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MINISTER NZIMANDE CONCLUDES HIS VISIT TO THE UNIVERSITY OF CAPE 
TOWN TO ASSESS THE DAMAGES FOLLOWING THE FIRE THAT DAMAGED 
SOME OF THE BUILDINGS AND PROPERTY OF THE UNIVERSITY  
 
 
The Minister of Higher Education, Science and Innovation, Dr Blade Nzimande, 
visited the University of Cape Town (UCT to assess the damages following the fire 
that damaged some of the buildings and property of the university on Sunday 18th 
April 2021. 
 
The Minister received a full briefing from the University Council Chairperson, Dr 
Precious Moloi-Motsepe and the Vice Chancellor Professor Mamokgethi Phakeng. 
 
Minister Nzimande said that the recent fire at UCT exposed the vulnerabilities of the 
humanities and social sciences.  
 
“There have been brave efforts to salvage precious records and archives, especially 
from among the ruins of the Jagger Library’s African Studies collection, maps, rare 
antiquarian books, film, video collections, newspapers, journals, magazines, 
pamphlets, manuscripts, government records, photographs and paintings,” said 
Minister Nzimande. 
 
Minister Nzimande said that a significant portion of these publications and artefacts 
are scarce and date back to the 19th and early 20th centuries.  
 
“As the salvaging continues, we must rebuild better, with the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution in mind. What is required is a library that not only can withstand future 
risks but also a library that acknowledges our past and places us firmly in the future,” 
said Minister Nzimande. 
 
The Minister said that this rebuilding should include digitisation, which is not a new 
concept. In years past, there have been digitisation projects at the University of Cape 
Town, with the cross-faculty HUMANITEC (the Humanities Information Technology 
Committee) being a notable example. However, digitisation of our humanities, 
ranging from records to artefacts, requires consideration of who we are as a 
country.   
 
The Department of Higher Education, Science and Innovation proposes will be 
supporting the rebuilding of the library by the National Institute for the Humanities 
and Social Sciences, and the National Research Foundation, embody the following: 



 
• Supporting UCT’s Archive and Public Culture Research Initiative in their ongoing 
efforts; 
 
• Encourage people to volunteer their support to the Jagger Salvage Operation, 
which began on 13 May; 
 
• Rebuilding the library to go beyond digitising archives so that while these physical 
archives are preserved and protected against all future vulnerabilities, the library 
provides space to view such archives electronically, globally and within the library 
too;  
 
• Redesigning the library so that it seamlessly merges the physical and the digital 
together, from the organisation, acquisition, preservation and use of information, to 
include on-site and off-site access beyond research and academia.  
 
• A space that is non-exclusionary, a space that embraces and extends the access of 
these precious archives for larger audiences and members of local and global 
communities.  
 
Other considerations include;   
 
• The library, though based a university, holds the potential for the country in 
showcasing 4IR capabilities for the benefit of the country and the world. Such a 
public digital collection site will serve all citizens and allow the world easy access to 
our important history. 
 
• The quality of the digitization is an important, going beyond a simple 
photocopying  and scan process, to a more sophisticated process that enhances the 
experience of the user. Digitisation is a form of history preservation and as such 
must be done with utmost care and aim of it lasting forever. 
 
• Such a project will be expansive and expensive. It will require time to implement. In 
the process, it will expand new vistas of research and development. 
 
• Finally, such a project fits with the department’s STI decadal plan.  
 
Minister Nzimande reiterated his gratitude to all the emergency services and the 
South African National Parks (SANParks) who contain the fire. 
 
The Minister further commend the leadership demonstrated by the University Council 
and Management in managing this unfortunate incidence. 
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