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Programme Director, 

  

Deputy President Mashatile Chairperson of this Council, and a leader whose 

commitment to this agenda we deeply respect, 

  

Honourable Ministers and Deputy Ministers, 

Premiers and Members of the Executive Councils, 

  

Leaders of Business, Labour, and Civil Society, the constituencies whose choices, 

more than any government policy, will determine whether this Summit means 

anything, 

  

Deputy Chairpersons of Council, Dr Thembi Xaba and Mr Duncan Luvuno, 

  

Former Deputy Chairpersons, Ms Azola Mayekiso and Mr Bheki Ntshalintshali, we 

are grateful for what you’ve built, 

  

HRDC EXCO Members and Council Members, former and current, 



Director-General and Senior Officials, 

CEO of the Botswana HRDC, 

Distinguished guests, 

Ladies and gentlemen  

 We want to begin not with a welcome, but with a number. 

  

SIXTY PERCENT 

  

In many of our provinces, six out of every ten young people between the ages of 

fifteen and thirty-four are unemployed. Not between jobs. Not between qualifications. 

Unemployed, sitting at home, or sitting on a street corner, with every year that 

passes taking something from them that we cannot give back. Their confidence. 

Their sense of possibility. Their belief that the country they were born into has a 

place for them. 

  

We have been gathering at summits like this one, this is our fifth for over a decade. 

We have produced strategies, compacts, declarations, communiqués. Some of them 

have produced real results. Many have not. And still that number sits there. Sixty 

percent. 

  

We raise this not to condemn what has been done. We raise it because we owe it to 

those young people to be honest with ourselves about why we are here today and 

about what it will take to make this gathering different from the ones that came 

before. 

  

The President Has Called a Skills Revolution. 

  

Not a programme. Not an initiative. A revolution. In the State of the Nation Address 

earlier this year, President Ramaphosa was unambiguous: human capital 

development is the central national priority of this administration. Not because it sits 

well in a policy document, but because South Africa cannot grow, cannot create jobs, 

cannot transform its economy, and cannot build a capable state without the skills to 

do all of these things. 

  



That mandate is the political foundation of this Summit. Everything we do here, the 

strategy we are launching, the compacts we are refreshing, the commitments we are 

signing must be understood in that context. This is not a routine biennial gathering. It 

is the moment at which the country's social partners decide whether the Skills 

Revolution is a government project or a national compact. 

  

If it is a government project, it will achieve what government projects typically 

achieve. Some of it. Unevenly. Not fast enough. 

  

If it is a national compact, if every constituency in this room owns a defined part of 

the solution and is held publicly accountable for delivering it, then something different 

becomes possible. 

  

The HRDC exists precisely to be the home of that compact. That is why the Deputy 

President chairs it. That is why business, labour, civil society, and government sit 

around the same table. The architecture was designed for exactly this moment. 

  

The question before us is whether we are going to use it. 

  

The World in Which This Summit Takes Place 

  

The theme we have chosen  

“Living and Working in a Changing World” is not conference branding. It is a 

description of the actual condition of the people we serve. 

 The Fourth Industrial Revolution is not approaching. It is here. Artificial intelligence 

is already reshaping what jobs exist, what skills they require, and what it means to 

be productive. Our speakers today will bring evidence from the World Economic 

Forum and from leading institutions about the scale and pace of this disruption, 

greater than most skills systems in the world are currently prepared for. 

  

The Just Energy Transition is creating new demand for artisans, technicians, and 

engineers in sectors that did not exist in their current form five years ago. The green 

economy is growing. The digital economy is growing. The platform economy is 

growing  and bringing with it a form of work that does not look like a job in the 



traditional sense, but is work nonetheless, performed by millions of South Africans 

who deserve qualifications, protections, and skills pathways. 

  

The good news is that the Reconceptualised Human Resource Development 

Strategy and Master Skills Plan that we are launching today have tried to account for 

this changing landscape. This is the most comprehensive and forward-looking 

national skills framework that South Africa has produced. We are proud of it. The 

Department, together with the Secretariat and the HRDC EXCO, working in close 

collaboration with all constituencies through this Council's structures, has done 

serious and sustained work. The constituencies of this Council adopted this Strategy, 

and it now belongs to all of us. 

  

But we want to be direct about something. A strategy, however excellent does not 

train anyone. A Master Skills Plan does not place a single young person in a 

workplace. A Summit Declaration does not make a firm hire, or make a union support 

a new qualification pathway, or make a young person in a rural district believe that 

the public college near them has something real to offer. 

  

Documents create the framework. People make the change. And the people in this 

room are the ones who have to make it. 

  

Let Us Name What Is Working — Because It Deserves to Be Acknowledged. 

  

We are seeing genuine collaboration in corners of this system that give us real 

encouragement. 

  

In the basic education sector, a Collaboration Framework between government, 

business, and labour has been formalised. A Trust established under that Framework 

makes joint programming possible. That is what the HRDC model looks like when it 

works. 

  

The Skills Summit convened by SETAs has identified High Impact Projects and 

cross-sectoral programmes that are being implemented. The Just Energy Transition 

has developed a cross-cutting skills plan with shared ownership across affected 

partners. These are not small things. 

  



The architecture of collaboration exists. People are using it, in places, to real effect. 

This Summit's job is to take what works in the corners and make it the dominant 

practice, to move from pockets of collaboration to a systemic compact. 

  

Now We Must Say the Harder Thing. 

  

We have a governance problem. Not a policy problem. Not primarily a funding 

problem. A governance problem. The institutions we have built to implement this 

Strategy are not yet operating at the level that the task requires. 

  

Our SETA system holds billions of rands in levy funds and has the potential to 

transform skills delivery at sector level. In some sectors, it is doing exactly that. In 

others, the funds are not reaching learners in ways that change outcomes. We have 

placed several SETAs under administration because governance failed. That is not a 

reason for despair, rather, it is evidence that accountability works when it is applied. 

But we need it applied more consistently, more visibly, and with greater 

consequence. 

  

And we must be honest about this Council itself. The HRDC has all the right 

architecture. But a body that meets periodically, produces communiqués, and waits 

three years for the next Summit to check whether anything happened is not an 

accountability body. It is a consultation forum. We believe this Summit's deliberations 

will surface that question directly. We are not going to pre-empt those conversations 

because they belong to the constituencies in this room, and their conclusions will be 

stronger for coming from you. 

  

What we will say is this: we are prepared to act on what those deliberations produce. 

We are prepared to lead a review of how this Council works, what it is accountable 

for, and how it connects to the resources that actually drive behaviour in the skills 

system. 

  

International models show us what is possible. Saudi Arabia, under Vision 2030, has 

built thirteen sector skills councils with named targets and publicly reported 

performance, overachievement and failure alike, named and visible. Australia has an 

independent labour market intelligence function that gives its skills compact 

authoritative data that no single constituency can dispute. Germany has built a 

system in which employers invest in training because they co-govern the standards, 



co-ownership produces co-investment. Ireland has separated the strategic compact 

body from operational delivery, so each does what it is designed to do. 

  

All of these models have something in common: the targets are named, the 

responsible parties are named, the data is independent, and the public can see 

whether commitments were met. That is the direction in which this Summit must 

point. 

  

A Question We Must Resolve Together. 

  

When we sign the Declaration tomorrow, we will be making commitments. Each 

constituency i.e government, business, labour, civil society will be putting its name to 

obligations. The question we need to resolve together, and we put it genuinely as a 

question, is this: 

  

How do we report on those commitments in a way that every constituency owns? 

  

We have heard that there is a preference in some quarters for government to carry 

the primary reporting burden. We understand the instinct. Government has the 

institutional infrastructure, the data systems, the accountability mechanisms. But a 

compact in which only one party reports is not a compact, it is a government 

programme with observers. 

  

Can we agree, at this Summit, on a model of mutual reporting? One in which each 

constituency designates a coordinator. One in which there is an independent data 

function that no single party controls. One in which the reporting is not to a 

government department but to this Council, chaired by the Deputy President at a 

defined point before we meet again. 

  

We believe that model is achievable. We are committed to making it work. And we 

are asking every constituency in this room to come to the table on it. 

  

Because without that model, the Declaration we sign tomorrow will face the same 

fate as the compacts we signed in 2021. And the young people we began with the 

sixty percent will still be waiting. 



  

A Word Directly to Each Constituency 

  

To our colleagues in government: we are the largest delegation in this room and that 

comes with a responsibility to lead by example. The commitments government 

makes in this Declaration are not performance obligations. The TVET colleges that 

are not yet trusted, the SETAs that are not yet performing, the qualification 

frameworks that are not yet responsive,  these sit in government's house. That 

accountability sits with us, and we accept it. 

  

To organised business: South Africa's youth unemployment crisis is not a social 

problem that business can observe from a distance. It is a structural feature of an 

economy that is not absorbing the people it educates. The SDL you pay, the 

workplaces you control, the hiring decisions you make, these are the instruments 

that either close the gap or leave it open. The compact being signed tomorrow is a 

performance commitment with a reporting obligation. We ask business to be a 

genuine partner in designing the reporting model not to avoid it. 

  

To organised labour: the Skills Revolution is not a threat to workers. It is the 

protection that retraining, upskilling, and new qualification pathways provide in the 

face of disruption that is coming whether we act or not. The question is whether 

workers face that change with skills and pathways behind them, or without. The 

compact you are signing tomorrow is labour's instrument for ensuring the answer is 

the former. 

  

To civil society: the communities you represent, the ones furthest from the cities, 

furthest from the colleges, furthest from the WIL placements and the bursaries and 

the career guidance, are the ones this Strategy is most urgently for. Your voice in this 

Summit is not supplementary. It is the accountability check on everything else. 

  

We Are at a Moment of Genuine Possibility 

  

The President has declared a Skills Revolution. The Deputy President has convened 

this Summit. The Reconceptualised Strategy is ready. The Master Skills Plan is 

ready. The constituencies are in the room. Our partners from Botswana and the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia are present, affirming that what South Africa is doing in this 

space matters beyond our borders. 



  

What remains to be built is the accountability architecture that makes all of this mean 

something beyond this room. That is the work of the next two days and of the 

months that follow. 

  

We came here not to describe the problem. We came here to begin solving it. 

Together. Accountably. In ways that a young person sitting at home in any province 

in this country might eventually feel. 

  

Let us begin 

  

Programme Director, it is now our honour and pleasure to invite the Chairperson of 

this Council and the Deputy President of the Republic of South Africa, His Excellency 

Mr Paul Mashatile, to receive, on behalf of this Council and all its constituencies, the 

Reconceptualised Human Resource Development Strategy and the Master Skills 

Plan and to address this Summit. 


