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Good morning  
 
President, it gives me great pleasure to be afforded an opportunity to speak to 
student leaders gathered here in this 8th National Elective Conference of the South 
African Union of Students (SAUS), under the theme  
 
“Dismantling all barriers besetting university entry and placing SAUS at the centre of 
creating a sustainable post-school education and training sector”.   
 
My appreciation also goes to the leadership of the University of Venda for hosting 
this conference. 
 
The conference theme is very important and timely, as we all grapple with 
challenges of access. As you know my department has been tasked to come up with 
a comprehensive student funding model, including dealing with the issue of student 
debt. 
 
Indeed, the issue of access is multifaceted. Much as financial access is the most 
pressing for students, I am concerned that the other dimension of access is not 
getting adequate attention, that of epistemological access - the type and form of 
knowledge that students have access to or are unable to access. 
 
One of our key challenges facing out higher education system is that of the urgent 
necessity to transform the relations of knowledge production - especially the 
patriarchal, class and racialized nature of knowledge and its production in our 
country. This is a crucial dimension in the dismantling of barriers, through access to 
relevant, transformatory and liberating knowledge. 
 
Another key dimension of dismantling barriers is that of ensuring that we build 
student centred and student friendly universities and other post school institutions. 
Institutions that are not student friendly constitute a serious barrier to effective 
financial and epistemological access. 
 



I hope these other dimensions of improving access and dismantling barriers will find 
expression not only in your resolutions but to be at the centre of the student 
movement. This requires not only a strong movement nationally, important as this is, 
but also strong institutional organisation of students. 
 
Let me also state upfront that I am very pleased that you are foregrounding your 
conference on the concept of post-school education and training. This is important 
because one of the challenges we face is that of the necessity to move away from a 
university-centric post school education system to also build a strong college sector 
catering for technical vocational education and training as well as for adult education. 
This also foregrounds an understanding of the role of the university system in 
supporting other sectors of our post-school system. 
 
Such an approach represents a more revolutionary rather than a parochial 
understanding of post school and higher education. 
 
That is why I also wish that those of you who proceed to post graduate education, 
we do not see more theses, dissertations and academic papers that deal with these 
subjects that I am raising here which are very important dimensions of your theme. 
 
Let me also take this opportunity to congratulate you President and the new National 
Executive Committee  collective. I am looking forward to having an engagement with 
your new National office bearers on areas of common interest not long after the 
conclusion of this conference. 
 
This important elective conference takes place in the midst of the COVID-19 
pandemic with government restrictions on attending gatherings which compelled me 
to address you virtually. 
 
I am pleased to observe that in its planning, SAUS considered this and decided to 
have a hybrid conference. I applaud you in this regard. 
 
This conference also take place on a month in which we commemorate the role that 
played by the 1976 students in changing the discourse of education both during and 
after the apartheid years.  
 
Indeed today, South Africa prides itself on the role that has been played by students 
in shaping government policies and ensuring that the sector transforms as it evolves. 
 
 It is a great pleasure to interact with student leaders because of the important role 
they play in influencing policy and other matters relating to students in the post 
school education and training sector.   
  
Before I speak on our sectoral issues, I would like to pledge my undivided attention 
and that of the Deputy Minister and the Department and all our agencies to continue 
to work with SAUS because SAUS and students in general are one of our most 
important stakeholders in our sector. We are in this together. In fact, much as we 
sometimes differ, but we occupy the same trenches, that of the transformation and 
access to higher education. 
 



Let me commend the outgoing leadership of SAUS in working constructively with my 
Ministry and the department, ensuring that matters that affect students in all our 
institutions are brought to our attention for resolve.  
 
It is through continuous engagement  and consultation that we can truly address 
student challenges and with the leadership collective of SAUS to efficiently and 
effectively find solutions to challenges experienced by students.  
 
I would personally like to thank the outgoing leadership of SAUS for their robust 
engagement over the past three years, including through the Ministerial Task Team 
set up to coordinate our sector’s response to COVID-19. Indeed, our response as a 
sector was enriched by SAUS input as always. Thank you very much comrades. 
 
Let me reflect on some of the developments and challenges facing our sector.  
 
At a high level, it is important to note some of the key achievements and successes 
that have been made in the PSET sector which include improved access to post-
school education and training opportunities; student funding through the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS); improved success and throughput rates in 
universities; and infrastructure development in particular in historically-
disadvantaged institutions.  
 
One aspect that we dare not take for granted but need strengthening is that our 
university system is predominantly public, and it is the largest of its kind in the 
African continent. It is important to defend our public university system especially in 
the light of privatisation of university education in many parts of our continent. Good 
private universities often cater for the elite of the elites, whilst the children of the 
working class are served by fly by night private education institutions. To defend our 
public education system, it is important that  
we ensure that our institutions are stable and also protect and not allow the 
destruction of public university property. 
 
It is also extremely worrying to note that inequitable patterns of student success still 
prevail. African, coloured and male students are least successful in the university 
system. 
 
We also have to tackle the issue of poor throughput in distance education 
programmes.  
 
The University of South Africa (UNISA) is the largest open distance learning 
institution not only in South Africa but in the continent and one of the longest 
standing dedicated distance education universities in the world. The institution enrols 
nearly one third of all South African students in the public universities.  
 
Over the years UNISA has provided many people with opportunities for further study, 
including those who needed to study part-time while employed.  
 
I must say the student profile of UNISA has changed dramatically. We have a large 
number of young students who could not secure study spaces with contact 
institutions now registered with UNISA. As a department we are acutely aware of the 



challenges posed by this and my department is not anti-Unisa as some of our 
detractors claim. 
 
There has also been reports of challenges in governance, management and the 
quality of higher education provision at this institution. As a result, I appointed a 
Ministerial Task Team to conduct a review of UNISA with a strategic focus on its 
mandate as an open and distance education institution.   
 
The mandate of the Task Team includes analyzing the scope, capacity, systems and 
organizational structure in relation to the University’s mandate and mission.   
 
The team will make recommendations on measures required to ensure that UNISA is 
strategically positioned as an institution with a clear mandate and mission supported 
by the necessary structures and capacity for a sustainable future. I am looking 
forward to receiving the report of this Task Team very soon.  
 
The Department of Higher Education and Training is implementing the University 
Capacity Development Programme to contribute towards building a university 
system that is equitable and focused on student success, focusing on building the 
capacity of academic staff and transforming the academy, as well as ensuring 
responsiveness in terms of the programmes and curricula that it offers.  
 
Most importantly, the universities themselves have to prioritise student success, staff 
development and curriculum/programme development agenda if we are to achieve 
the future university system we envisage.  What this means is that institutions must 
be designed to support student success.  
 
As student leaders sitting in institutional forums and committees where these matters 
are debated and decided upon, you need to make sure that universities are designed 
for student success, and that there are adequate academic and non-academic 
support systems to ensure student centred institutions as outlined earlier.  
 
As a government we are committed to support the post school education and training 
system by progressively introducing financial support for students from poor and 
working-class backgrounds in South African universities as resources become 
available.  
 
We are also committed to addressing the current gaps in funding, dependent on the 
affordability and sustainability of the funding systems that should be put in place.  
 
As you are aware there has been significant growth in funding allocated to the 
National Student Financial Aid Scheme to support qualifying students: R12.3 billion 
in 2017/18 to R43 billion in 2021.  
 
In the current financial year an additional amount of R6.4 billion was allocated 
through reprioritisation within the Department’s budget and the National Skills Fund 
to address the NSFAS shortfall.  
 



In 2020, I appointed a Ministerial Committee of Inquiry (MCI) chaired by Professor 
Yunus Ballim to conduct an independent investigation into the business processes, 
systems and capacity of the NSFAS.  
 
The scope of the investigation was to determine the root causes of the problems 
experienced with the rollout of the "student-centered" model at NSFAS and the 
implementation of the new bursary scheme from 2018, and to make 
recommendations for future business processes, systems, policies and capacity 
necessary at NSFAS to administer student financial aid effectively.  
 
The MCI has completed the inquiry and I am in possession of their report. I intend to 
present this report to Cabinet soon, after which I will release it for public comment. I 
urge SAUS to engage with this report when it is released. 
 
In March 2021, in approving the reprioritisation of funds from the Department’s 
budget to support the NSFAS shortfall for 2021, Cabinet requested the Department 
to conduct a policy review of student funding.  
 
I have appointed a task team, chaired by Prof Xoliswa Mtose, the Vice-Chancellor of 
the University of Zululand, and work is currently underway in this regard for 
presentation before Cabinet.  
 
Student debt is growing in the university system. The Department, working with 
USAf, has requested up to date information from all institutions which will contribute 
to the policy review process, and form part of the review of student financial aid.  
 
There are four categories of affected students identified: NSFAS students; students 
who are recipients of other scholarships and bursaries; self-paying students 
(including the so-called “missing middle” students; and international students. It is 
acknowledged that there have sometimes been delays in the processing of historic 
debt of NSFAS qualifying students linked to administrative challenges in resolving 
the debt.  
 
The Department is working with NSFAS and institutions to ensure a speedy 
resolution of the processing of historic debt claims.  
 
I would however like to pose a challenge to SAUS that much as it is understandable 
that you put pressure on government for more funding, but it is important that you 
also put similar if not more pressure on the private sector as well. In any capitalist 
society like ours most of the wealth and resources are in private hands. This is in fact 
a challenge to the Progressive Youth Alliance as a whole. 
 
The development of a policy framework for the regulation of university fees in order 
to ensure that fees are kept at affordable levels for all families that need assistance, 
is also underway.  
 
These efforts in the long-term aim to ensure that going forward all students are able 
to access some form of financial support for their university studies. However, 
without substantial additional funding being available in the sector, student debt will 
continue to be a problem. 



 
I understand that there have been concerns about the withholding of academic 
records of students who have outstanding fees by institutions.  
 
I have had several engagements with universities on this matter. All institutions have 
agreed to provide a certificate of completion to potential employers where students 
have met all the requirements for graduation, but still have university debt.  
 
Academic transcripts are also provided by institutions where they are required. 
However, I have learnt that there are students who are still unable to access their 
academic records and the Department constantly engages with Registrars of those 
institutions where such cases are brought to the attention of the Department.   
 
Following a meeting that I had with SAUS earlier this year, USAf has initiated a 
process to work towards a system-wide approach to the issue of student transcripts 
and certificates and outstanding fees. I am aware that USAf has started this process 
and hopes to conclude it soon.  
 
We have established, together with the Development Bank of Southern Africa 
(DBSA), a Student Housing Infrastructure Programme (SHIP), to centrally facilitate 
the construction of student accommodation.  
 
Our aim is to address the shortage of student housing and accelerate the 
development of at least 300 000 beds over a ten-year period, and we are working 
towards delivering even more than this.  
 
As part of our development, the University of Fort Hare, Nelson Mandela University, 
University of North West and University of Western Cape, Sefako Makgatho 
University and University of Limpopo are the first beneficiaries of our SHIP Phase 1 
developments.  
 
Phase 1 SHIP developments enabled an investment of about R3.5 billion, including 
the DBSA commitment of R1.6 million debt funding for 12 000 student beds.  
 
Phase 2 SHIP developments comprise of about 24 000 student beds of 12 
institutions including 6 universities. I recently launched the Alice Student Village at 
the University of Fort Hare, and was proud to see the fruits of this work.  
 
Whilst our focus is on development of student housing, we continue paying attention 
to the existing infrastructure maintenance.  
 
Some of our institutions, especially those located in the most disadvantaged areas, 
have facilities that have not been maintained and are in poor condition.  
 
 
We also support the HDIs to deal decisively with some of their long-term 
infrastructure challenges.  
 



As you may recall, the President in the State of the Nation address in February 2020, 
announced the establishment of two new universities in Gauteng. The plans are 
underway.  
 
A Steering Committee to oversee the feasibility study has been put in place and is 
due to be completed next year. The university of science and innovation will be 
established at Ekurhuleni, the only metro without a university.  
 
The Covid 19 Pandemic resulted in the President of the Republic of South Africa 
declaring a state of disaster in South Africa and Government implemented a national 
lockdown from 27 March 2020.  
 
The Department worked closely with the 26 public universities to develop remote 
multimodal teaching, learning and assessment plans for each institution, recognising 
that while a common sectoral approach to saving the academic year, saving lives 
and supporting student success was necessary, each university developed different 
mechanisms and plans for the completion of Academic Year 2020 in their own 
contexts.  
 
All universities were able to complete the 2020 academic year by March 2021. 
 
A number of institutions put in place mechanisms to provide electronic devices to 
students. However, some institutions indicated that they would utilise the NSFAS 
process, which was initiated in 2020, but was subject to delays. NSFAS has started 
delivering these laptops, including at our TVET colleges. 
 
The Department worked closely with the Major Network Operators to provide data 
bundles for students. As part of the teaching and learning plans, institutions made 
data bundles available to students to support remote access.  
 
In addition, university websites and learning management systems have been zero-
rated to allow for access by students.  
 
A special rate was also negotiated for data bundles for NSFAS and Funza Lushaka-
funded students in 2020. Once students were able to return to campuses, they were 
able to access on-campus wifi networks to support learning.  
 
I am aware that we need to do a much deeper analysis of the effects of the 
pandemic on teaching and learning at universities. The Department is working 
closely with the Council on Higher Education on these matters.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic pushed the sector to rapidly adapt to circumstances that 
very few in the sector have experienced before.  
 
We anticipated spikes in infections as we opened our institutions and economy. 
Therefore, we worked with institutional management, HIGHER HEALTH and task 
teams to enable them to prepare response systems while continuing to prioritise 
prevention and safety of campus communities.  
 



We had few outbreaks reported at the University of Fort Hare, University of Pretoria 
and Tshwane University of Technology.  
 
Higher Health assisted universities to address the outbreaks. 
 
All universities established Covid 19 Response Teams. Some of you are members of 
these teams.  
 
I appreciate and commend the contributions you are making in ensuring that our 
campuses are safe and the return of students and staff is coordinated and is in terms 
of the directions and Higher Health protocols.  
 
Sexual harassment and gender-based violence is another pandemic of serious 
concern for everyone and we have a shared responsibility to ensure that we do more 
to shift the accountability cultures in place and to raise greater awareness of these 
problems.  
 
Universities should provide safe workplaces and safe learning spaces for all their 
staff and students. An environment where sex for marks and sex for jobs are allowed 
to take place can never be a safe learning environment or workplace.  
 
HIGHER HEALTH is currently implementing programmes towards addressing the 
challenges of Sexual and Gender Based Violence, within the PSET system. These 
programmes are aligned to the DHET “Policy Framework to Address Gender-Based 
Violence (GBV) in the Post-School Education and Training System”.    
 
Commensurate to the launch of the Policy Framework, Higher Health 
We have established a Ministerial Task Team on sexual harassment and gender-
based violence in the university sector. I am glad that SAUS has been part of this 
Task Team.  
 
Some of the areas that have been investigated include measures to ensure that 
sexual offenders do not escape justice and repeat offences in other institutions; 
appropriate levels of support to be put in place at public universities; mechanisms 
and processes to report on sexual offences in the sector, in line with the policy 
framework, with a view of improving monitoring and reporting; and other possible 
interventions to improve institutional responses to gender-based violence and sexual 
harassment. I am expecting its report in the next two months.  
 
Amongst the concerns that SAUS has brought to the Department is the issue of 
mental health on campuses.  
 
Currently Higher Health has been assisting universities through its programmes 
including awareness campaigns and training. However, this is a matter that I am very 
concerned about, and intend to engage further on. I am ware there is a great deal of 
work going on in the sector in relation to mental health matters.  
 
Educational institutions across the spectrum have experienced unprecedented levels 
of violent crimes including death of students through acts of gender-based violence.  
 



I have engaged the Vice Chancellors on this matter. The Department has requested 
the institutions to submit their safety plans which are being analysed to determine a 
sector-wide approach to assist universities. SAUS input in this regard has been 
noted and will form part of approaches to be explored to arrive at an effective 
approach to be implemented by universities. 
 
In conclusion, let me congratulate the SAUS new NEC collective leadership 
. 
Aluta continua!!!!! 
 
Thank you 
 


