient for us to move from the workshop room into
implementation.

PART VI — A WORD TO OUR INTERNATIONAL PARTNERS

I am aware that several of our international partners and donor organisations
are present or represented at this workshop. I want to speak directly to you.

South Africa values your engagement. We value the relationships we have built over
many years with the EU, with Germany, with China, with Japan, with the multilateral
development banks, and with bilateral partners across Africa and the world. These
relationships have produced real results.

But I want to be honest with you about what we need going forward. We need
partnerships that serve our priorities. We need your support to be responsive to what
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we identify as strategic, not to what your own institutional mandates or reporting
frameworks consider fundable. We need longer-term commitments that allow us to
build institutional capacity rather than implement short-term project cycles.

And we need you to engage with us through DHET, as the coordinating authority,
rather than directly with individual institutions — not because we want to control what
institutions do, but because coordination is the only way to convert individual
partnerships into system-level change.

We are not asking you to do less. We are asking you to do it
differently — on terms that serve the South African national
interest.

That is a reasonable ask. And I believe most of you, if you are serious about
development cooperation rather than simply partnership management, will agree.

PART VII — THE SKILLS REVOLUTION AND THIS WORKSHOP

I want to close by bringing this back to the biggest frame.

The President’s Skills Revolution is the most ambitious workforce development
commitment this government has made since 1994. It will succeed or fail based on
whether we can build the systemic architecture to deliver it.

International cooperation is not peripheral to that architecture. It is a pillar of it. We
cannot produce enough engineers, artisans, data scientists, green economy workers,
and healthcare professionals from domestic capacity alone. We need international
training, international research, international technology transfer, and international
investment in our system.

But ‘international” must mean something specific. It must mean intentional. It must
mean aligned. It must mean planned, measured, and accountable.

This is the work of this workshop. This is the work of the next two days.

I want to close with a question — the question I have asked my team to ensure runs
through every session, every panel discussion, every breakaway and consolidation for
the next two days:

How does international cooperation in the PSET system directly
serve the national development agenda — and how do we build the
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coordination machinery to ensure it is planned, implemented, and
measured as a coherent state strategy?

If a session cannot answer that question, it is the wrong session. If a panel cannot orient
its discussion around that question, it needs to be reframed. If an output does not
respond to that question, it should not be on our list.

That is the standard. Hold me to it, and I will hold this process to it.

CLOSING
Programme Director, let me conclude.

South Africa sits at a genuinely important moment in its history. We have the G20
Presidency. We chair SADC. We are active across the multilateral architecture. Our
universities produce world-class research. Our TVET colleges are being reformed. Our
CET system is being rebuilt. Our SETAs are being restructured.

The conditions for a truly integrated, state-led, outcomes-driven international
cooperation strategy for the PSET system are better than they have ever been.

What we have lacked is the will to coordinate. The willingness to subordinate
institutional interests to system-level strategy. The discipline to align resources to
priorities rather than to whoever is first to the table.

I believe we can find that will in this room, over these two days.
If we do, this workshop will be a turning point.

If we do not, it will be another set of minutes, another shelf document, another well-
organised conversation that changed nothing.

I am asking for a turning point.

Let us get to work.

I thank you.

Mr Buti Manamela, MP

Minister of Higher Education and Training
Republic of South Africa

23 April 2026
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