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About Oxfam South Africa 

Oxfam South Africa works at multiple levels of society, collaborating to alleviate
suffering, challenge and change systems that perpetuate poverty and inequality,
promoting equal access, participation and voice. Oxfam South Africa is a registered
non-profit organization in South Africa, working through multiple strategies to
harness South Africa’s potential to become a truly just, democratic and equitable
society. We are also an affiliate of a global network of 19 organizations (together
called Oxfam International), working collectively in 94 countries across the world
for aa just world without poverty.

Our submission is made against the backdrop of our “Even it Up” campaign that
aims to end extreme inequality that threatens to undo much of the progress made
over the past 20 years in tackling poverty as a direct consequence of flawed policy
and governance choices. We are convinced that together, we can end extreme
inequality, by evening things up, ensuring that governments across the world make
the right economic and political decisions
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Whose obligation? 

• The Constitutional Imperative

• The South African Bill of Rights

• The International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

(ICESCR): South Africa in ratifying this convention is required to ensure the

‘progressive realization’ of the right to education

• The Lifecycle Hypothesis: Income varies systematically over a lifetime, with

consumers using savings and borrowing to smooth consumption. However students

are not in the labour market nor do they possess any income streams or assets to

‘liquidate’ to fund consumption/access.

• Role of the government in meeting this obligation: Government to play this role of

insurer of last resort. That is to say, government simply becomes the guarantor of

this implicit debt between generations. This will provide the transmission

mechanism through which this debt will be rolled over from generation to generation.
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How do we guarantee access and equity?

• The framework for guaranteeing access: The framework adopted should

guarantee access without regard to an individual’s socio-economic conditions and

background, but must also not advance this right at the expense of other rights for the

individuals concerned

• What’s wrong with the current financing approaches?: Current approaches

violate this framework, where working class families in order to send a family member

through education, need to sacrifice retirement savings, the right to food, healthcare

and an appropriate standard of living

• Existing means testing is faulty because students have no income or wealth, and

to administer the test on their parents is problematic

• We believe that transfers from the wealth and incomes of working age individuals are

the most effective and efficient mechanism to finance higher education

• Mechanism: make it mandatory for individuals with an income above a particular

threshold to make a ’tax’ contribution. This mechanism will cast the net wider, with the

‘burden’ spread over a larger number of people and over a longer time horizon, than

‘just paying for your own children’
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How do we sustain the proposed system?

• Education as an investment: Governments invest in the education of citizens at

various levels in anticipation of a future return on investment; higher productivity,

improved growth, revenue collection and improved livelihoods

• A funding rather than a financing mechanism: We propose an ‘inter-generational

implicit contract’ where current workers will finance the education of future workers

who in turn will fund a future set of workers

• The debt roll-over approach: This approach will use the public balance sheet to

raise the cash-flow required to finance not pay for fee-free tertiary education.

• In this way, no generation will have to ‘pay’ for this debt, as it will be perpetually rolled

over to the next generation

• Free Education is a ‘catalytic’ demand: our perspective is that free education is a

catalytic intervention able to assist in resolving other grievances in society whilst

contesting neoliberal user pays and other cost recovery approaches that punish the

black poor
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How do we finance free education? 

We argue that the current generation of workers must bear the initial costs before
the framework stabilizes in the medium term. We also suggest a few reforms which
would mobilize much needed resources:

• Surplus UIF funds, which amounted to R99 billion in the 2015/16 financial,
beyond reasonable reserves as directed by actuaries should be redirected to
the provision of fee free tertiary education

• Skills development levy should be increased from 1 to 3% and earmarked by
the National Treasury for distribution to the purpose of fee free tertiary education

• Increase Corporate Income Tax rate from the current 28% of profits to 30%

• Close loopholes in the tax regime of particularly mining and extractives
industries to

• Introduce a 0.001% Financial Transactions Tax or ‘Tobin Tax’ (FTT)

• The top marginal tax rate should be adjusted by 2% from 41% to 43% and a
corresponding increase across all the tax bands to ensure the PAYE structure
remains progressive.

• Deal decisively with corruption in the public service, to stem the tide
wasteful and fruitless expenditure across the board
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If Whitey Basson…......
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Whitey Basson, the CEO of Shoprite Checkers received a whopping R50m

bonus. That’s on top of his roughly R50m basic pay, bringing his income for the

year to a staggering R100m. An increase of 2% to the top marginal tax rate for

financing free tertiary education will raise approximately R2 million from this

clearly High Net-Worth Individual’s taxable income alone. This will go a long

way in paying for the children and dependants of numerous Shoprite Checkers

shop floor workers who are paid poverty wages and are responsible for

generating the bulk of Basson’s wealth. He is not alone, he represents quite a

substantial number of High Net-Worth Individuals (HNWIs) who can collectively

and easily pull together the resources required to finance fee free tertiary

education



Ensuring equity of outcomes and fairness
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Many have argued that it is retrogressive and unfair to expect the state to finance the

education of the rich. However a few observations make this argument a difficult one to

defend;

• The true costs and administrative burden of keeping a small affluent group from

benefiting from public funds is too high and does not justify the means, and creates a

‘missing middle’ and the humiliating ‘performances of poverty’ needed to access

public funds

• By raising the top marginal income tax rate by 2%, all in this segment will pay,

irrespective of whether they have children in the system or not

• These payments will be made for as long as they earn an income or have income

bearing assets

• The Thuto ke Lesedi model argues that even those who can currently afford, don’t

pay the true cost, as government subsidizes them, whereas the poor leave the

system straddled with debt, which when it needs to be paid brings the costs closer to

the true value sans the subsidy

• As the Thuto ke Lesedi model developed by the students indicates, ”the students

wish to pay for free education, as working age graduates” and not as debt-laden

entrants into the labour market.



What’s wrong with the existing system? 
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• What’s wrong with NSFAS? It is an inefficient system obsessed with cost recovery

that assumes that individuals can go to the same university and get the same

qualification and have similar income earning potential

• The truth is that income earning potential varies even within the same group

• Our proposal follows the “ability to pay’” principle and is therefore progressive in that

those who benefit maximally from education eventually end up paying more

post-education, as long as they earn relatively more

• In our model, the reality of unemployed graduates, is just that, a graduate without

work, and without the burden of accumulated debt that they cannot pay

• We also believe it is irresponsible to lend young people money without an idea of how

they are going to repay

• We believe in our proposal there is no space for NSFAS , and this would also

serve the purpose of reducing the bureaucracies in the Fees Offices’

• Universities should also institute measures to reform the delivery of tertiary

education, cut costs, improve efficiencies and expand access and quality



NSFAS consistently ’underfunds’ students
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Data Source : Thuto ke Lesedi Model 
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NSFAS consistently ’underfunds’ 

students…who pays the remainder? 

Data Source : Thuto ke Lesedi Model 



Institutional Independence and Autonomy
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• For many years, South African universities have operated independently

and without undue interference in their operations by the state

• The legal and financial independence of universities is an important

dimension of this conversation

• We believe, a tertiary funding law must be promulgated to guarantee

the legal and financial independence of universities without regard to

the reliance of funding from the state

• This law will also outline the modalities under which medium term

budget outlays will be agreed to, between the government and the

universities

• Provision should also be made, for special grants to historically black

institutions (HBIs) to ensure that appropriate investments in technology,

innovation and research and the attraction of high calibre staff



Concluding Remarks

We have argued for the following: 

• The progressive realization of the right to education is an imperative that
binds the state

• The feasibility of free education rests not on what ‘funding’ sources will pay,
but the ‘financing’ measures required or possible off the public balance
sheet

• A lifecycle approach to the intergenerational financing of free
education, rolled over generations of working age populations

• In the interim, until the system stabilizes in the medium term, the costs
could be financed through marginal rises in tax rates

• The creative use of existing resources in the public financing system and
the mobilization of new sources can unlock and give meaning to the student
movement’s demand for free decolonized tertiary education

• This demand, is not only a concern for students, but a societal demand
that forms a crucial part of policy measures aimed at eradicating
poverty, inequality and mass unemployment in South Africa
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