
Wednesday, 24 August 2016

BY 

PROF NM MOKGALONG

VICE-CHANCELLOR & PRINCIPAL

1

Input to the Presidential 

Commission on Fee-Free 

Higher Education



PRESENTATION OUTLINE

• Background

• Contexts and points of departure

• Response to the Commission

• Conclusion



Background to UL

1. Located in Mankweng, 30 kilometres from 

Polokwane City, Limpopo Province

2. Mid-sized, rural-based university

3. Largely undergraduate teaching university;

4. Pockets of research excellence in niche areas;

5. Offers a diverse academic and professional 

programmes (including humanities, health 

sciences, science and agriculture, and 

management and law);

6. Offers both a range of both formative and 

professional qualifications;



Background to UL

7. An Historically Disadvantaged Institution

8. Established in 1959 as part of the apartheid 

grand plan – separate development

9. R1.2 billion rand operation;

10. Over 1800 staff members;

11. Over 20 000 students, drawn largely from 

poor communities in Limpopo and Mpumalanga;



Context and points of departure

1. 70% of UL students are supported either by NSFAS and a very 

small proportion through bursaries;

2. 70%-80% of UL students are first generation students;

3. The current competitive funding framework unfavourable to UL 

as follows:

 Research output grant  (generated by research masters & 

doctorates and publications) – UL’s competitive edge is poor

 Institutional factor grant (generated by enrolment size and % of 

disadvantaged students enrolment) – UL’s competitive edge is 

poor

 Inability to mobilise third stream income (location; research 

capacity and capability, etc.)

 UL attracts largely students from poor socio-economic 

background, who are academically under-prepared. 

4. UL charges the lowest student fees in the HE system, below the 

Higher Education Inflation.



Response to the Commission 

Issue 1: Feasibility of making HE&T fee-free in SA

[Some of the reasons advanced for fee-free HE&T]

1. HE is out of the reach of many poor SAs

2. HE contributes to SA’s socio-economic 

development.

3. HE spend is in essence national investment

4. State funding for HE has been declining in 

student per capita terms.

5. Student fees are increased to compensate for 

inadequate state funding.

6. In spite of its successes, NSFAS has failed to 

support all students meeting its requirements.



Response to the Commission

Issue 1: Feasibility of making HE&T fee-free in SA

[Some of the reasons advanced against fee-free HE&T]

1. SA is a developing country – inequality, poverty and 

unemployment very high.

2. Over 18 million SA citizens receive social grants, and 

number of income-tax paying citizens hovers around 

5 million.

3. SA fiscal pressures and hostile global economic 

environment – competing socio-economic demands

4. HE system underfunded annually by approximately 

R90 billion (even with a fee regime in place).

5. Expenditure on higher education as % of GDP in  

2012 was 0.7%, way below other that of other 

developing countries

6. The State cannot afford a fee-free HE&T



Response to the Commission

Issue 1: Feasibility of making HE&T fee-free in SA

[Some of the reasons advanced against fee-free HE&T]

6. SA is struggling to increase R&D funding to 1% of 

GDP

7. HE Inflation is often 3%-4% higher than CPI inflation.

8. NSFAS loan system, based on recoveries, has not 

been able to break even in years – survives on 

additional funding from the state.

9. HE in SA is both a public and private good.



Response to the Commission

Issue 1: Feasibility of making HE&T fee-free in SA

Few dependencies:

1. State must provide the bulk of the resources through 

the national fiscus

2. Business and civil society organisations must make 

a huge contribution

3. Expansion and targets of the system in the NDP 

(from just over 1 million students to 1.6 million 

students in 2030) to be moderated

4. Expansion and targets of the TVET college sector to 

be moderated



Response to the Commission

Issue 1: Feasibility of making HE&T fee-free in SA

Implications:

1. Inadequately funding = poor quality of provisioning

2. University system will contract - retrenchments of staff and 

decreasing of student enrolments

3. Teaching and research outputs to decline

4. The Elites will be the main beneficiaries, perpetuating 

levels of inequality in SA

5. Business will disinvest in HE

6. The current HE budget will have to increase significantly 

over the years, accounting also for HE Inflation

7. Global competitiveness of our HE system adversely 

affected.



Response to the Commission

Issue 1: Feasibility of making HE&T fee-free in SA

UL position:

1. HE is both a public and a private good - should be 

funded by both the state and private individuals who 

can afford.

2. All poor but academically deserving students 

should be adequately funded for HE studies.

3. The rich should pay for their children’s HE studies –

social justice.

4. Private sector – a key beneficiary of HE, should also 

be incentivised to contribute more for HE.

5. A differentiated funding model, cognisant of the 

HDIs should be developed and implemented.

6. NSFAS must be aggressively recapitalised to 

address the demand.



Response to the Commission

Issue 2: Institutional independence and autonomy vis a vis
financial funding model

1. Institutional independence and autonomy are 

sacrosanct principles to a successful HE system

2. Fee-free HE&T would limit the independence and 

autonomy of the system

3. Fee-free HE&T will turn public HEIs into state HEIs.



Response to the Commission
Issue 2: Institutional independence and autonomy vis a vis
financial funding model

4. Warning signals:

 Amendment of the HE Act in 2012 and current 

amendments before Parliament (2012 & 2016)

 Transformation Oversight Committee (2013)

 Reporting Regulations for public HEIs (2014)

 Central Application System (2019/2020)

UL position:

 Fee-free HE&T will erode the independence and 

autonomy of HEIs.

 HEIs unrestricted funds will decrease, and earmarked 

funding increase.

 Result – unhealthy dependence on the state

 Sustainability of the sector – quality of provisioning



Conclusion
1. Fee-free HE&T is neither desirable nor feasible for SA because:

 It will not be affordable, in the medium to long-term

 It will benefit the elites more than the poor

 It will impact adversely on the quality of provisioning

 It will hinder the envisaged growth of HE system (from 1 million 

students to 1.6 million in 2030) projected in the NDP

 It will force HEIs to implement cost-cutting measures

 It will turn public HEIs into state HEIs

 It will undermine the independence and autonomy of public HEIs

2. Fee-free HE&T for the poor, is desirable and feasible under the 

following conditions:

 A recapitalised NSFAS to enable it to support all poor, but 

academically deserving students

 An increased funding contribution from the business sector to 

HEIs

3. A differentiated funding model should be considered for HE.

4. Benchmark funding model with other developing countries.


