
From: Adrianne Hartmann [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 06:26 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Adrianne Hartmann Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Adrianne Hartmann 

Email adrianne.hartmann@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:adrianne.hartmann@gmail.com


From: Alexandra Böhmer [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 09:21 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Alexandra Böhmer Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Alexandra Böhmer  

Email alexbohmer@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:alexbohmer@gmail.com


From: Amber Fouché [mailto:amber@cfce.org.za]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 02:15 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Fees Commission Comments 

 

Good Day 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to  contribute my thoughts.  As a lecturer involved in teacher 

training, originally based at CPUT for 11 years and now at an independent, fully accredited 

college, I have seen the impact that tertiary fees have on the students of South Africa. 

 

I would like to make the following observations and thoughts: 

 

 Fees result in allowing only the more fortunate to apply and therefore courses are not 
necessarily filled with the best candidates. 

 Should fees fall, private institutions need to be compensated for the work that they do 

 Subsidies and grants need to be available to all students regardless of where they study 

 Bursaries be awarded based on the financial situation of each student regardless of place of 
study, culture or religion. 

 Fees become tax deductible across the board 

 

I wish the commission all the best in this endeavour 

 

Amber Fouche 

 

 

 

 

 



From: Amos Monageng [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 08:46 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Amos Monageng Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Amos Monageng 

Email monagengamos@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:monagengamos@gmail.com


From: Anathi Madubela [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 10:22 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Anathi Madubela Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Anathi Madubela  

Email anathimadubela661@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0723340484 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

mailto:anathimadubela661@gmail.com


From: Andile Gravy Nkonyane [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 08:39 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Andile Gravy Nkonyane Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Andile Gravy Nkonyane 

Email andilenkonyane24@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0823901505 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

We cannot continue allowing a corrupt Government misuse 

South African funds to benefit themselves and their selfish 

life. You cannot allow buy votes with RDPs but in reality 

people are in need of education. Education which demands no 

fee. Education which will build our country. A lot of 

intelligentime people remain uneducated because they lack 

mailto:andilenkonyane24@gmail.com


funds. Only children of the elite receive education while our 

own blacks are deprived because they lack study funds. How 

will our country develop if out own people are not educated? 

How do we take our country back if we lack education?  

When will South African people benefit from their economy. 

When will the Government be impartially and independent? 

We call for Free Education in our life time.Education is the 

only weapon we need for South African Transformation.  

 

Money shouldn't reshuffle the blacks from the education 

system. We claim to have the country but we pay lumpsums 

for education which should be Free. We cannot continue 

fighting for Justice in this country. When we raise our voices 

we are imprisoned, tortured and even killed. It is time we 

make it clear that we are not afraid of the system used to silent 

us. Let the Government kill us for Justice in our country.  

 

Ours is simple Equal and Quality Free Education. Only blacks 

are excluded by the fees system used in Institutions. This must 

end  

 

 

Yours sincerely  

Victim of the education system  

 



From: Anja Venter [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 07:26 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Anja Venter Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Anja Venter 

Email anjaventer@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0849294647 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:anjaventer@gmail.com


From: Azola [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 10:41 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Azola Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Azola  

Email azolambebe@yahoo.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

Please implement free quality education as a matter of 

exigency.  

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:azolambebe@yahoo.com


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Submission to the Commission of Inquiry into 
Higher Education and Training (the Fees 
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Training) 
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Executive Summary  
 

1. The fees crisis in Universities today is the result of the financial neglect of 
the system, particularly in the 15 years of high growth since 2000. The 
financial shortfalls in the system have led to unsustainable annual fee 
increases, as well as high failure rates. Both have reinforced Treasury’s 
reluctance to put more money into Universities. This reluctance needs to 
end.  
 

2. Much of this is to do with government’s “massification” approach, which 
has led universities to take in more students than they can handle or 
afford. Many of these students are left to flounder within underfunded 
institutions and on less personal funding than they need. Overstretching 
the limited resources of universities has diminished the quality of instruction 
and research and exacerbated an already high dropout rate.  
 

3. Though NSFAS has received funding increases, especially recently, it is still 
insufficiently funded. Worse still, the system is inefficient and grants are 
spread too thinly, often making it more likely that students will drop-out or 
fail and leave without a qualification, but with student debt and shattered 
dreams.  
 

4. Finding the funding for growth in both NSFAS funding and University 
subsidies will be difficult, but it must be done. Even in the face of scarcity, 
South Africa has options to better spend its resources and better govern its 
institutions.  
 

5. Simple fee-free education for all would exempt those who can afford fees 
from paying them and put unnecessary pressure upon the fiscus. Finding 
ways of ensuring that we have properly funded University education for 
the poor is where our energies should be placed.   
 
________________________________________________________________________ 

  



Recommendations:   
 

We recommend the following steps for the future management of the University 
funding system:  

 
a. Protect against rampant fee increases while improving the quality of 

education by restoring state subsidies to Universities to an appropriate 
level;  
 

b. Fund NSFAS at a higher level, using more nuanced criteria, to provide 
adequate support for the poor and “Missing Middle”. 
 

c. Continue to collect fees from all who can afford them 
 

d. Stabilise University student numbers so as to permit stabilisation of funding 
 

e. Revise the subsidy formula to discourage Universities from admitting more 
students than they can handle; and to focus on the quality of their 
graduates rather than the quantity of their first years. 
 

f. Expand NSFAS criteria to include students from the “Missing Middle” 
immediately so that all applicants from households with an annual 
income of up to R500 000 have a fair chance to apply for student 
financial aid; 
 

g. Introduce a tiered system of loans/grants so that those in the “Missing 
Middle” who can afford to pay a portion of their expenses receive 
proportional assistance  
 

h. Ensure that no university student who successfully obtains an award under 
NSFAS receives less than his or her full cost of study, residence costs, and 
adequate food and books stipend (subject to the tiered system); 
 

6. Simplify and streamline the NSFAS process to minimize administrative costs 
and prevent surpluses  
 

7. Significant efforts should be made to increase third steam income as a 
source of finance but it cannot realistically be considered the route to 
meeting current shortfalls.  



 
i. Explore a variety of alternative funding sources, including:  

 
 Setting up partnerships with the private sector, and the banking sector 

in particular, to increase access to loans, improve the efficiency of 
collections and widen the pool of funds available. 

 Reducing the number of prestige items in the national budget and 
redirecting the funds towards University education  

 Developing a more efficient debt-collection system within NSFAS 
 Ensuring that more students obtain loans than bursaries from NSFAS to 

protect funding for future generations. 
 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

  



Introduction 
 

This submission is made on behalf of the Democratic Alliance to the Commission 
of Inquiry into Fee Free Higher Education (the Commission) in response to a call 
for submissions published on 29 April 2016.  

The submission examines:  

 The state of the current system 
 How the University economy works 
 What is meant by “fee free” higher education 
 The likely cost of simple fee-free higher education  
 The likely cost of comprehensively funded quality higher education  
 Using limited resources to maximise access to quality higher education for 

the poor: essential steps towards a solution 
 The likely costs of the recommendations 

Our Recommendations are summarized in the Executive Summary above. 

Our submission focusses almost exclusively on the University sector. That is where 
the demand for fee-free education is greatest. We understand that Technical 
Vocational Education and Training Colleges (TVETs) are vitally important for 
South Africa’s developmental needs but we believe that the problems there are 
of a different order and type and require separate analysis.  

University funding is controversial in many societies today. “Too much” financial 
support for them does not suit populist or right wing governments in particular – 
in the former case, they are seen as elitist institutions, and in the latter case they 
are viewed, quite incorrectly, as an extension of bloated welfare systems.  Under 
the ANC-led government we fall into the former category, with President Zuma 
himself berating the University sector for being “too expensive”, and disparaging 
what he once called the “clever blacks” who emerge from it. The Finance and 
Fiscal Commission has not helped by its designation of basic education as a 
“public good”, but higher education as a “private good”.  

These are retrogressive ways of regarding higher education. While off course all 
education is a “private good” in the sense that it allows thousands of young 
people to reach their potential and realise their aspirations, all education, 
including higher education, is also patently a “public good”. Its public purpose is 



served by the fact that it is a fundamental ingredient of development and 
economic stability in any contemporary political economy.  Despite claims to 
the contrary, much of what is done in Universities can be linked directly to 
immediate skills needs. Universities produce the professionals – the doctors, 
accountants, engineers, lawyers, judges, architects, nurses, economists, 
actuaries, surveyors, teachers, social workers, dentists, pharmacists, 
psychologists, biologists and chemists - without whom a modern society could 
not survive. But they have another purpose: at their best, Universities are also 
crucibles of creativity – the sine qua non of the post-industrial world.    

Without high quality Universities, the thousands of competent graduates they 
should be producing, and the rich research they engage in, society itself cannot 
progress.  

The state of our current University system 
 

In South Africa, a country seeking above all to develop beyond the state of 
poverty and inequality it finds itself in today, large segments of the University 
sector are in very bad shape. Universities are grossly underfunded, racked with 
protests, sometimes poorly managed and often neglected by government.  

Of these problems the most important is that Universities are inadequately 
funded. The violent protests and subsequent call for “fee free education” are 
symptoms of this.  

It may seem that Universities have become something of a financial bottomless 
pit. At the end of 2015, substantial protests occurred on most campuses. 
Government measures taken to address the problems raised by these protests – 
the provision of billions of Rands in additional funding to reduce registration fees, 
relieve debt and increase NSFAS - failed to halt the unrest, and Universities were 
confronted by militant students demanding financial relief at the beginning of 
the new academic year. By May it was confirmed that nearly half a billion Rands 
of damage had been done to Universities, and all indications are that similar 
protests will occur later in 2016.   

Of course the amounts needed by Universities for their proper functioning, 
sustainability, growth and improvement are finite. But they are also frighteningly 
large, as we shall see below. While the government has shown (after real threats 



to it emerged last year) that it at last understands that funding levels for these 
vital institutions need to improve, an air of denialism about the real scale of the 
shortfall continues to prevail.  

The supplementary grants made to NSFAS and Universities, totalling R16.3bn over 
three years and announced late last year, have been presented to the public 
as solutions to the problems of the sector. But they fall short of what is required. 
They are not solutions to the deep, long-term problems of the sector. It remains 
to be seen whether, as a result of the findings of this Commission, the 
government has the appetite for serious proposals rather than Band-Aids.  

Our Higher Education sector is actually not large by international standards.  
According to World Bank data our enrolment ratio, known as the participation 
rate, stood then at 19.7%1 – up from 15% in 1994.  We have a long way still to go - 
the average for middle income countries is 27%, and it is far higher for wealthy 
countries. 

However, this increase in the participation rate, which entailed an increase in 
student numbers in Universities and TVET colleges combined of more than a 
million new students over a period of 20 years, was underfunded. Short-sightedly, 
the government expanded the system but kept subsidy growth below inflation. 
As numbers went up, subsidies went down in real terms. As classes got bigger, 
numbers of academics remained stagnant. And as poor students were 
encouraged to attend in ever larger numbers, financial support for them grew, 
but insufficiently fast2.  

In 2010 the World Bank warned of the risks of the approach of expansion without 
adequate funding. It found that in a context of “inadequate public financing 
and resource diversification, admitting increasing numbers of students results in a 
deterioration in quality” and that, with diminishing resources and increasing 
student numbers, “Universities find it increasingly difficult to maintain adequate 
student-teacher ratios, lecture halls are overcrowded, buildings fall into disrepair, 
teaching equipment is not replace, investment in research and in training new 

                                                   
1 Defined as: “Total enrolment in tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8), regardless of age, expressed 
as a percentage of the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary 
school leaving”; Gross enrolment ratio, tertiary, both sexes (%) World Bank (accessed at 
<http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.TER.ENRR> on 3 July 2016). 
2 For an overview of these figures see B Bozzoli Behinds the University Funding Crisis October 2015 
(accessed at <http://www.politicsweb.co.za/news-and-analysis/behind-the-university-funding-
crisis> on 3 July 2015). 



instructors is insufficient, and many lecturers are obliged to supplement their 
income by offering their services in the private sector”.  

The World Bank also noted five years before the #FeesMustFall protests began 
that “At worst, adequate funding may lead to student protests and strikes”,3  

The Bank’s report was used as a basis for the conclusions of the Ministerial 
Committee for the Review of Funding of Universities in their 2013 Report 
(University Funding Report).4 The recommendations arising from this Report were 
unequivocal: 

“Government should increase spending on higher education. It is evident 
that expenditure on higher education is too low, especially in light of the 
desire to move towards a knowledge economy. If participation rates of, in 
particular, African and coloured students need to be improved, more 
funding will have to be allocated to the public university system.”5 

The Department regularly boasts about increasing enrollment numbers. Indeed it 
has at times forced such increases upon Universities. According to the 
Universities funding review, for example, “Various universities are also put under 
extreme pressure to enroll more students than planned for, especially in 
instances where the NSC results improve drastically for a particular year and 
where more students qualify for university entry.”6 

But such increases are of little value to society if enrolment is outstripping 
funding, and drop-out and failure rates continue at monumental levels.7 While 
funding levels have remained at just above inflation, mass increases in 
enrolments, which have at times reached as much as 25% per annum, are 
unsustainable.8 The funding report emphasized this: “Enrolment planning and 
the concurrent funding should also serve the purpose of preventing the 
university system from growing too rapidly without the necessary funding, to 
ensure a quality teaching and learning experience for students and to lead to 

                                                   
3 The World Bank (2010) Financing of Higher Education in Africa, page 22.  
4 Universities Funding Report, page 143.  
5 Universities Funding Report, page 153. 
6 Universities Funding Report, page 160. 
7 See discussion at page 9 below.  
8  See “Did you know?” box on the Department’s Media Room page (accessed at: 
<http://www.dhet.gov.za/SitePages/MediaNew.aspx> on 24 June 2016).  



the further strengthening of the efficiency of the system in terms of student 
success and throughput rates”.9 

Rectifying a decades-long legacy of neglect costs far more than the sum of the 
costs would have been over time. The two main areas of deficiency – University 
subsidies and student capacity to pay – have now accumulated to nearly 
impossible levels.  

The Commission will require courage to confront the levels of need.  University 
subsidies would not appear to be first on the agenda for a Commission whose 
mandate is to look at fee issues. But the two cannot be separated.  Universities in 
financial difficulty need to charge higher fees to help pay their fixed costs; and 
in cutting costs they inevitably damage quality. Both of these affect students in 
fundamental ways. 

Many people in Universities are despairing, however, at the prospect that even if 
solutions are proposed by the Commission, they will not be properly 
implemented or they will not be implemented in time to prevent further 
damaging disruption to this important sector.  Academic and non-academic 
staff alike fear future retrenchments, infrastructural deterioration, cuts in library 
and IT services and perpetual disruption by unhappy students. Soup kitchens 
and other free food options are increasingly being implemented by Universities 
for students who can’t even afford to eat, while student indebtedness has 
reached impossible levels.  

The Commission of Enquiry needs to address these larger questions as it 
considers the matter of fees, for the larger crisis will continue unless it is taken in 
hand. Whatever the Commission’s findings, we need to ask whether it will be 
taken seriously, or whether it will suffer the same fate as the National 
Development Plan recommendations on Universities, few of which have been 
implemented, or the much vaunted Ramaphosa report into the same subject, 
tabled in Parliament in 2013, which has been almost entirely ignored by Treasury, 
and the working group on Fee Free Higher Education, which was never tabled in 
Parliament at all?  

We hope and trust this will not be the case.  

                                                   
9 Universities Funding Report, page 157.  



Treasury’s objection: drop-outs and failures 
 

It has been suggested that it has been Treasury’s reluctance to adequately fund 
Universities that has underlain the approach of “massification without adequate 
funding” approach. It is said that this reluctance stems from the high failure and 
drop-out rates found in our Universities.  And South Africa has, by international 
standards, a very high dropout rate in particular among its undergraduate 
students. One study of throughput rates for students who began in 2006 and 
2007 showed that the total dropout rate in South Africa is 42.2% for three year 
degrees, 45.4% for four year degrees, and 57.1% for three year diplomas at 
contact universities.10 The dropout rates were far higher at UNISA, a distance 
learning institution, at 86%, 83.9% and 95.4% respectively.11 Another study using 
2010 figures, showed that the cumulative drop-out rate was approximately 
50%.12 

Dropout rates in OECD Countries are, by comparison, about 30%. This means 
they are producing a far greater number of graduates for their investments in 
the area.13  

There are a host of systemic problems which contribute to this high dropout rate. 
The major one is South Africa’s dismally performing basic education system. The 
University Funding Review noted that South Africa’s education system 
“perform[ed] sub-optimally” and left students “under-prepared for university 
education”.14 Fixing the basic education system is thus key to lowering dropout 
levels at university.  

So Universities are placed in an untenable position. They are saddled with 
having to both compensate for the poor schooling system and to produce 
graduates and research of a high standard with speed and efficiency. To 
compensate for the educational deficiencies in the students they admit 
Universities are expected to mount, manage and pay for First Year Experience 
courses, Language courses, Foundation Programmes, mentoring programmes, 

                                                   
10 C Simkins et al “Funding: From South African higher education reviewed: Two Decades of 
Democracy” in Kagisano no 10 Student Funding March 2016, pages 39 – 114; at page 58. The 
data was tabulated by Simkins et al, using data sourced from the CHE. 
11 Id. 
12 Universities Funding Report, page 6.   
13 Simkins et al, page 57.  
14 Universities Funding Report, page 8. 



tutorial support, tailored e-learning initiatives, extended curricula and many 
others. Government has identified such programmes as a key to improving pass 
rates at universities.15 

But these programmes are not given any additional funding by the state. They 
are funded from university income. And the fall in university subsidies has 
inevitably led to a fall in funding for them, leaving the dismal dropout rate intact. 
Low or falling subsidies directly and negatively affect the dropout rate.  

Many of the dropouts are also NSFAS recipients.16  Where NSFAS grants are 
inadequate, leaving student fees, accommodation, transport and food poorly 
provided for, the affected very poorest students have no proper 
accommodation, miss classes when they can’t afford transport, or skip meals. All 
of this increases the likelihood that they will drop out. NSFAS CEO Sizwe Nxasana 
recently stated that the NSFAS student dropout rate was as high as 60%.17 This 
represents billions of Rands of spending, and is a fundamental failure in the 
higher education system. It also represents lost years, student debt, and crushed 
dreams for South Africa’s increasingly disaffected and impatient youth, 
particularly the poor. 

When Universities find it impossible to achieve all of the immense tasks expected 
of them, and a high failure and dropout rate results, instead of funding 
increasing to assist them, the funding is in real terms decreased, as they are 
deemed to be inefficient and bad at their jobs.  

The approach of Treasury, therefore, is like that of a business which finds that its 
outlets are failing and then reduces funding for salaries, branding, infrastructure, 
stock and communications, and then is puzzled when the staff strike, the outlets 
fail and the reputation of the business sinks. 

 

 

                                                   
15 Reply to Parliamentary written question number 343 of 2016. 
16 Id. 
17  Business Day Universities hinder students from accessing funds says NSFAS 13 April 2016 
(accessed at: <http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/education/2016/04/13/universities-hinder-
students-from-accessing-funds-says-nsfas> on 24 June 2016).  



How the University economy works 
 

Throughout the world today public Universities are funded from three forms of 
income – the “shared funding” model. These are  
 

 state subsidies, i.e. funds from the Treasury, directed through the 
Department of Higher Education and Training. These are based upon a 
formula.  

 student fees, i.e. fees paid by either students themselves, or non-
government donors and companies, who pay the fees on behalf of the 
students  

 and so-called “third stream income” – i.e. income derived from grants, 
contracts and donations from foreign governments (such as the US 
National Institutes of Health or the EU), private and philanthropic sources. 

 

These three sources of funding work in tandem to create the economic 
foundations of any University system and what happens in one area will affect 
what happens in the others.  

The issue of student fees cannot be examined alone and needs to be seen in the 
context of the other income streams.  

Because University costs tend to be more or less fixed and inflexible the balance 
between these three sources of income needs to be maintained while University 
income steadily expands to cope with growth. Thus at least 60% of fixed costs 
are for wages and salaries (far more in the poorer Universities), while other major 
fixed-cost items include electricity, municipal rates, costs of running residences, 
cleaning and internationally priced book, laboratory, IT and digital subscription 
costs. Every single one of these costs has shot up at rates exceeding inflation 
over the past ten years.  

Outsourcing of non-core functions has been one way in which Universities have 
attempted to save on fixed costs, but the student protests themselves have 
effectively brought this to an end. It is estimated that the ending of outsourcing 
will add a further R2–3billion per annum to University costs.  

Student fees have been almost the only sustainable source of new income into 
Universities to make it possible to pay their way, thus altering the balance 



between the various sources of income. And when this balance is distorted in 
this way during a period of rapid growth, the system undergoes dramatic 
changes which can have serious knock-on effects.  

The South African University system experienced a serious distortion in these 
income sources over the past twenty years of quite dramatic growth as 
follows:18 

Source of income Proportion in 1994 Proportion in 2000 Proportion in 2014 

Government subsidies 50% 49% 40% 

Student fees 20% 24% 31% 

Third stream income 30% 27% 29% 

 

The root of the distortion lies with the clear, widely acknowledged decline in the 
real value of University subsidies over the period, particularly since 2000.  2000-
2014, and the concomitant rise in fees to compensate for this, given the fixed 
cost nature of the University. Indeed even the Department acknowledged that: 

“The underlying cause of the annual increases in university fees is 
insufficient funding of full-time equivalent enrolments by the state. This, 
together with higher education inflation which is higher than general 
levels of inflation, has resulted in institutions needing to balance their 
books by increasing student fees.”19 

In situations where public Universities thrive, the state funding is the anchor of it 
all, with other sources of income providing a supplement. Together with fees, 
subsidies normally support the core costs of staff at competitive salaries and in 
sufficient numbers to keep class sizes reasonable; core funding for learning 
resources, IT facilities, libraries, collections, and field sites; funds to enable the 
University to pursue research at an appropriate level, (depending on the type of 
University); sufficient funding to keep what fees it does charge at a reasonable 
level, adequate support to students who cannot pay fees; and funds to develop 
and renew infrastructure.  
                                                   
18 Table derived from B Bozzoli, ibid; and PWC Funding of public higher education institutions in 
South Africa (accessed at <http://www.pwc.co.za/en/higher-education/Funding-public-higher-
education-institutions-SA.html> on 21 June 2016). 
19 Reply to Parliamentary written question 535 of 2015. 



In South Africa over these years, state subsidies underwent a steady decline 
from R20,000 per student head to R17,000 per student head in real terms. The 
proportion of overall funding fell from 50% to 40%, a very dramatic fall indeed.20  

 

To make up for the decline, pressure was consequently put upon fees, which 
rose (as a proportion of income) from 24% to 31%, an increase of nearly 30%.  

This explains today’s explosive focus on fees. Fees are indeed the flashpoint of 
the whole system. Declining subsidies have meant fee increases to compensate, 
and to prevent unsustainability in the University economy, in which fixed costs 
rarely stick to inflationary levels even when the system is not expanding. 

Add rapid expansion and a falling rand to this, together with stagnation in the 
broader economy, rising unemployment and increasing poverty, and you have 
an unstoppable force – student incapacity to pay rising fees – meeting an 
immovable object – more or less fixed University budgets desperate for a source 
of funds to pay for the essentials. The system had to crack.  

In recent years, after a slump between 1994 and 2000, Universities were able to 
raise a greater proportion of third stream funding, leading some, including 

                                                   
20 We have used student numbers here to make the point rather than Full Time Equivalent 
students, as many of the basic costs of hosting a student – residences, libraries, space, transport 
etc -  do not vary significantly depending on how many courses they are taking 
 



government, to somewhat naively believe that third stream income will prove 
the solution to the fall in subsidy and concomitant rise in fees. And it is true that 
after a post-1994 fall, this income did increase slightly after 2000, from a 
proportion of 27% to 29%. However, even with this slight increase, in fact the 
proportion of third stream income has not changed fundamentally through the 
entire period. In spite of the herculean effort in some Universities to increase the 
contribution of third stream income, as a percentage of total income it has 
never grown significantly above the rate of growth of the system as a whole. 
And its proportion has never risen above 32%.21 Third stream income does not, 
cannot, and is very unlikely to, fill the gap left by declining state subsidies.  

We need to ask why this is.  

Third stream income has a multiplicity of purposes. It supplies support for 
infrastructure; it can help elevate the research efforts of the University to far 
higher levels; and it can include donations directed towards Universities’ civic 
presence, or their “good works” - depending upon the inclinations of the donors. 
But even the most successful fund-raising Universities have found this type of 
funding unreliable, tied to specific projects with short-term outcomes, or tending 
to shrink in times of economic recession.  

Most important of all, third stream income does not cover basic costs. 

Other than through their taxes, no outside funder will pay for the fixed costs 
which form the vast majority of University expenses: academic or administrative 
salaries for example, or the electricity, student accommodation, catering, 
security, student transport, maintenance, rates, subscriptions and IT bills 
Universities are responsible for, or indeed their many other costs. Donor funding is 
often vanity funding. It is project-based, time bound and fickle. It favours “add-
ons”. 

Furthermore, third stream income is in itself expensive. US Universities calculate 
that for each Dollar raised, a University is liable for a further 70 Cents in 
overheads. Sometimes the overheads even exceed the raised amount. While 
governments elsewhere pledge to assist Universities with covering these 
overheads as an incentive to them to raise further third stream income, this is not 

                                                   
21  PWC Funding of public higher education institutions in South Africa (accessed at 
http://www.pwc.co.za/en/higher-education/Funding-public-higher-education-institutions-
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the case in South Africa. Here, the more third stream income is raised, the more 
the core subsidy income is put under pressure to pay for overheads relating to it.  

Third stream grants also tend to go to universities with well-developed research 
infrastructure and well-resourced academic staff. This means that historically 
advantaged institutions are likely to disproportionately benefit from increased 
third stream income. Donors might swing towards the poorer Universities if the 
infrastructure and quality is improved. But this will require substantial investments 
through state subsidies. Third stream funders is likely to flow more freely where 
the state also invests.  

Third stream income is crucial to the funding of HEIs, particularly with respect to 
research, and should be expanded where possible.  We support continued 
efforts by Universities to increase their third stream funding where possible. But 
the system will be forced to continue to rely on state subsidies to make sure fees 
are kept down. Third stream income is no panacea. 

This is not to say that the universities and, indeed NSFAS and the state itself, 
should not explore partnerships with the private sector, particularly to increase 
access to NSFAS loans. Indeed, we recommend that they do. But the backbone 
of university funding must be state subsidies.  

To add to the problems in Universities, Government’s increasingly managerialist, 
controlling and centralising impulses have pushed Universities extremely hard on 
a number of fronts. In particular, the technocratic “formula” used by 
government to allocate funds between Universities has, in this situation of 
financial scarcity, driven Universities to become more factory-like and less 
attractive to the best academic staff.  

In addition, Government funding has, over the period, provided very little or no 
support for infrastructure development or even proper maintenance, leading to 
the decline and decay of buildings, a datedness to key teaching and research 
infrastructure, and a lowering of morale (this has to some extent been rectified 
in recent years, but the backlog remains huge). 

Besides increasing fees and seeking more third stream income Universities have 
also tried to deal with these pressures in a situation of falling income by 
increasing class sizes to unacceptable levels to save on employing more staff 
and to meet the demands of the “formula”. This has led to resentment amongst 
academics and further pressure on the drop-out rate amongst students, as the 



large classes make it impossible for students in need to be given the attention 
they deserve. We recommend that this formula be reassessed.  

  

Using limited resources better 
 

It is undeniable that South Africa’s economy has performed poorly in recent 
years. The feeble GDP growth rate of less than a per cent has made achieving 
the NDP goals, which envisaged a growth rate of 5% and above, extremely 
unlikely. This means fewer resources to fund South Africa’s many priorities, 
including higher education. The main solution to this is to stabilize and stimulate 
South Africa’s economy, increasing wealth, creating jobs, expanding the tax-
payer base and thus increasing government revenues. However, this goes 
beyond this scope of this discussion document. 

However where financial resources have been poorly managed by government 
we recommend that the Commission consider how to more effectively manage 
these resources. 

Current budget priorities 

The DA analysed the 2016/17 budget earlier this year and identified R9.5 billion in 
savings that could be made. The DA formally proposed amendments to the 
budget to reallocate these savings to other priorities. R2.73 billion was proposed 



specifically to fund higher education. These amendments were rejected by the 
ANC in Parliament. We believe that government has the ability to allocate more 
funding to higher education than it currently does, but is not willing to do so.  

We recommend that, in future, government prioritize higher education over 
prestige funding such as presidential jets, the BRICS bank and unnecessary VIP 
protection, among other unnecessary expenses.  

Underspending and surpluses 

NSFAS consistently reports underspending and surpluses. In 2015/16, it had a 
revised estimated surplus of R2.68 billion. It expects that this figure will not 
decline, but rise in the coming years.22 By 2018/19 it is expected that this surplus 
will expand to over R3.1 billion.23 This is deeply concerning considering how cash 
strapped the system is.  

NSFAS itself has noted “inefficiencies” in its own scheme which has “become 
bigger and more complex to administer”.24 This is not a new problem however 
and was noted as problematic in NSFAS Review published six years ago. The 
report noted that many funds were going unspent each year and that NSFAS 
stakeholders had expressed frustration that “they are bound either by NSFAS 
rules or by inefficiency that does not allow for the optimum use of funds”.25 In 
particular the Department of Social Development, which claimed that it had 
been able to administer the funds far more efficiently when the latter 
department had administered the bursaries.26 These inefficiencies in the NSFAS 
system are not inherent to the administration of loans.  

The NSFAS Review made several proposals to improve the administration of the 
NSFAS system but there seems to have been little progress if any in curbing 
delays in allocations or unspent funding. It is concerning that financial 
statements indicate that underspending will continue unabated. There thus 
appears to be no will or plan to make better use of these resources. We 
recommend that the Committee determine what is responsible for this persistent 
failure and make recommendations to address them immediately.  

                                                   
22 Estimates of National Expenditure: Higher Education and Training (ENE:HET), page 24.  
23 ENE:HET, page 25.  
24 NSFAS Annual Report, 2014/15, page 12. 
25 NSFAS Review, page 53. 
26 NSFAS Review, page 25.  



SETAs have also posted billions of Rands in surpluses. the 2015/6 figure is R2.59 
billion. Surpluses of this size and larger are expected to continue in the coming 
financial years.27 The Commission should consider whether surpluses from the 
SETAs can and should be directed towards the TVET Colleges, releasing NSFAS 
funding used there for University students.  

Poor NSFAS loan repayments 

NSFAS disbursed nearly R50 billion between 1991 and 2014 28  and another 
approximately R9.5 billion29 in 2015. It will disburse over R10 billion this year.  

Yet, between 2004 and 2014, only R4.63 billion was recovered. 30  More 
concerning is that despite government promises to improve them, collections 
have in fact been on a steep downward trend since they reached a peak in 
2011 at R542 million, dropping lower than 2006 levels in 2014 to R338.8 million.  

Loan Recoveries from university students  

Year  Recoveries 

2004 R220 545 442.05 

2005 R278 714 907.68 

2006 R349 022 435.50 

2007 R411 926 786.36 

2008 R465 276 006.06 

2009 R534 057 447.55 

2010 R533 800 000.00 

2011 R542 097 105.00 

2012 R538 748 823.00 

2013 R422 808 476.00 

2014 R338 820 613.00 

 

These diminishing collections are cause for concern. The NSFAS scheme is 
meant, primarily, to be a loan scheme and collections are an important source 
of its revenue. No doubt, a partial reason for low repayments will be the high 
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dropout rate of NSFAS students – students are unlikely to be able to pay back 
their NSFAS loans if they have not received a qualification. These shortcomings in 
NSFAS collections need to be urgently addressed. 

A very large number of NSFAS grants are bursaries and not loans. In 2013, almost 
R2.6 billion was disbursed in bursaries instead loans, and a further R1.1 billion was 
converted from loans into bursaries. What amounts to the gradual alteration of 
NSFAS from a loan to a bursary scheme needs to be reassessed. Graduates are 
more likely to be in a position to contribute to the system with repayments, and 
their contributions are essential to supporting the next generation of NSFAS 
students.   

What is “fee-free” Higher Education? 
 

There is no agreed-upon definition of “fee free” higher education in the public 
discourse on the subject. But we wish to emphasise the rather obvious point that 
being a student is about far more than simply fees. The full cost of studying is far 
higher than the cost of tuition. Many rural students as well as students from towns 
which have no University in them leave home in order to study and their full 
expenses have to be paid somehow. Most families in the poorest brackets have 
little if any funds to spare to pay for this.  

The National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) has acknowledged this. 
When full NSFAS grants are given they include the fees themselves, plus a living 
allowance, which pays a substantial amount towards the costs of residence or 
other accommodation, food, transport, books and other items. The original 
vision of NSFAS was an extremely enlightened one, and it would be unfortunate 
if this vision was lost in the relentless focus on fees alone.  

It is unclear whether, following the NSFAS example, “fee-free” means  

a. “no costs at all” – i.e. that the state should pay all of the fees plus all of the 
full costs of being a student, for all students; or  

b. what the words strictly say: that the state should pay the fees of all 
students, but the other costs should be found elsewhere. 

The blurring of these two meanings adds to the many misunderstandings and 
confusions around the matter. For example, many countries with “fee free” 



education are quoted as examples for South Africa to follow – Brazil, Sweden, 
Germany, Norway, Scotland and the like. But in none of these countries are full 
cost grants included in the “fee free” package. In fact, Swedish students do not 
pay fees; but the loans they take out to cover their living costs are so large, 
because of the high cost of living, that they end with debt almost as high as 
those of US students in the end.31 In that respect the South African system is, at 
least for students who obtain NSFAS grants, arguably more generous than the 
Swedish one. A simple call for “fee free” education will not address the full range 
of financial problems experienced by students, especially in a country where 
family poverty is rife. 

In this document we make the distinction between the two by discussing “fees” 
and “living expenses” as distinct cost items and acknowledge the complexity of 
the issue by discussing both. We also seek to build on the strengths of the NSFAS 
model as it currently stands, rather than to displace it.  

Here we sketch out three illustrative scenarios relevant to the “fee free” debate, 
in order to illustrate the different interpretations that might be given to the 
matter.  

All three Scenarios are based upon the year 2016, with the assumption of there 
being a rounded figure of 1million students.  

 Scenario 1 – “Simple, universal fee-free University education” - reflects 
how University funding might look if everything were to be kept steady 
except the matter of fees – i.e. if pure “fee free” higher education were to 
be introduced but no other changes were made 

 Scenario 2 – “Full cost, quality University education” -  takes the opposite 
view: it reflects how University funding might look if we assume the fullest 
possible interpretation of ‘fee free” to mean that every single unfunded 
aspect of higher education, including fees, were to be fully covered.  

 Scenario 3 – “Sustainable in-depth coverage for the poor” –  sketches an 
alternative to the first and second, which addresses serious problems to 
be found in each. It maximises the benefit to poor students, and also 
addresses long-term sustainability and feasibility.   
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Scenario 1: Simple, universal fee-free University 
education:  
 

In all countries where “fee free” higher education exists, the costs to the 
Universities are paid for by the tax payer. In Germany, the taxpayers in the 
individual states of the federation pay for the costs of the fees of the Universities 
in those states. In Sweden, Scotland and elsewhere the costs come from the 
central fiscus.  

It is difficult to estimate precisely how much income universities receive from 
fees. However, bearing in mind that university subsidies are approximately 
R27.96 billion this year,32 and that they make up about 40% of university revenue; 
and that fees constitute approximately 30% of income,33 we can estimate that 
universities will receive approximately R21 billion per annum from fees in 2016.  

If university study were free, the R21bn currently paid into Universities from fees 
would have to be taken from the central budget, given that provinces have no 
responsibility for Higher Education.  

Some is already paid for by the taxpayer - this figure includes the approximately 
R7bn worth of fees paid through NSFAS.34 Thus students who can afford to pay 
their fees, or who have them paid by companies, donors and other entities not 
paid for by the taxpayer, contribute approximately R14 billion to university 
revenue.  

Universal fee-free higher education would mean that even those who can 
afford it need not pay fees. Accordingly, the money the better-off would have 
spent on fees will go back into their pockets. The fiscus will have to replace 
these funds itself.  

Thus, taxpayers will unnecessarily lose approximately R14bn a year currently 
taken from those who can afford it or whose fees are paid by Universities 

                                                   
32 2016 Budget Review, page 5.  
33  PWC Funding of public higher education institutions in South Africa (accessed at 
http://www.pwc.co.za/en/higher-education/Funding-public-higher-education-institutions-
SA.html on 21 June 2016). 
34 NSFAS Annual Report 2014/15, page 9. 



themselves, donors or companies, if fee free higher education were to be 
introduced.  

The consequent strain on the fiscus is both unnecessary and risky. One study of 
Scottish fee-free higher education indicates precisely this problem -  strains on 
the fiscus have meant that the poorer students dependent on cost-of-living 
grants and loans have had their funding reduced.35 In fact, argues the author of 
the study, Lucy Hunter Blackburn, it has been the wealthier students who have 
benefited most and poorer students the least from the absence of fees. 

It is our submission that universal fee-free higher education would constitute a 
subsidy for the better-off and would deprive the fiscus of funds which could 
better be spent on the poor.  

Universal fee-free higher education has never been considered a feasible or 
desirable goal in any major South African consensus. The Constitution does not 
guarantee free education, particularly tertiary education. It guarantees access 
to basic education and progressive realization of access to tertiary education.36 
The guarantee of access to basic education places a positive duty on the state 
duty to ensure no person is obstructed in pursuing their basic education, even if 
they are poor. 37  The state fulfils this positive obligation by funding fee-free 
schools, and thus providing fee-free basic education to the poor. However, 
those who can afford it continue to pay school fees. Likewise, the state has a 
positive duty to ensure access to higher education, including for those who 
can’t afford it, though in the case of higher education, and unlike basic 
education, this right is specifically subject to progressive realization.38  

The case law reveals that, while these rights equate to an obligation on the 
state to provide free education for those who cannot otherwise afford it (subject 
to progressive realization at tertiary level), this does not equate to a right to free 
education for all. 
                                                   
35 LH Blackburn “Who pays for free higher education? The case of Scotland” Economics of He, 9 
December 2013 (accessed at https://economicsofhe.org/2013/12/09/who-pays-for-free-higher-
education-the-case-of-scotland/#more-199 on 30 June 2016).  
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38 Section 29(1)(b) of the Constitution; Governing Body of the Juma Musjid Primary school & 
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Indeed, even the Freedom Charter, while calling for free education for all 
children, specifically states that “Higher education and technical training shall 
be opened to all by means of state allowances and scholarships awarded on 
the basis of merit”.  

South Africa is not a wealthy country. We do not have the resources of a state 
such as Germany, which, in 2014, had a GDP per capita of over US$47 774, 
compared to South Africa’s approximate GDP per capita of US$6 484.39 We also 
have one of the most unequal societies in the world, a result of apartheid era 
economic exclusion of the black majority, as well as poor government 
stewardship of the economy in recent years.  

Universal fee-free education might, in fact, deepen inequality in South Africa 
and reduce the funding available to provide for the poor.  

In short, in our economically strained environment, those who can afford tertiary 
education should pay for it. 

Scenario 2: Full-cost, quality University education 
 

The simplistic solution of universal fee-free education is not only likely to increase 
inequality. It in fact does not address the real root causes of the crisis in higher 
education today, which lie in a whole range of areas and institutions. With the 
widest possible canvas, here we sketch out how it would look were the state to 
attempt to rectify all the multiple deficiencies in University and student funding, 
so that a genuine, full-cost high quality higher education system could begin to 
develop.  The problems that would need to be addressed are:  

 Inadequacies in NSFAS funding even for the poorest students  

NSFAS has proved unable to provide proper funding in three areas of 
concern:  

o The full complement of the many students from the poorest families 
who are entirely eligible for NSFAS as they fall below the NSFAS 
income threshold of R120 000 per annum, cannot be funded simply 
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because there is insufficient funding.  In 2015 53 987 of these, the 
very poorest students, remained unfunded.40  

o Even those students who are funded (NSFAS is targeting 205 000 in 
2016) do not receive sufficient to cover the full cost of their studies.  
While the average full cost of University study in South Africa is 
currently approximately R76 257, the average award from NSFAS in 
2015 was R40 827,41 just over half the amount needed.  

o Students from the so-called ‘Missing Middle’ are not funded at all. 
These are students whose financial plight has increasingly become 
visible. They come from families with an income greater than 
R120 000 per annum, and who are not therefore eligible for NSFAS. 
But at the same time their families do not earn enough to be eligible 
for a bank loan. They end up with little or no support and often 
constitute the most desperate students of all. 

How much would it cost to end these deficiencies? 

There is no settled definition for the maximum family income of the Missing 
Middle. NSFAS has previously identified it as R400 000 per year.42 More 
recently, the figure of R500 000 has been mentioned.43 We also do not 
know how many students there are in this bracket.  

Given these complexities, it is not surprising that There are no precise 
figures on what is required to extend funding to all eligible students plus 
the “Missing Middle”.  

In a written reply to a Parliamentary question in 2015,44 however, the 
Department indicated that it would require an additional R51 billion over 
three years to extend funding to many more students. Although we know 
that this only includes a portion of the “Missing Middle”, specifically those 
coming from families with an income of less than R217 000 per annum, we 
propose that we use this figure as a basis for this Scenario. This would 
amount to an additional R17 billion per year, though, bearing in mind the 
estimates limitations above, this probably a conservative estimate.  

                                                   
40 Reply to Parliamentary written question 4180 of 2015. 
41 Reply to Parliamentary written question 311 of 2015. 
42 NSFAS Annual Report 2014/15, page 13.  
43  Business Day Universities hinder students from accessing funds says NSFAS 13 April 2016 
(accessed at: <http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/education/2016/04/13/universities-hinder-
students-from-accessing-funds-says-nsfas> on 24 June 2016). 
44 Reply to written question 216 of 2015.  



 The history of declining subsidies – causing ever-increasing fees and a fall 
in quality 
 

The Department estimated in 2015 that it was short of R19.7 billion per 
annum for baseline university subsidies, excluding the National Student 
Financial Aid Scheme, with an annual increment for inflating and 
enrolment growth to meet the NDP targets. That would have been an 
increase of approximately 75% on the 2015/16 budget of R26.3 billion. In 
2016/17, university subsidies increased at 6.31%, barely above inflation. It is 
thus safe to assume that university subsidies are still approximately R20 
billion short per annum to meet the NDP goals.  

 Infrastructural deficits leading to student dissatisfaction 

In 2011, the Department estimated that there was a shortage of 195 815 
beds, and that construction costs per bed would be R240 000. 45 
According to a recent Parliamentary reply, the bed shortage is now 
approximately 200 000. What progress there has been has not matched 
the increase in student numbers. 46  The Department estimated that it 
would cost government approximately R109.6 billion over 15 years to 
construct sufficient residences to end the shortage. Bearing in mind 
inflation, this figure is more likely to be approximately R142.56 billion today; 
that is about R9.5bn a year exclusively assigned to residence construction 
to overcome the shortage, not immediately, but by 2030 – fortuitously the 
year in which the NDP’s goals are meant to be accomplished. 

 

Approximate Annual Additional Costs of a Full-cost Solution Rbn p.a. 
Fee-free education for all (as per Scenario 1) 14 

Additional funds to NSFAS (partial) (as per Department estimate) 17 

Restoring subsidies to meet NDP goals, prevent cycle of fee-increases and 
protect quality (as per Department estimate) 

20 

                                                   
45 Report on the Ministerial Committee for the Review of the Provision of Student Housing at South 
African Universities (September 2011) 
(http://www.gov.za/sites/www.gov.za/files/Ministerial%20Committee%20Report%20on%20Studen
t%20Housing_0.pdf).  
46 Reply to Parliamentary oral question 527.  



Infrastructural funding to address shortage of beds (as per Department 
estimate) 

9.5  

TOTAL R60.5bn p. a. 

 

To provide fee-free education, full costs of study for those who need it, 
increased subsidy to properly support universities and to end the cycle of fee-
increases to supplement subsidies, proper levels of quality as well as sufficient 
accommodation by 2030 would cost a cumulative total of at the very least an 
additional R60.5 billion per year.  

The Universities’ budget (which includes NSFAS funding from the Department) 
alone would have to increase to about 255% its current size, from R39.5 billion to 
R100bn, for this to be achieved.  

This figure does not include funding the entire “missing middle”, as well as other 
priorities in the department, especially TVETs. (And this does not address the 
shortages in research and postgraduate funding which themselves require 
special attention).  

These are, of course, rough estimates, and the Commission will make its own 
estimates using more detailed information than is currently available to us. 

It is clear that the state does not have funding close to what is required to 
achieve universal, free, full cost quality tertiary education. It will not have these 
resources until national revenue grows significantly.  

Scenario 3:  Sustainable, in-depth coverage for the 
poor 
 

The solutions to the problems presented by the student movements of 2015-16 
are unlikely to be simple, or to entail the quick fix of enlarging the budget by a 
smaller or larger amount. The simple fee-free solution is, we would argue, not 
desirable, and would not address the range of problems faced by the majority 
of students. And an expensive broad-based full-cost solution is not feasible in the 
current economic climate.  



Instead, we propose a raft of actions, to be undertaken over a period of at least 
five years. We base them upon the following principles: 

 The system should focus on the numbers of high quality graduates it 
produces rather than the numbers it takes in; this will ensure that the 
system will obtain the greatest possible benefit from each Rand spent 

 The poorest students need the most comprehensive financial support, 
which should be diluted as little as possible  

 The “missing middle” students should receive support, but it should be 
proportional to their financial standing  

 Better-off students should not receive government financial support for 
fees or other expenses, as they would either be able to pay for their 
studies themselves or be eligible for bank loans 

 University subsidies should move gradually towards the level of 50% of 
costs to a) support quality education and b) minimize the fee-increase 
cycle we are currently experiencing.  
 

A) NSFAS should maximise the number of high quality graduates it supports – 
output rather than input should gradually become its focus 

 
We should be measuring our successes not by the number of students we 
squeeze into a buckling system, only to abandon them when they drop out or 
fail, but by the number of graduates we produce from a system of quality. Our 
high failure and drop-out rate is an indication that we are not making optimum 
use of our scarce financial resources.  
 
Producing more graduates also means greater income for government and thus 
more resources to fund the poor through NSFAS. Not only do graduates provide 
the skills the economy needs to prosper, these graduates are more likely to find 
a job, pay taxes and pay their NSFAS loan back, bringing a double return into 
the system to support the poor. A NSFAS student who drops out may not be able 
to make these payments for many years, if ever. This is concerning when, if 
NSFAS’s CEO is to believed, 60% of NSFAS students drop out. 
 
The current government has until now taken “massification” as its route to 
managing Universities. We suggest that the limits of massification have been 
reached for the moment. Until further growth in the system can be funded, we 
believe it far better to focus on quality of education, rather than raw quantity of 
enrolments; on graduation rather than admission. Forcing Universities to accept 



as many enrolments as possible, whether their systems and budgets can 
manage them or not, is no longer feasible or acceptable and damages the 
student and the institution.  
 
Further growth in the sector in the immediate future should take place in the 
TVET Colleges and not the Universities, at least until the budgets available for 
Universities can be radically increased. 
 
We suggest that universities should be encouraged to make their admission 
criteria for degrees more selective.47 At present, the extremely high drop out 
and failure rate of students indicates that many students who are being 
admitted to university have not been prepared for University education by the 
Basic Education system. This leads to frustration, wasted time and wasted money 
for students and their families. who might have, instead of entering a degree, 
been directed to improve their matric results or pursuing alternative higher 
education, training or employment. Many protesting students whose anger is 
most palpable and whose desperation is most severe, are of course those who 
are underfunded; but they are often also those who are not coping with 
University and who have, essentially, been set up to fail. 

NSFAS itself should, we suggest, set up an enquiry into how best to incorporate 
an element of merit in allocation criteria at least for the immediate future.  

All other things being equal, a student who performed better in matric is more 
likely to succeed at University. This means that the scarce resource is more likely 
to yield returns, both for the individual student and the state – the recipient of 
the award is more likely to pass, obtain his or her qualification, secure 
employment and pay back the loan (as well as pay taxes). This in turn will unlock 
greater revenue for NSFAS and thus allow greater numbers of loans to be 
awarded in the future. It seems logical, therefore, that where there are 
insufficient bursaries, those qualifying students who are most likely to succeed at 
university should be prioritised.  

How this can be introduced requires thought. One of the criteria for NSFAS 
support that already exists is that a student must be successfully admitted to a 
programme at a University.  These admissions are dependent on merit based 
criteria, particularly but not only on the basis of matric results. A system could be 
designed with NSFAS and the Universities working together to select those 
                                                   
47 Simkins et al at page 106..  



qualifying students who perform best in respect of these merit based criteria to 
identify priority candidates for NSFAS grants. Would the introduction of a merit 
component affect the capacity of NSFAS to support historically disadvantaged 
students? We do not believe so.  

Since current disadvantage will continue to be used, along with merit, to select 
students, and since current disadvantage correlates very highly with historical 
disadvantage. The existing pattern of awards is very unlikely to change. This 
must, of course, be monitored to ensure any such system redresses historical 
inequalities. 

NSFAS allocations in 2014/15 by Race48 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NSFAS issues a variety of loans on the basis of scarce skills, particularly from funds 
given to it to administer by other national departments or the National Skills 
Fund. But these are in the minority: the vast majority of NSFAS grants are not 
awarded on the basis of prioritized scare skills.  

A focus on scarce skills does not have to be adopted for 100% of the loans. 
There could be a split between scarce-skills-based and general degrees. The 
National Research Foundation has a long-standing and considered policy on 
this matter which could be emulated.  

We note that the Report of the Ministerial Committee on Review of the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS Review) said that the DHET needed to 
evaluate whether the few existing scarce skills awards were in fact achieving 

                                                   
48 Written reply to Parliamentary question 4180 of 2015. 

Race Number of students % 

African 168 351 90.4 

Coloured 8 139 4.3 

Indian 1 527 1.0 

White 5 255 2.8 

Other* 2 833 1.5 

Total 186 105 100% 



their stated objectives.49 It is not clear whether this evaluation was done and 
what the results of this evaluation were. If it has not been done, we recommend 
that the Department undertake this evaluative task.  

 
B) NSFAS grants should be more comprehensive rather than less 

From its inception NSFAS has strongly recommended that all eligible students 
should be fully funded at the institution of their choice, with “full funding” 
meaning as “a loan granted to a person by the NSFAS in order to enable the 
person to defray the costs connected with his or her education at a designated 
higher education institution, and those connected with the board and lodging 
of that person for the purposes of attending the institution”50.  

The drafters of the NSFAS Act never intended the NSFAS to grant partial loans at 
all. In fact, the award of partial grants may be ultra vires and thus unlawful under 
the Act. Whatever the case may be legally, we submit that partial grants to the 
poorest of the poor undermine rather than support the objectives of the NSFAS 
system.  

So ideally, the average student should receive the full average cost of study, or 
R74 823.. This would greatly increase the average NSFAS student’s access to not 
only adequate fee financing, but also accommodation, transport, textbooks 
and food, improving their wellbeing and their chances of academic success. An 
academically successful student will then be more likely to find a job and pay 
back his or her loan in future, thus contributing towards sustainable funding of 
NSFAS. 

In 2015, NSFAS actually supported 173 885 university students51 The average 
university student only received R40 827.  

To have fully funded this number of students at the full cost of R76 257 per 
student in 2016 would have cost R13bn. This is not substantially more than is 
being made available to university students this year through NSFAS 
(approximately R12 billion including core funding and the funding boost to 
underfunded students and not including the debt relief amount).  

                                                   
49 NSFAS Review, page 29. 
50 See definition of “loan” in section 1 of the National Student Financial Aid Scheme Act, 59 of 
1999. 
51 These are unaudited figures taken from the reply to Parliamentary written question 831 of 2016.  



The full funding of approximately 170 000 students in universities is thus within 
reach and, with better prioritization of state funds, government can provide the 
average full cost of study to them. However, this amount is far short of the figure 
required to achieve: 

 the DHET’s goal of 205 000 university students supported; 
 support for all 240 092 aspirant university students who qualified for 

assistance under NSFAS in 2015; 
 support for the many as yet uncounted aspirant university students in the 

Missing Middle who are currently unable to access NSFAS funding as they 
are considered “too rich”. 

We thus recommend that, from 2017/18: 

 NSFAS funding be increased to cover the full average costs of study of at 
least 173 885 University students,  

 That no university student who successfully obtains an award under NSFAS 
receives less than his or her full cost of study, residence costs, and 
adequate food and books stipend.  
 

C) Expand the NSFAS fund over time to enable it to cover currently unfunded 
University students from the poorest cohort 

Whether the Missing Middle is included or not under NSFAS, there are not 
enough loans for all deserving students. In 2014/15 289 105 aspirant university 
students applied to NSFAS. 240 092 qualified under NSFAS criteria (presumably 
including the criterion that their annual household income was less than R122 
000). There were only enough funds available to support 186 105.52 Of these, 55 
287 were only partially funded.53 

D) Partially fund the “missing middle”  

The Missing Middle have until recently included all those whose family income 
lies between R122 000 and R400 000 a year.54 More recently, the upper limit has 
been increased to R500 000 a year. 55 These students do not qualify for financial 

                                                   
52 Reply to Parliamentary written question 4180 of 2015. 
53 Reply to Parliamentary written question 128 of 2016. 
54 NSFAS annual report 2014/15 page 13.  
55  Business Day Universities hinder students from accessing funds says NSFAS 13 April 2016 
(accessed at: <http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/education/2016/04/13/universities-hinder-
students-from-accessing-funds-says-nsfas> on 24 June 2016).  



assistance from NSFAS, but their families cannot afford to pay the full costs of 
their studies, and the family income is too low to provide surety for a bank loan. 
They are often amongst the most unsupported and discontented of students. 
Those at the lower levels of the missing middle are often highly indebted to the 
University which they attend, and liable to drop out.    

There is no clarity in the DHET as to how many aspirant students fall into the 
Missing Middle. 56  This gap in the Department’s knowledge is unacceptable, 
particularly bearing in mind that the issue is not new - it was discussed in the 2010 
NSFAS Review - yet no attempt to gather the data appears to have been 
made. 

We recommend that the Department establish how many aspirant students fall 
into the Missing Middle and in what band their household income falls. The 
easiest way to do this would be to open NSFAS applications to the Missing 
Middle. 

This is not the only reason NSFAS should be opened to the Missing Middle. There 
appears to be general consensus that the Missing Middle should be entitled to 
financial assistance in respect of tuition fees. Indeed, only reason NSFAS has not 
been extended to the Missing Middle is because there are insufficient funds. This 
is not a valid reason to close the applications to the Missing Middle. Indeed, the 
NSFAS funds have been insufficient to cover all applicants who currently qualify, 
yet this does not affect the R122 000 cap. The cap is not, and rightly should not 
be determined by available funds – the cap should be determined by need 
and need alone. 

We recommend that the cap on NSFAS applications be raised to the level at 
which realistic bank loans would be available. This figure appears to currently be 
R500 000 per annum family income, as proposed by NSFAS,57 or starting in 2017 
and reviewed annually. All those who do not have sufficient family income to 
pay fees and living expenses should have the right to apply to NSFAS.  

This does not, of course, resolve the very real problem of scarcity. The 
department estimated that approximately 100 000 students who currently 

                                                   
56 Reply to Parliamentary written question 515 of 2016.  
57  Business Day Universities hinder students from accessing funds says NSFAS 13 April 2016 
(accessed at: <http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/education/2016/04/13/universities-hinder-
students-from-accessing-funds-says-nsfas> on 24 June 2016). 



qualified for NSFAS in 2015 will not receive funding.58 We cannot know how 
many additional applications will be added to the total applications received 
by NSFAS in 2017 if applications are opened to the Missing Middle, but it is likely 
to be many more. Opening the applications to the Missing Middle does not 
create new loans or bursaries. Indeed, it will result in more applicants competing 
for the same number of loans.59 

However, with incomes between 120,000 and 500,000 it is clear that students 
who form part of the Missing Middle, would be capable of partially supporting 
themselves.  

We recommend, therefore, that income bands associated with portions of 
awards, be introduced, and updated regularly. A similar system of bands was 
proposed in the unimplemented NSFAS Review. 60  A further hypothetical 
example of such a banded system is given below:  

 

Annual household income Award  

R0 – R150 000 Full cost of study 

R150 000 – R350 000 66% of the full cost of study 

R350 000 – R500 000 33% of the full cost of study 

 

d)  Increase University subsidies to protect lower fee levels and improve quality 

We have shown above that if University subsidy levels fall substantially, this 
undermines quality of education, decreases support to struggling students and 
ultimately creates a crisis in fees. Universities have no alternative, when their 
main source of income falls, but to seek other sources and we have shown 
earlier that third stream income, while it has its role in the University economy, is 
by its very nature unable to fulfil the gap. When subsidies fall, fees are the only 

                                                   
58 Reply to Parliamentary oral question 74 of 2016.  
59 This is assuming the number of loans stay the same. As I have discussed above, additional 
loans should not be created until all loans currently offered cover the full costs of a student’s 
studies. As this is not even currently the case, it is unlikely that new loans will become available 
until significantly more funding is added to NSFAS.  
60 NSFAS Review, page 105 onwards. 



remaining viable source of income for Universities to be able to cover their basic 
costs.  

It is also the case that subsidy levels directly affect the overall quality of the 
University. Without this crucial, stable, and substantial source of income 
Universities end up cutting down on costs in vital areas such as academic and 
other staff salaries, libraries and infrastructure, class sizes are increased, remedial 
and support programmes for students are reduced and so on.    

From both points of view – fees and quality – it is imperative that per head 
student funding be restored.  

We recommend that subsidy levels, in real terms, of the year 2000 provide a 
minimum starting point, but in the long term, South Africa must seek to fund 
subsidies at the level contemplated to achieve the NDP goals for higher 
education.  

Though not specifically referring to per head real subsidies, the University 
Funding Review in 2013 made it similarly clear that “Government should increase 
spending levels on higher education. It is evident that expenditure on higher 
education is too low, especially in the light of the desire to move towards a 
knowledge economy.” This was identified as a transformation imperative: “If 
participation rates of, in particular, African and coloured students need to be 
improved, more funding will have to be allocated to the public university 
system.”61 This was stated in 2013. In 2016, insufficient subsidies have caused 
even comparatively wealthy universities such as Wits62 and UCT63 to announce 
austerity measures.  

In tough economic times, austerity measures which apply to non-essential 
operations are to be expected. However, it is extremely concerning that 
academic staff are among those to be cut.64 This represents a cut in essential 
services to students and to research output, in a system where the student-to-
teacher ratio is already worryingly out of balance. Such cuts undermine the 

                                                   
61 Universities Funding Report, page 153.  
62  Student Funding Explained Wits University, 21 October 2015 (accessed at 
<https://www.wits.ac.za/news/latest-news/general-news/2015/2015-10/student-funding-
explained.html> on 16 June 2016).  
63  VC Desk: Austerity Measures at UCT Max Price, 14 March 2016 (accessed at 
<http://www.uct.ac.za/dailynews/?id=9627> on 16 June 2016).  
64  N Mtembu “UCT staff face layoffs” Cape Argus 21 May 2016 (accessed at 
<http://www.iol.co.za/weekend-argus/uct-staff-face-layoffs-2024403> on 24 June 2016). 



quality of the education received by the students. Students will receive a lower 
level of support from the increasingly overstretched staff, and drop out and 
failure rates will go up.  

It is thus clear that government’s subsidy allocation to universities in the 2016/17 
financial year is not sufficient. The usual pressures of growing student numbers 
and diminishing subsidies were worsened by additional cost pressures in the last 
year: 

 While government was able to negotiate a bridging plan for the R2.3 
billion funding shortfalls resulting from the fee increase moratorium 
implemented this year, government called on wealthier universities to 
contribute R395 million to the plan form internal reprioritization. HDIs were 
not immune from the reprioritization process, however, as R361 million was 
reprioritized from the HDI infrastructure development grant. This means 
that practically, although government arranged a plan to deal with the 
R2.3 billion funding shortfall, universities, both poor and wealthy, were 
cumulatively shouldering about R756 million of that 

 The costs of damages to universities arising from the #FeesMustFall 
protests and its offshoots have amounted to almost R460 million. 
According to the most recent information available, only R107 million has 
been claimed from insurers, and of that insurers have only been able to 
pay R28 million. Government has contributed R40.5 million to five HDIs, but 
notably not to the University of the North West, which sustained R151 
million in damages alone, almost entirely in respect of its historically 
disadvantage campus in Mafikeng.65 

 Decisions by universities, under pressure, to insource their support staff will 
also have great financial implications on universities. The system has not 
fully been implemented yet, but one estimate has been that UCT alone 
will require R58 million a year to insource workers.66 It is thus likely that the 
cost of insourcing all university support staff is likely to be in the several 
hundreds of millions. 

We are now locked into the 2016/17 budget and to a very modest nominal 
increase of only 6.31% to university subsidies. This is just barely above the 6.2% 
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66 B Stanwix “What are the financial implications of insourcing at UCT” GroundUp (accessed at 
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inflation rate.67 This is not good news. Government is well aware that inflation in 
higher education is much higher than the general inflation rate and that it was 
insufficient subsidies that caused fee increases. 68  Between 2013 and 2015, 
subsidies increased at an average rate of between 7.18 and 9.13%, yet average 
fees increase at a rate between 7.1% and 10.51%. An increase of 6.31% is thus 
clearly insufficient to meet the rising costs of higher education, particularly as this 
year the fee increase moratorium will mean that income from fees will not 
increase at all. 

Financial year69 12/13 13/14 14/15 15/16 16/17 17/18 18/19 

Spending on 
university subsidies 
(Rbn)70 20.9 22.4 24.1 26.3 27.96 31.61 33.5 

Change year on 
year in funding - 7.18% 7.59% 9.13% 6.31% 13.05% 5.98% 

Ave fee increase71 - 11.9% 7.1% 10.51% Frozen unknown unknown 

 

A relatively large increase is planned for the 2017/18 financial year at 13.05%. It is 
unclear why this is the case, and there may be special reasons for it unrelated to 
the arguments put forward here. This interpretation is made all the more likely in 
the light of the fact that subsidy increase will shrink to 5.98% in the 2018/19 
financial year – below the increase for this year. 

We suggest strongly that a more appropriate, and much higher, increase in 
subsidies be embedded in future budgets.   

We thus recommend that: 

 Subsidies be urgently, immediately and sustainably increased; 
 Subsidies should be in the short term increased to 2000 levels per student 

head in real terms 

                                                   
67  Consumer Price Index report, StatsSA, 18 May 2016 (accessed at 
<http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0141/P0141April2016.pdf> on 24 June 2016).  
68 Reply to Parliamentary oral question 535 of 2015.  
69 2016 Budget Review, page 66. 
70 ENE:HET page 5. 
71 Reply to Parliamentary oral question 582 of 2015.  



 Subsidies should be increased in the long term to meet the financial 
requirements to meet the NDP goals; 

 Enrollment targets should be frozen at current levels to allow the system to 
stabilize while subsidies grow. In other words, growing subsidies should not 
be neutralized by equally rapidly growing student numbers.  

Conclusion: The funding implications 
 

The three Scenarios are illustrative and not definitive. However, setting them out 
in this manner does assist us in making broad assessments of the possible ways in 
which the University system could be stabilized and greater support given to 
students, as well as what the obstacles and difficulties might be in taking 
different routes. 

The first Scenario illustrates the minimalist “fee free” approach. It entails the 
simple abolition of fees for all those currently in the system. If all other elements 
of the system remain constant, it becomes clear that this is not a particularly 
desirable option. It will cost the taxpayer an additional R14bn, funds which will 
go straight back into the pockets of better off students or their sponsors, while 
the levels of NSFAS funding already given to poor students will remain stagnant.  
The option cannot but increase rather than reduce inequality. 

The second Scenario illustrates the maximalist “full cost” approach.  It represents 
the most generous possible approach to University education and would meet 
the demands of students for fee-free education, raise and extend NSFAS 
support, protect the sector against financial instability such as we have seen 
recently; prevent undue fee increases, and extend residence accommodation.  
But this would be at a cost, simply for University education, of R100bn p.a. at the 
very least, a 250% increase over the existing budget. And that does not include 
essential increases in research funding and other infrastructure investments, staff 
salaries and many other items.   

The third Scenario illustrates an approach which emphasises quality, 
sustainability, differentiation and depth. Its main proposals – extend NSFAS to 
greater numbers of students in different categories; offer a differentiated system 
of NSFAS loans depending on family income; raise the levels of funding it offers; 
slow University expansion; move towards an emphasis on quality rather than 
quantity of students; and increase subsidies modestly – will expand the numbers 



of students to receive NSFAS funding, and ensure that those who do receive 
funding will be properly funded; it will not grant taxpayers’ funds to those who 
do not need that support; and it will help to stabilize the University economy and 
start moving it away from the unhealthy dependence on high fee levels. We 
recommend that the Commission consider this Scenario as illustrative of a 
comprehensive, enlightened and sustainable solution, without the exorbitant 
costs entailed in the “full cost” solution.   

  

                                                   
72 It is impossible to estimate how many students will apply for and qualify for NSFAS once it is opened up the Missing 
Middle. However, based on an investment of R15.15 billion in NSFAS for university students, we estimate that, in a 
bracketed approach to NSFAS grants, 230 000 students from the lower bracket could be supported, 50 000 students from 
the middle bracket be supported and 50 000 from the upper bracket be supported (see fn 74 below). 
73 Taken from current funding of R9.63 billion in addition to the R17 billion estimated by government required to fully fund 
NSFAS.  
74 With 150 000 students in the lower bracket receiving R76 000, 65 000 students in the middle bracket receiving R45 000, 
and 65 000 in the upper bracket receiving R30 000. 
 

Illustrative possible costs emerging from each Scenario (Universities only) 
Item Current Scenario 1: Simple 

“fee free” for 
those currently in 
the system  

 Scenario 2: 
Full cost 
quality, fee 
free   

Scenario 3: 
Sustainable, in 
depth coverage for 
the poor 

No of students 
supported from all 
three brackets 72 

Costs: 

173 885  173 885 350 000 330 000 

R9.63bn 
(partial 
costs) 

R9.63bn (partial costs) R26.63bn73  R16.28bn74  (varied 
costs depending on 
bracket) 

Subsidy to fund 
those who can 
already afford fees 

R0 R14bn R14bn 0 

University Subsidy  R27.96bn  R27.96bn R48.96bn75  R42bn  

Additional special 
Infrastructure grant 
- residences 

0 0 R9.5bn 0 

Total Costs R37.59bn R51.59 R99.09 R58.28bn 



 

Scenario 3 represents the path we recommend. Illustrative figures above 
indicate that it would cost more than the minimalist “fee-free” Scenario, but 
would provide full or partial NSFAS support for 330,000 students, as well as 
improving quality of education and research at universities but at a lower cost 
than the maximalist “full cost” Scenario. The taxpayer will not need to pay R14bn 
towards fees which could already be paid by better-off students. It will include a 
boost to subsidies so that their contribution to the University enterprise provides 
protection against the imbalance which we have seen arising in the past 20 
years. Further such increases will assist in future in protecting students and 
indeed the NSFAS fund, which has in the past become depleted as fees go up 
dramatically.  

Scenario 3 would of course have to be properly realised and costed, and 
naturally could only be implemented incrementally. However, with a more 
efficient NSFAS system, more successful loan recovery, and better prioritization 
from National Treasury, this could gradually be achieved. Once this level is 
achieved, government can then look to achieve the funding required for option 
B in the more distant future.   

In the longer term we recommend that the following principles be adopted in 
forward planning: 

 Student numbers should not continue to grow at current rates for the short 
to medium term, stabilizing around the 1,000,000 mark; most higher 
education growth should take place in the TVET colleges or private 
universities for now. Once adequate funding for current needs is met, 
continued growth towards the 1,250,000 NDP enrollment goal can 
continue. 

 Assuming they are protected by a proper annual increase in subsidies, 
tuition and residence fees at current prices should grow at no more than 
the inflation rate plus, at most, half the economic growth rate This will 
ensure that the burden of fees will not rise in relation to average 
household incomes. 

 Universities should be financially assisted in developing and maintaining 
fund-raising offices so that third-stream income can grow at a rate above 
inflation.   

 The state subsidy should grow at an annual rate which matches that of 
“university inflation” as proposed by the CHE and Universities South Africa.  



Perhaps the most important recommendation we can make, without which none 
of the Scenarios above would even be remotely possible, is for the National 
Treasury to be persuaded that a greater proportion of GDP must be allocated to 
Universities and students.   

_____________________________________________________________________ 



 

 

Open Letter 

 

Subject: Student Participation and Mentorship 

These are my views which I carried throughout my academic life and experience. I believe that they 

can be useful towards transformation of Higher Education and Learning Institutions. 

We are all aware of the challenges faced with the Higher Education and Learning Institutions 

Overview 

TVET colleges and universities have management/governance structures and student structures. All 

these challenges we are faced with started in the boardroom (meetings), where a minimum of two 

to hundred people met and decisions were taken on a number of including  Fee Increment and Fees 

must fall campaign . Students and management bodies doesn’t acknowledge each other decisions. 

95% of student structures doesn’t involve management or staff members, and 95% of management 

or staff structures doesn’t involve student structures. 75% of management or staff meetings discuss 

about student issues in the absent of students, and 75% of students forums meetings discuss about 

management and staff issues in their absent. 

Recommendations 

In this regard, I recommend that each staff member or lecturers must give back to the community by 

adopting one student structures or forum for mentorship purpose. Staff, lecturers and management 

forums must include two students so that they can participate in decision making. 

 

Outcomes  

This process/principle will help both students and management to detect future development that 

seek to undermine the needs of the institution and needs of students. 

The letter is subject to be corrected and your inputs are appreciated. For further discussion and 

presentation on this matter, you are welcome to invite me. 

I hope this letter will find you well and take it into consideration. 

  

Yours sincerely 

Mr Bonga Silinda 

Intern: Department of Higher  

0797023388 

  

 



From: Bonita Maboeta [mailto:12579513@nwu.ac.za]  

Sent: 19 May 2016 09:30 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Free education 

 

Good day 

  

I don't think free education is  financially viable.  In order to provide quality higher education one 

needs enough staff members to be employed by Higher education institutions and this costs 

money.  With the unemployment rate in South Africa as it is, one does not want to create more 

unemployment either, but retrenching staff members at universities. 

  

I would say government can definitely subsidize students more and have a much better subsidy 

system in place for students, but then the means test should be more strict.  Private sector can also 

provide more bursaries to those who can not afford to study.  Evaluate if university bursaries really 

goes to those who can not afford it. 

  

Universities are not even free in First world countries like the UK and US.  I do not think we can afford 

it as a country, but we can definitely afford a better subsidy scheme for students. 

  

  

Bonita Maboeta 

 

 Mev. Bonita Maboeta 
Bestuurder Welstand 

Menslike Kapitaal 
Werknemerwelstand  
Tel:  +27 18 299 4280 

Faks: +27 18 299 4301 
Intranet:  http://www.nwu.ac.za/wellnes
s/index.html 
 

  

 

 

 
Mrs. Bonita Maboeta 

Manager Wellness 
Human Capital 

Employee Wellness 
Tel:  +27 18 299 4280 
Fax:  +27 18 299 4301 

Intranet:  http://www.nwu.ac.za/wellnes
s/index.html 

 

  

  

Vrywaringsklousule / Disclaimer: http://www.nwu.ac.za/it/gov-man/disclaimer.html  
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SUMMARY	
Since	 2009	 university	 fees	 increased	 at	 a	 faster	 rate	 than	 consumer	 inflation.	
However,	contrary	to	press	reports,	the	discussion	in	this	paper	indicates	that	these	
higher-than-inflation	fee	increases	are	not	the	result	of	a	fall	in	the	real	per	student	
subsidy	by	government.	Indeed,	the	government’s	real	per	student	subsidy	has	not	
decreased	since	the	consolidation	of	the	university	sector	in	2004.	Rather,	the	rise	of	
student	 fees	 had	 to	 offset	 the	 drop	 in	 third-stream	 income	 as	 proportion	 of	 total	
university	sector	income.	The	drop	in	the	third-stream	income’s	proportion	results	
from	 the	weak	 economic	 conditions	 that	 continue	 to	plague	 the	 country	 since	 the	
global	recession	of	2008	and	which	makes	it	more	difficult	for	universities	to	secure	
third-stream	 contracts.	 As	 a	 solution,	 I	 argue	 that	 if	 real	 per	 student	 subsidies	
become,	 to	 a	 sufficient	 degree,	 counter-cyclical	 (increasing	 during	 recessions,	
decreasing	 during	 economic	 upswings),	 universities	 will	 not	 need	 to	 increase	
student	 fees	at	 above	 inflation	 rates	 to	offset	 cyclical	 falls	 in	 third-stream	 income.	
That	may	make	for	happier	students.	
	
With	 respect	 to	 whether	 or	 not	 the	 government	 should	 ensure	 free	 higher	
education,	 I	 argue	 that	 society	 has	 limited	 resources	 and	 changing	 how	 a	 society	
allocates	resources	requires	careful	consideration	of	the	opportunity	costs	involved	
–	 simply	 put,	 an	 extra	 Rand	 spent	 on	 higher	 education	 is	 a	 Rand	 not	 spent	 on	
something	else.	An	increase	in	expenditure	on	higher	education	will	require	such	a	
reallocation	 of	 society’s	 resources	 (e.g.	 from	 public	 health,	 or	 early	 childhood	
education,	 or	 housing	 to	 higher	 education,	 or	 from	 private	 consumption	 and	
investment,	via	higher	taxes,	to	higher	education	expenditure).	Thus,	obtaining	the	
benefits	of	spending	an	extra	Rand	on	higher	education	entails	giving	up	the	benefit	
of	spending	that	Rand	on	something	else.	Only	once	we	traded	off	these	benefits	can	
we	conclude	whether	or	not	society,	and	more	specifically	 the	government	should	
ensure	free	higher	education.		
	
Once	the	government	decides	it	is	worthwhile	to	spend	more	on	higher	education,	it	
also	needs	to	ensure	that	the	system	is	financially	sustainable	over	the	longer	run.	
Hence,	this	paper	also	sets	out	the	possible	ways	in	which	higher	education	can	be	
financed,	including	a	graduate	tax,	student	loans,	or	through	normal	taxation.	
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#SHOULDFEESFALL?	
THE	IMPORTANCE	OF	CONSIDERING	OPPORTUNITY	COSTS	IN	THE	

#FEESMUSTFALL	DEBATE	
	

Philippe	Burger1	
	
In	South	Africa	2015	stands	out	as	the	year	of	the	student	activist.	One	of	the	main	
campaigns	 student	 activist	 pursued	 on	 virtually	 all	 South	 African	 universities	
campuses,	 was	 the	 #FeesMustFall	 campaign.	 In	 the	 #FeesMustFall	 campaign	
students	 demanded	 universal	 free	 higher	 education.	 In	 addition,	 while	 the	
government	would	be	working	on	the	abolition	of	all	fees,	students	also	demanded	
that	no	 fees	be	 increased	 for	2016.	After	storming	the	gates	of	parliament	 in	Cape	
Town	(21	October),	and	marching	on	Luthuli	House,	the	African	National	Congress’	
(ANC’s)	 head	 office	 in	 Johannesburg	 (22	October),	 students	 on	 23	October	 finally	
marched	 on	 the	 Union	 Buildings	 in	 Pretoria.	 The	 Union	 Buildings	 contain	 the	
President’s	 office.	 While	 the	 march	 on	 the	 Union	 Buildings	 was	 in	 progress,	 the	
President	 met	 with	 university	 and	 student	 leaders	 and	 acceded	 to	 the	 student	
demand	 of	 no	 fee	 increases	 for	 2016	 (Times	 Life	 2015).	 The	 government	 also	
undertook	to	address	the	financing	of	higher	education	in	the	course	of	2016.	
	
Figure	1	–	Higher	education	inflation	

	
Source:	CPI	data	 from	SARB	2016,	 and	Tertiary	 education	 and	Boarding	 fee	 inflation	 from	StatsSA	
(2016a)	and	author’s	own	calculation.	Data	for	Boarding	fee	inflation	only	available	from	2009.	
	
Student	demands	were	not	without	cause.	Figure	1	shows	that	especially	from	2009	
																																																								
1	Department	of	Economics,	University	of	the	Free	State	
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both	 tertiary2	education	 inflation	 and	 university	 boarding	 fee	 inflation	 exceeded	
consumer	 price	 inflation	 by	 at	 least	 two	 percentage	 points.	 The	 fall	 to	 zero	 in	
tertiary	 education	 inflation	 and	 university	 boarding	 fee	 inflation	 in	 2016	 is	 as	 a	
result	of	the	zero	fee	increases	in	2016.	
	
Although	students	have	good	cause	to	complain	about	fast-rising	tuition	fees,	I	argue	
in	 this	 article	 that	 the	 case	 for	 universal	 free	 higher	 education	 is	 not	 so	 clear-cut.	
Every	Rand	spent	more	on	higher	education	is	a	Rand	not	spent	on	something	else.	
Thus,	 by	 obtaining	 the	 benefits	 of	 spending	more	 on	 higher	 education,	 society	 is	
foregoing	 the	 benefits	 of	 spending	 on	 something	 else.	 Only	 if	 as	 a	 society	we	 are	
convinced	 that	 the	 benefits	 of	 spending	 more	 on	 higher	 education	 outweigh	 the	
benefits	 foregone	 by	 not	 spending	 the	 tax	money	 on	 something	 else,	 does	 a	 case	
exist	 to	spend	more	on	higher	education.	This	approach	 to	 the	 financing	of	higher	
education	aligns	with	what	the	constitution	dictates	with	respect	to	the	provision	of	
higher	education.	According	to	Article	29	of	the	constitution:	

	
29.	(1)	Everyone	has	the	right—	
(a)	to	a	basic	education,	including	adult	basic	education;	and	
(b)	to	further	education,	which	the	state,	through	reasonable	measures,	must	make	
progressively	available	and	accessible.	

	
The	 ‘reasonable	 measures’	 mentioned	 in	 Article	 29(1)(b)	 means	 that	 although	
everyone	has	the	right	to	further	education	(i.e.	post-school	education),	the	right	is	
conditional	 on	what	 could	 reasonably	 be	 expected	 from	 the	 government	 to	make	
further	 education	 available	 and	 accessible.	 It	 would	 not	 be	 reasonable	 to	 expect	
from	 government	 to	 make	 further	 education	 available	 and	 accessible	 if	 the	
government	 could	 not	 afford	 to	 do	 so.	 Mr	 Blade	 Nzimande,	 Minister	 of	 Higher	
Education,	has	argued	that	“[w]e	can't	have	a	system	with	no	 fees.	Those	who	can	
pay,	must	pay.	A	country	like	ours	can't	afford	to	have	free	higher	education	for	all”	
(IOL	 2016).	 As	 such	 he	 implicitly	 calls	 on	 Section	 29(1)(b)	 to	 explain	 why	 the	
government	 is	 not	 providing	 free	 higher	 education	 and	 that	 the	 more	 well-to-do	
should	 pay	 for	 themselves,	 while	 the	 government	 helps	 the	 poor	 through	 its	
National	Student	Finance	and	Aid	Scheme	(NSFAS).		
	
Affordability	 for	government	 is	not	 limited	 to	whether	or	not	 the	government	can	
secure	the	funds	to	pay	for	something,	as	it	is,	in	principle,	almost	always	possible	to	
pay	 for	 a	 desired	 budgetary	 item	 by	 either	 increasing	 taxes,	 or	 decreasing	
expenditure	on	other	budgetary	items.	Securing	the	funds	to	pay	for	something	is	a	
necessary,	but	not	a	sufficient	condition	to	establish	its	affordability.	In	addition	to	
securing	 the	 funds,	 affordability	 requires	 that	 the	 government	 also	 considers	 the	
opportunity	 cost	 of	 paying	 for	 the	 desired	 budget	 item.	 Thus,	 do	 the	 benefits	 of	
increasing	expenditure	on	higher	education	outweigh	the	benefits	 foregone	by	not	
spending	the	money	on	other	budgetary	items?	The	size	of	the	various	opportunity	
																																																								
2	While	 the	government	 talks	about	 ‘higher’	 education,	 StatsSA	classifies	 it	 as	 ‘tertiary’	 education	–	
the	two	terms	can	be	used	interchangeably.		
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costs	 involved	 should,	 in	 principle,	 help	 the	 government	 to	 decide	 its	 priorities	
when	it	trades	off	spending	on	various	budgetary	items.	It	also	allows	government	
to	 trade	 off	 private	 and	 public	 spending	 (i.e.	 higher	 public	 expenditure	 financed	
through	higher	taxes	vs.	higher	private	expenditure	facilitated	through	lower	taxes).	
	
The	debate	on	the	financing	of	higher	education	in	South	Africa	has	not	focused	on	
the	opportunity	cost	of	 increasing	public	expenditure	on	higher	education.	 Indeed,	
most	 of	 the	 debate	 simply	 equates	 affordability	with	 the	 ability	 of	 government	 to	
mobilise	 the	 funds	 to	 pay	 for	 increased	 expenditure	 on	 higher	 education.	 For	
instance,	Vally,	Motala,	Hlatshwayo,	and	Maharajh	(2016)	even	argue	that	‘”[l]imited	
resources”	 are	 no	 excuse’,	 since	 there	 are	 always	 resources	 available	 for	 other	
projects	 such	 as	 the	World	 Cup.	 Nxasana	 (2016),	who	 is	 chairman	 of	 NSFAS,	 and	
Bozzoli	 (2015),	 the	 official	 opposition	 Democratic	 Alliance’s	 shadow	 minister	 of	
education,	highlight	that	the	South	African	government	spends	less	as	percentage	of	
GDP	on	higher	education	than	other	countries	do.	Both	Nxasana	(2016)	and	Bozzoli	
(2015)	also	highlight	 that	 the	share	 that	government’s	 subsidy	constitutes	of	 total	
university	 income,	 fell	 from	 about	 50%	 in	 the	 late	 1990s/early	 2000s	 to	 40%	
currently.	Therefore,	they	argue,	public	and	private	expenditure	on	higher	education	
should	 increase.	 The	 Business	 Day’s	 (2015)	 editorial	 simply	 argues	 that	 if	 South	
Africa	wants	a	Rolls-Royce	education	system,	it	needs	to	pay	for	it,	while	Steinberg	
(2015)	argues	that	for	political	reasons	it	is	not	in	the	interest	of	the	government	to	
spend	 more	 on	 higher	 education.	 Contrary	 to	 the	 foregoing	 arguments,	 Cloete	
(2016)	argues	that	even	though	the	rate	of	higher	education	in	South	Africa	is	very	
high,	 the	 low	 through	 put	 rate	 of	 higher	 education	 agitates	 against	 the	
implementation	of	free	higher	education.	Hull	(2015)	argues	that	higher	education	
confers	both	public	and	private	benefits,	 and	 that	beneficiaries	 should	pay	 for	 the	
private	benefit	 that	 they	derive	–	not	 to	do	so	would	be	unfair.	He	argues	 though,	
that	by	using	student	loans	beneficiaries	can	defer	payment	until	they	earn	salaries	
that	will	enable	them	to	repay	the	loans.	None	of	these	commentators	consider	the	
alternative	uses	of	the	proposed	increases	in	higher	education	spending.	
	
1. ENROLMENT	AND	UNIVERSITY	INCOME	AND	EXPENDITURE	–	THE	

NATIONAL	PICTURE	
	
Student	enrolment	at	South	African	universities	increased	from	557	000	in	2000	to	
984	000	in	2013	(the	 latest	data	available	on	the	Department	of	Higher	Education	
and	 Training’s	 (DHET)	 website	 at	 the	 time	 of	 writing)(see	 Figure	 2).	 During	 the	
same	period	nominal	income	and	expenditure	of	all	universities	also	increased.		
	
However,	 nominal	 aggregated	 income	 and	 expenditure	 data	 is	 not	 very	 helpful.	
Hence	Figure	3	presents	the	real	income	and	expenditure	per	student	(deflated	using	
CPI	and	2010	as	base	year	(i.e.	expenditure	is	expressed	in	2010	Rands)).	First	note	
the	change	 in	2005,	 following	 the	merger	and	 incorporation	of	a	number	of	South	
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African	 universities	 in	 2004.3	Figure	 3	 shows	 that	 from	 2005	 onwards,	 total	 real	
income	and	expenditure	per	student	remained	relatively	stable.	
	
Figure	2	–	Total	student	enrolment	and	total	nominal	university	income	and	
expenditure		

	
Source:	DHET	(2016)	
	
If	 total	 real	 income	and	expenditure	of	 universities	 remained	 relative	 stable	 since	
2005,	why,	 as	Figure	1	demonstrated,	did	 the	 tertiary	 sector	 inflation	 rate	 exceed	
consumer	price	inflation	rate?	What	makes	this	question	even	more	pertinent	is	that	
although	 the	 contribution	 of	 university	 subsidy	 income	 to	 total	 university	 income	
fell	 from	 almost	 50%	 in	 2000	 to	 40%	 in	 2005,	 it	 remained	 relatively	 stable	 since	
(see	 Figure	 4).	 This	 stability	 since	 2005	 contradicts	 the	 common	 perception	 that	
fees	increased	because	government	subsidies	decreased.	The	answer	seems	to	lie	in	
the	contribution	that	the	private	income	of	universities,	commonly	known	as	third-
stream	 income,4	makes	 to	 their	 total	 income.	 It	 fell	 from	 33%	 in	 2007	 to	 27%	 in	
2013.	One	possible	 reason	 for	 this	 is	 the	 tougher	economic	environment	 in	which	
universities	 find	 themselves,	 and	which	makes	 it	more	 difficult	 to	mobilise	 third-
stream	contracts.	 To	offset	 almost	perfectly	 this	 fall	 in	 the	 contribution	 in	private	
income,	the	contribution	of	student	fees	to	total	income	increased	from	27%	in	2007	
to	 33%	 in	 2013	 (see	 Figure	 4),	 an	 increase	which	 is	 also	 reflected	 in	 the	 tertiary	
inflation	rate	that	exceeds	the	consumer	inflation	rate.		
	
																																																								
3	Care	should	therefore	be	taken	comparing	data	from	2005	onwards	with	data	pre-2005	–	hence	the	
analysis	in	the	paper	focuses	on	the	period	since	2005.	In	many	cases	the	government	contributed	to	
the	funding	needed	to	smooth	the	incorporation	and	amalgamation	of	a	number	of	institutions.	
4	The	first	and	second	streams	being	subsidy	and	tuition	income.	
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Figure	3	–	Real	income	and	expenditure	per	student	

	
Source:	DHET	(2016)	and	author’s	own	calculations	
	
Figure	4	–	Composition	of	university	income	

	
Source:	DHET	(2016)	
	
Higher	economic	growth,	resulting	in	resurgent	private	income	for	universities,	will	
allow	 the	 universities	 to	 moderate	 the	 rate	 at	 which	 they	 increase	 student	 fees.	
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However,	in	the	absence	of	better	economic	conditions	that	stimulate	third-stream	
income,	 an	 inability	 to	 raise	 student	 fees	 will	 cause	 universities	 to	 experience	
increasing	financial	stress.		
	
This	financial	pressure	could	be	relieved	by	a	counter-cyclical	subsidy	spending	by	the	
government	(i.e.	when	the	economy	undergoes	a	recession	and	university	third-stream	
income	 decreases,	 the	 government’s	 real	 per	 student	 subsidy	 increases	 temporarity	
until	the	economy	improves).		
	
2. WHAT	WOULD	FREE	HIGHER	EDUCATION	COST?	
	
Figure	 5	 presents	 the	 real	 government	 subsidy	 per	 student	 (2010	 base	 year).	
Between	2000	and	2004	the	subsidy	per	student	subsidy	fell	by	almost	25%	in	real	
terms.	However,	since	2005	the	subsidy	recovered	and	remains	relatively	stable	at	
roughly	 R19	 000	 per	 student	 (with	 2010	 as	 base	 year).	 Should	 the	 government	
provide	free	education,	this	subsidy	will	need	to	increase	significantly.			
	
Figure	5	–	Real	government	subsidy	per	student	(2010	base	year)	

	
Source:	DHET	(2016)	and	author’s	own	calculations	
	
To	calculate	the	amount	needed	to	provide	free	higher	education,	Table	1	presents	
the	 total	 income,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 income	 from	 the	 three	 income	 categories	
constituting	total	income.	The	last	row	of	Table	1	shows	what	total	income,	subsidy,	
tuition	 fee	 income	and	private	 income	would	be	 in	2017	 if	 from	2014	subsidy,	 fee	
income	and	private	income	increase	at	their	average	rate	of	nominal	increase	from	
2000-2013,	 i.e.	at	respectively	9%,	14%	and	11%.	The	amount	of	R29.2	billion	 for	
student	fees	in	2017	would	be	almost	as	much	as	the	R29.9	billion	originating	from	
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government	 subsidy.	 This	 indicates	 that	 should	 the	 government	 wish	 to	 render	
higher	education	free	in	2017,	it	would	need	to	double	its	subsidy	to	universities.	Of	
course,	the	government	already	budgets	about	R11.3	billion	for	NSFAS	spending	in	
2017,	 up	 from	 the	 current	 R6.4	 billion,	 which	 means	 that	 it	 would	 still	 need	 an	
additional	R18	billion	to	ensure	free	education.		
	
Table	1	–	Total	income	of	South	African	universities	(R	millions)	

	
Total	Income	 Subsidy	 Student	fees	 Private	income	

2000	 	12	603		 	6	175		 	3	025		 	3	403		
2001	 	13	914		 	6	540		 	3	339		 	4	035		
2002	 	15	357		 	7	064		 	3	993		 	4	300		
2003	 	17	878		 	7	866		 	5	006		 	5	006		
2004	 	18	650		 	8	020		 	5	409		 	5	222		
2005	 	23	207		 	9	515		 	6	730		 	6	962		
2006	 	26	328		 	10	531		 	7	372		 	8	425		
2007	 	29	695		 	11	878		 	8	018		 	9	799		
2008	 	32	429		 	12	972		 	9	080		 	10	377		
2009	 	36	722		 	14	322		 	10	649		 	11	384		
2010	 	40	879		 	16	760		 	12	264		 	12	264		
2011	 	44	435		 	18	663		 	13	775		 	11	997		
2012	 	49	905		 	19	962		 	15	471		 	14	472		
2013	 	52	563		 	20	919		 	17	583		 	14	061		
2017*	 80	448	 	29	949		 	29	219		 	21	280		

*Assuming	that	from	2014	subsidy,	fee	income	and	private	income	increases	at	the	average	rate	of	
nominal	increase	from	2000-2013,	i.e.	at	respectively	9%,	14%	and	11%.	
Source:	DHET	(2016)	and	author’s	own	calculations	
	
3. GOVERNMENT’S	HIGHER	EDUCATION	BUDGET	–	WHAT	ARE	THEY	

PLANNING?	
	
The	 Higher	 Education	 and	 Training	 budget	 vote	 for	 2016/7	 amounts	 to	 R49.1	
billion,	which	is	3.4%	of	total	government	expenditure	and	1.12%	of	GDP.	The	total	
education	budget	 (Basic	+	Higher	Education)	of	government	 for	2016/7	 is	R293.6	
billion,	which	 is	 20.1%	of	 total	 government	 expenditure	 and	 6.69%	of	 GDP.	 Total	
government	expenditure	for	2016/7	is	R1	460.5	billion,	or	33.28%	of	GDP.	Adding	
R30	 billion	 to	 the	 budget	 in	 2017/8	 to	 offset	 all	 class	 fees	will	 raise	 government	
expenditure	by	1.9%,	which	at	a	1%	GDP	growth	rate	and	a	6%	inflation	rate,	also	
means	 a	 0.6%	 increase	 in	 government	 expenditure	 as	 %	 of	 GDP.	 What	 did	 the	
government	promise?		
	
Table	2	presents	a	breakdown	of	past	government	expenditure	on	universities	and	
students,	 and	 what	 it	 budgets	 to	 spend	 in	 the	 current	 three-year	 Medium	 Term	
Expenditure	Framework	(MTEF)	cycle.	
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Table	2	–	Government	subsidy	
	 98/99	 12/13	 13/14	 14/15	 15/16	 16/17	 17/18	 18/19	
University	
allocation	(Mil)	 5	703	 20	924	 22	393	 24	195	 26	286	 27	965	 31	607	 33	535	

%	increase	
(Nom)	 	 	 6.79	 7.74	 8.29	 6.19	 12.24	 5.92	

%	increase	net	
of	infl	 	 	 1.67	 2.36	 3.84	 0.19	 6.24	 -0.08	

NSFAS	
(Thousand)	 343	 5	196	 5	769	 6	139	 6	449	 11	393	 10	143	 10	579	

%	increase	
(Nom)	 	 	 10.47	 6.21	 4.92	 56.91	 -11.62	 4.20	

%	increase	net	
of	infl	 	 	 5.35	 0.83	 0.47	 50.91	 -17.62	 -1.80	

No.	of	univ	
students	
(Thousand)	

562	 938	 953	 984	 1	001	 1	020	 1	035	 1	053	

%	increase	
students	 	 	 1.60	 3.13	 1.74	 1.88	 1.46	 1.72	

Subsidy	per	
student	(Nom)	 10	147	 22	302	 23	488	 24	596	 26	260	 27	416	 30	538	 31	847	

%	increase	
(Nom)	 	 	 5.18	 4.61	 6.54	 4.31	 10.78	 4.20	

%	increase	net	
of	infl	 	 	 -0.69	 0.64	 0.63	 -1.69	 4.78	 -1.80	

Subsidy	per	
student	(Real	–	
2010	Rands)	

19	786	 19	182	 19	050	 19	173	 19	294	 18	971	 19	900	 19	544	

Subsidy	+	
NSFAS	per	
student	(Nom)	

11	079	 27	840	 29	540	 30	837	 32	702	 38	586	 40	338	 41	893	

%	increase	
(Nom)	 	 	 5.93	 4.30	 5.87	 16.54	 4.44	 3.78	

Subsidy	+	
NSFAS	per	
student	(Real)	

20	975	 23	946	 23	959	 24	038	 24	027	 26	699	 26	286	 25	710	

%	increase	net	
of	inflation	 	 	 0.06	 0.33	 -0.04	 10.55	 -1.56	 -2.22	

Inflation	 	 	 5.12	 5.38	 4.45	 6	 6	 6	
Education	
inflation	 	 	 8.43	 8.96	 9.3	 0	 	 	

Light	grey	area:	Actual	spending	1998/99;	White	area:	Actual	spending	2012/13-2015/16;	Dark	grey	
area:	Budgeted.	Source:	National	Treasury	(Estimates	of	National	Expenditure)(various	issues);	
StatsSA	(2016a)	
	
The	first	panel	shows	that	nominal	subsidy	income	to	universities	is	set	to	increase	
from	R26.3	billion	in	the	2015/16	fiscal	year,	to	R33.5	billion	in	the	2018/19	fiscal	
year.5	In	real	terms	the	bulk	of	this	increase	is	budgeted	for	the	2017/18	fiscal	year,	

																																																								
5	In	2017/18	fiscal	year	the	amount	is	R31.6	billion,	which	can	be	compared	with	the	R29.9	billion	for	
the	2017	calendar	year	 in	the	 last	 line	of	Table	1	–	thus	the	government	 is	budgeting	for	a	subsidy	
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with	an	increase	of	6.24%	(assuming	a	6%	inflation	rate).	Note,	though,	that	in	both	
2016/17	and	2018/19	the	government	is	budgeting	for	an	almost	0%	real	change	in	
its	allocation	to	universities.	
	
The	second	panel	of	Table	2	shows	that	the	biggest	change	the	government	plans	is	
in	 its	NSFAS	funding.	 It	budgets	 for	an	almost	51%	real	 increase	 in	2016/17	fiscal	
year.	 However,	 it	 then	 budgets	 for	 a	 17.6%	 and	 1.8%	 decrease	 in	 real	 terms	 for	
2017/18	and	2018/19.6	Even	in	nominal	terms	it	is	planning	a	decrease	in	2017/18	
following	 the	 steep	 nominal	 increase	 in	 2016/17.	 This	 frontloading	 of	 NSFAS	
funding	is	probably	a	direct	result	of	the	#FeesMustFall	campaign	of	2015.	However,	
as	 the	 budgeted	 amounts	 for	 2017/18	 and	 2018/19	 indicates,	 the	 frontloaded	
increase	of	2016/17	is	not	maintained	in	the	subsequent	two	years.	
	
Panel	 3	 of	 Table	 2	 indicates	 that	 the	 real	 subsidy	 per	 student	 is	 set	 to	 remain	
between	R19	000	and	R20	000	(measured	 in	2010	Rands).	Adding	NSFAS	funding	
shows	 that	 the	average	 real	 subsidy	plus	NSFAS	aid	per	 student	 is	 set	 to	 increase	
from	R24	027	in	2015/16	to	R26	299	in	2016/17,	before	falling	again	to	R25	710	in	
2018/19.	
	
4. CAN	THE	GOVERNMENT	AFFORD	FREE	HIGHER	EDUCATION?	
	
As	mentioned	 in	 the	 introduction,	 affordability	 for	 government	 entails	more	 than	
just	 considering	 whether	 or	 not	 it	 can	 secure	 the	 funds	 it	 needs	 to	 spend.	 In	
principle,	 if	 the	 government	 wants	 to	 spend	 more	 on	 something	 (like	 higher	
education),	 it	 can	 almost	 always	 secure	 the	 funds	 by	 either	 increasing	 taxes,	 or	
decreasing	 public	 expenditure	 on	 other	 budgetary	 items	 (it	 can	 also	 borrow,	 but	
that	will	just	postpone	the	higher	taxes	or	lower	expenditure).	Note	also	that	higher	
taxes	 of	 course	 also	 mean	 lower	 expenditure,	 in	 this	 case	 just	 lower	 private	
expenditure,	 as	 either	 households	 or	 firms	 cut	 back	 on	 their	 consumption	 or	
investment.	 Thus,	 to	 increase	 expenditure	 on	 something	 like	 higher	 education	
always	 requires	 a	 cut	 back	 on	 other	 expenditure	 items,	 be	 that	 public	 or	 private	
expenditure.		
	
Cutting	 private	 or	 public	 expenditure	 to	 finance	 free	 higher	 education	 might	 be	
worthwhile	if	the	benefits	foregone	by	not	spending	on	the	other	public	or	private	
expenditure	items	are	considered	of	lesser	importance	than	the	benefit	gained	from	
spending	more	on	higher	education.	Whether	this	is	indeed	the	case	is	a	calculation	
for	 society	 in	 general	 and	 their	 political	 representatives	 in	 particular	 to	 make.	
																																																																																																																																																																					
increase	which	in	2017	is	slightly	higher	than	what	the	subsidy	would	be	if	it	grew	at	its	average	for	
2000-2013.	
6	In	the	budget	the	government	promised:	
• NSFAS	funding	for	university	students	to	grow	by	17.9%,	from	R6.4	billion	in	2015/16	to	R10.6	

billion	in	2018/19,	
• R2.5	billion	for	71	000	unfunded	or	inadequately	funded	students	with	debt	from	2013-2015				
• R2	billion	for	unfunded	or	continuing	students	in	2016	
	



	 11	

However,	 the	 South	 African	 government	 finds	 itself	 currently	 in	 an	 environment	
characterised	 by	 a	 rising	 public	 debt/GDP	 ratio	 (it	 increased	 from	 about	 26%	 in	
2009	 to	 47%	 in	 2015	 (SARB	 2016)).	 Economic	 growth	 is	 also	 quite	 low	 (the	
economic	 growth	 rate	 was	 even	 -1.2	 in	 the	 first	 quarter	 of	 2016),	 which	 puts	
downward	pressure	on	 the	government’s	ability	 to	 raise	 taxes,	 and	hence	upward	
pressure	 on	 the	 budget	 deficit.	 Furthermore,	 two	 of	 the	 three	major	 credit	 rating	
agencies	 placed	 South	 Africa	 on	 watch	 for	 a	 downgrade	 to	 junk	 bond	 status.	 To	
prevent	a	 ratings	downgrade	 the	government	will	have	 to	demonstrate	 that	 it	 can	
reduce	 the	 budget	 deficit,	 which	 will	 entail	 putting	 a	 ceiling	 on	 government	
expenditure.	 It	 is	 in	 this	 environment	 that	 the	 government	 now	 also	 faces	 the	
demands	by	students	for	free	higher	education.	
	
To	 stabilise	 the	 debt/GDP	 ratio	 the	 government	 has	 to	 increase	 taxes	 or	 cut	
expenditure,	 or	both.	The	 room	 to	 increase	 taxes	 is	 very	 limited.	The	government	
derives	roughly	90%	of	its	revenue	from	Value	Added	Tax	(VAT),	as	well	as	Personal	
and	Corporate	Income	Taxes.	VAT	is	regressive,	meaning	that	compared	to	the	rich,	
the	 poor	 pay	 a	 proportionately	 larger	 percentage	 of	 their	 income	 to	 VAT.	 Hence,	
increasing	 VAT	 is	 politically	 difficult	 as	 it	 affects	 the	 poor	 more	 than	 the	 rich.	
Increasing	the	Corporate	Income	Tax	in	a	low	economic	growth	environment	risks	
chasing	away	 investors,	 and	 is	 therefore	bad	 for	economic	growth.	The	 remaining	
large	source	of	 tax	 income	is	Personal	 Income	Tax.	However,	 increasing	 it	without	
increasing	 the	 Corporate	 Income	 Tax	 rate	 runs	 the	 risk	 of	 undermining	 tax	
neutrality7	and	 therefore	 creates	 an	 incentive	 for	 the	 rich	 to	 prefer	 earning	 their	
income	in	non-salary	form	such	as	dividends	or	capital	gains.	As	a	result	the	middle	
class,	who	do	 not	 have	 the	 option	 to	 earn	 their	 income	 in	 a	 non-salary	 form,	will	
carry	the	additional	 tax	burden,	while	the	rich	escape	 it.	Therefore,	 to	 finance	free	
higher	education,	attention	needs	to	shift	to	the	expenditure	side	of	the	budget.	
	
However,	the	need	for	government	to	stabilise	and	reduce	the	public	debt/GDP	ratio	
means	that	should	the	government	want	to	increase	higher	education	expenditure,	it	
will	have	to	do	so	in	a	budget	with	no	room	for	expansion	in	real	terms.	Therefore,	
those	 who	 want	 to	 argue	 for	 free	 higher	 education	 will	 have	 to	 convince	 the	
government	of	their	case	and	to	do	so	they	will	need	to	show	what	expenditure	items	
needs	 to	be	cut,	and	more	 importantly,	why	spending	more	on	higher	education	will	
deliver	 more	 benefits	 than	 the	 benefits	 brought	 by	 the	 expenditure	 items	 that	 they	
propose	to	cut.	The	discussion	above	showed	that	free	higher	education	would	raise	
government	expenditure	by	1.9%.	If	total	government	expenditure	is	not	allowed	to	
increase	with	more	than	 inflation,	 then	government	will	have	to	cut	back	 its	other	
expenditure	 items	 (shown	 in	 Figure	 6)	 by	 1.9%.	 It	 is	 these	 expenditure	 cuts	 that	
require	from	South	Africans	to	consider	the	opportunity	cost	of	ensuring	free	higher	
education.			
	
	
																																																								
7	A	neutral	tax	system	is	one	in	which	the	various	tax	rates	do	not	influence	the	form	in	which	people	
wish	to	earn	their	income.		
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Figure	 6	 –	 The	 composition	 of	 government	 expenditure	 according	 to	 the	
2016/17	budget	

	
Source:	National	Treasury	(2016)	
	
5. WAYS	TO	FINANCE	HIGHER	EDUCATION	
	
The	funds	obtained	by	cutting	other	expenditure	items	can	finance	free	education	in	
the	 short	 run.	 However,	 to	 render	 the	 system	 financially	 sustainable	 and	 thereby	
find	the	funds	to	also	finance	later	cohorts	of	students,	means	that	the	government	
will	 have	 to	 recoup	 the	 cost	 of	 higher	 education	 in	 future,	 either	 through	 higher	
taxes	 or	 the	 repayment	 of	 loans.	 There	 are	 four	 ways	 in	 which	 government	 can	
partially	or	fully	fund	higher	education.	These	are:	
i. A	mixed	 finance	model	 using	 both	 government	 subsidy	 and	 tuition	 fees.	 The	

impact	of	tuition	fees	can	be	softened	by	student	loans	to	the	poor.	This	system	
is	usually	 justified	on	grounds	that	education	has	a	public	good	and	private	
good	component	(cf.	Hull	2015).	Therefore,	in	so	far	as	an	individual	benefits	
privately	 in	 future	by	getting	a	higher	salary,	 that	 individual	should	pay	 for	
that	benefit.	South	Africa	currently	operates	under	such	a	mixed	system	that	
finances	 higher	 education	 through	 mix	 of	 tuition	 fees	 and	 government	
subsidy.	 The	 impact	 of	 tuition	 fees	 on	 poor	 students	 is	 mitigated	 through	
NSFAS	loans.	In	principle	the	NSFAS	system	can	be	expanded	to	include	the	
missing	middle	and	more	of	the	poor.	The	missing	middle	are	those	potential	
students	whose	 parents	 earn	 to	much	 to	 qualify	 for	 a	 NSFAS	 loan,	 but	 too	
little	to	stand	guarantor	for	their	children’s	student	loans.	The	impact	of	loan	
repayments	 can	 be	 softened	 by	 reducing	 the	 amount	 a	 beneficiary	 has	 to	
repay	 if	 the	beneficiary’s	 income	remains	below	a	pre-specified	 thresholds.	
The	government	and	Minister	Nzimande	at	various	times	indicated	that	they	
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prefer	a	system	with	a	government	subsidy	and	tuition	fees,	where	well-to-
do	parents	pay	tuition	 for	 their	own	children,	while	 the	government	assists	
poor	students	and	the	so-called	missing	middle	through	NSFAS	(IOL	2016).	

ii. Free	 at	 the	 time	 a	 student	 studies,	 but	 once	 the	 student	 enters	 the	 labour	
market	 s/he	 starts	 paying	 a	 graduate	 tax.	 The	 government	 can	 soften	 the	
impact	of	the	tax	by	making	it	a	progressive	tax	–	i.e.	a	higher	marginal	rate	
for	the	graduate	tax	applies	at	higher	income	levels.	

iii. A	system	fully	funded	by	taxes.	Essentially	a	universal	bursary	system.	There	is	
no	 graduate	 tax	 and	 no	 repayment	 of	 loans.	Nevertheless,	 because	 of	 their	
higher	 level	of	education,	graduates	expect	 to	earn	a	higher	 income,	and	as	
such	pay	an	amount	of	taxes	that	they	would	not	have	paid	in	the	absence	of	
their	education.	They	might	also	fall	into	higher	income	tax	brackets	because	
of	their	higher	income.		

iv. Combination	of	Options	(1)	and	(2)	or	(3):	 Subsidy	+	 tuition	 fees,	but	 tuition	
fees	 of	 the	 poor	 covered	 by	 bursaries	 (not	 loans)	 –	 could	 also	 consider	 a	
graduate	tax.	Because	the	system	is	not	universal	(i.e.	not	everyone	benefits),	
more	funds	are	available	to	help	the	poor.	

	
Options	 (ii)	 and	 (iii)	 represent	 free	 higher	 education	 at	 the	 time	 of	 study,	 while	
options	(i)	and	(iv)	may	also	represent	free	higher	education	at	the	time	of	study	if	
the	 student’s	 costs	 are	 covered	by	 a	 loan.	Note	 that	 in	 all	 options	 some	degree	of	
payment	by	 the	beneficiary	does	 occur,	 if	 not	 at	 the	 time	of	 study,	 then	 at	 a	 later	
stage	when	payment	occurs	either	through	the	repayment	of	a	loan	or	by	paying	a	
larger	amount	of	taxes.		
	
Should	the	government	opt	for	a	free	education	system	and	implement	either	option	
(ii),	 (iii)	or	(iv)	above,	or	even	an	expanded	subsidy	system	in	option	(i),	 it	should	
also	 consider	 phasing	 it	 in	 over	 a	 number	 of	 years	 so	 as	 to	 lighten	 its	 budgetary	
impact.	 Phasing	 it	 in	 might	 also	 make	 the	 idea	 of	 free	 higher	 education	 more	
palatable	 to	 government,	 and	 is	 in	 tune	with	 the	 constitution	 that	 states	 that	 the	
government	must	make	further	education	“progressively	available	and	accessible”.	It	
will	 also	 help	 government	 given	 that	 it	 currently	 suffers	 from	 low	 tax	 receipts	
resulting	from	a	depressed	economy.	
	
6. THE	IMPORTANCE	OF	TRADE-OFFS	OF	BENEFITS	IN	DECIDING	

WHETHER	OR	NOT	TO	FINANCE	HIGHER	EDUCATION	FULLY	
	
Most	 of	 government’s	 expenditure	 decisions	 are	 subject	 to	 a	 very	 high	 degree	 of	
inertia	 or	 path	 dependency,	 meaning	 that	 past	 expenditure	 patterns	 largely	
determine	current	and	 future	expenditure	patterns.	For	 instance,	year	 in,	year	out	
schools	 need	 to	 be	 staffed	with	 teachers	 and	 supplied	with	 textbooks,	 clinics	 and	
hospitals	need	 to	be	 staffed	with	doctors	 and	nurses	 and	 stocked	with	medicines,	
existing	 roads	 need	 to	 be	 maintained.	 Depending	 on	 demographic	 trends	 new	
schools,	 clinics,	 hospitals	 and	 roads	 are	 built,	 all	 in	 a	 rather	 predictable	 manner.	
Indeed,	 a	 notable	 feature	 of	 the	 composition	 of	 government	 expenditure	 is	 how	
stable	 the	 shares	 of	 education,	 health,	 and	 other	 items	 have	 been,	 not	 just	 across	
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years,	but	also	over	the	past	two	decades.	The	government	largely	sticks	to	the	same	
path	with	regard	to	its	expenditure.	
	
Pressure	 from	 society	 at	 large,	 or	 from	 specific	 interest	 groups,	 often	 agitate	 for	
changes	 in	 the	 composition	 of	 government’s	 expenditure,	 and	 therefore	 for	
deviations	 from	 the	 path	 on	 which	 expenditure	 finds	 itself.	 In	 a	 democracy	 this	
pressure	 is	 usually	 channelled	 through	 parliamentary	 contestation	 and	 legislative	
agendas.	 Part	 of	 the	 democratic	 process	 comprises	 interest	 groups	 agitating	 for	
legislative	or	budgetary	changes.	The	#FeesMustFall	campaign	is	such	a	group.	They	
agitate	 for	 a	 deviation	 from	 the	 historic	 path	 of	 government	 expenditure.	 But	 in	
cases	 where	 the	 government	 considers	 deviations	 from	 these	 patterns,	 such	 as	
when	 it	 considers	 fully	 subsidising	 higher	 education	 students,	 it	needs	 to	consider	
that	 every	Rand	 spent	 on	higher	 education	 is	 a	Rand	not	 spent	 on	 something	 else	 –	
obtaining	 the	 benefits	 from	 spending	more	 on	higher	 education	 implies	 foregoing	
the	benefits	of	spending	on	something	else.	Hence,	 the	government	needs	to	make	
trade-offs	 to	 assess	whether	 or	 not	 to	 deviate	 from	 its	 expenditure	 path,	 and	 if	 it	
makes	those	deviations,	it	needs	to	decide	which	are	the	best	deviations	to	make.	
	
In	deciding	whether	or	not	to	render	higher	education	free	and	how	much	to	spend	
on	 it,	 one	 way	 to	 approach	 it,	 is	 for	 the	 government	 to	 first	 consider	 what	 the	
student’s	expected	return	on	that	spending	is,	and	secondly	to	consider	how	much	
of	 that	 return	 can	 be	 collected	 by	 government	 either	 through	 a	 loan	 repayment	
(option	(i)	above)	or	through	increased	tax	collection	(options	(ii)	and	(iii)).	As	an	
example,	consider	the	case	of	options	(ii)	and	(iii)	and	suppose	that	in	the	absence	of	
a	 higher	 education	 the	 individual	 could	 have	 expected	 to	 earn	 R10	 000	 a	month,	
while	 with	 a	 higher	 education	 she	 can	 expect	 to	 earn	 R15	 000	 a	 month.	 Higher	
education	 has	 a	 positive	 overall	 rate	 of	 return	 if	 the	 present	 value	 the	 additional	
stream	of	 income	exceeds	 the	present	value	of	 the	 total	public	 plus	private	 higher	
education	expenditure.	Now	suppose	that	at	an	average	personal	income	tax	rate	of,	
say,	30%,	 the	government	will	collect	R1	500	 in	additional	 taxes	 that	 it	would	not	
have	 collected	 had	 the	 individual	 not	 obtained	 a	 higher	 education.	 To	 the	
government	 its	 higher	 education	 expenditure	 has	 a	 positive	 rate	 of	 return	 if	 the	
present	value	of	that	stream	of	additional	taxes	that	the	individual	pays	exceeds	the	
present	value	of	what	the	government	spent	on	the	individual’s	higher	education.		
	
Estimates	 of	 the	 overall	 rate	 of	 return	 on	higher	 education	do	 exist,	 and	 in	 South	
Africa	the	rate	of	return	on	higher	education	is	particularly	high	(cf.	Montenegro	and	
Patrinos	2014;	Van	der	Berg	2015).	However,	that	is	the	rate	of	return	for	those	who	
actually	complete	higher	education.	Cloete	(2016:4)	notes	that	only	48%	of	students	
graduate	within	five	years,	while	45%	never	graduate	–	the	higher	education	system	
is	therefore	very	inefficient,	which	reduced	the	overall	rate	of	return	on	the	amount	
that	 the	 government	will	 be	 spending	 on	 higher	 education	 should	 it	 provide	 free	
higher	 education.	 Thus,	 in	 deciding	 whether	 or	 not	 to	 deviate	 from	 its	 current	
expenditure	path	and	expand	the	subsidisation	of	higher	education,	the	government	
must	be	 confident	 that	 it	will	 obtain	 a	positive	 rate	of	return	 and	hence	value-for-
money	for	the	tax	revenue	it	spends.				
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In	 addition	 to	 the	 value-for-money	 argument,	 recall	 that	 affordability	 for	
government	 is	 almost	 always	 relative	 and	 that	 the	 decision	 to	 spend	 more	 on	
something	depends	on	 its	direct	cost	and	the	size	of	 the	various	opportunity	costs	
involved.	 To	 cut	 private	 or	 public	 expenditure	 to	 finance	 higher	 expenditure	 on	
higher	education	might	be	worthwhile	if	the	benefit	foregone	by	not	spending	on	the	
other	 public	 or	 private	 expenditure	 items	 are	 less	 than	 the	 benefit	 gained	 from	
spending	 more	 on	 higher	 education.	 Thus,	 not	 only	 must	 the	 rate	 of	 return	 of	
expenditure	 on	 higher	 education	 be	 positive,	 but	 it	 must	 also	 exceed	 the	 rate	 of	
return	 of	 the	 alternative	 private	 and	 public	 uses	 of	 the	 funds.	 For	 instance,	 the	
opportunity	cost	of	subsidising	higher	education	will	be	too	high	(even	if	it	shows	a	
positive	 rate	 of	 return)	 if	 the	 government	 found	 that	 by	 spending	 its	 revenue	 on	
early	 childhood	 development,	 incomes	 in	 future	 could	 be	 expected	 to	 increase	 by	
more	than	by	spending	the	revenue	on	higher	education.	The	same	argument	can	be	
made	 when	 trading	 off	 higher	 expenditure	 on	 higher	 education	 and	 higher	
expenditure	 on	 physical	 infrastructure	 such	 as	 roads,	 harbours	 and	 airports.	 The	
question	 that	 the	 government	 faces	 is	where	 does	 it	 obtain	 the	 highest	 value-for-
money	for	its	citizens.	
	
Of	course	not	all	benefits	can	be	quantified	and	not	all	benefits	pertain	to	the	future.	
For	instance,	one	trade-off	is	between	spending	more	to	subsidise	higher	education,	
and	spending	more	on	welfare	grants.	Welfare	grants	constitute	the	most	important	
source	of	income	for	those	in	the	bottom	two	income	quintiles,	and	in	Limpopo	and	
the	 Eastern	 Cape	 there	 are	 more	 households	 receiving	 a	 grant	 than	 there	 are	
households	 earning	 a	 salary	 (StatsSA	 2016b).	 The	 social	 benefit	 of	 paying	 these	
grants	 is	hard	 to	quantify	 (and	 includes	better	health	and	nutrition,	but	may	even	
include	improved	social	stability	and	cohesion	in	communities	heavily	dependent	on	
grants).	These	benefits	must	also	be	traded	off	against	the	benefits	of	spending	more	
on	higher	education.	The	calculations	might	be	more	fuzzy,	but	the	outcomes	are	no	
less	real.	
	
7. CONCLUSION	
	
There	are	no	absolute	arguments	in	favour	of	#FeesMustFall.	Therefore,	there	is	no	
straightforward	answer	to	#ShouldFeesFall?	Any	society	has	limited	resources	and	
changing	 how	 a	 society	 allocates	 resources	 requires	 careful	 consideration	 of	 the	
opportunity	 costs	 involved.	 An	 increase	 in	 expenditure	 on	 higher	 education	 will	
require	 such	 a	 reallocation	 of	 society’s	 resources	 (e.g.	 from	 health,	 or	 early	
childhood	education,	or	housing	to	higher	education,	or	 from	private	consumption	
and	investment,	via	taxes,	to	higher	education	expenditure).	Pursuing	the	benefits	of	
free	higher	education	will	thus	imply	foregoing	the	benefits	that	these	other	forms	
of	 expenditure	 promised.	 Pursuing	 the	 benefits	 of	 free	 higher	 education	might	 be	
worth	foregoing	the	benefits	of	these	other	forms	of	expenditure,	but	until	the	trade-
offs	 of	 benefits	 have	 been	 made	 and	 public	 debate	 has	 weighed	 in	 on	 the	
opportunity	 costs	 involved,	 it	 is	 not	 clear	 that	 the	 government	must	 provide	 free	
higher	education.	Only	once	the	opportunity	costs	of	the	various	options	have	been	
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traded	 off	 against	 each	 other,	 can	we	 conclude	whether	 or	 not	 society,	 and	more	
specifically	the	government	should	ensure	free	higher	education.		
	
Although	 the	 student	 voice	 is	 very	 important,	 what	 has	 not	 been	 heard	 are	 the	
voices	of	those	who	will	have	to	forego	benefits	if	higher	education	becomes	free.	It	
is	 time	 for	 us	 to	 hear	 those	 voices	 and	 have	 that	 discussion,	 more	 so	 as	 both	
students	 and	 universities	 currently	 find	 themselves	 in	 financial	 limbo	 –	 no	 one	
knows	 how	 higher	 education	will	 be	 financed,	 even	 in	what	 is	 suppose	 to	 be	 the	
foreseeable	future.		
	
Lastly,	 the	analysis	above	 indicates	 that	because	universities	had	to	make	up	 for	a	
fall	in	the	contribution	of	third-stream	income	to	total	university	income,	the	rate	at	
which	 student	 fees	 increased	 exceeded	 inflation	 since	 2009.	 The	 fall	 in	 the	
proportion	of	 third-stream	income	resulted	 from	the	global	recession	 in	2008	and	
the	 subsequent	 subdued	 economic	 growth	 in	 South	 Africa.	 The	 analysis	 indicates	
that	 unless	 university	 subsidies	 offset	 the	 cyclical	 fall	 in	 third-stream	 income,	 not	
raising	 real	 student	 fees	will	 cause	 universities	 to	 experience	 increasing	 financial	
stress.	Thus,	 instead	of	running	a	relatively	stable	real	per	student	subsidy	as	 it	 is	
currently	 doing,	 the	 government	 could	 make	 the	 subsidy,	 to	 a	 sufficient	 degree,	
counter-cyclical.	 Thus,	 when	 the	 economy	 undergoes	 a	 recession	 and	 university	
third-stream	income	decreases,	the	government’s	real	per	student	subsidy	increases	
temporarity,	until	the	economy	improves.		Once	the	economy	grows	faster	and	third-
stream	income	improves,	the	real	per	student	subsidy	can	decrease	again	(until	the	
next	recession).	Preventing	fees	from	increasing	faster	than	inflation	could	make	for	
happier	students.		
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From: Carla Tsampiras [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 09:50 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Carla Tsampiras Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Carla Tsampiras 

Email c.tsampiras@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0724803888 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:c.tsampiras@gmail.com


From: Carrie Pratt [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 03:28 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Carrie Pratt Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Carrie Pratt 

Email carrie@vuksa.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:carrie@vuksa.com


From: caseyjanec@gmail.com [mailto:caseyjanec@gmail.com]  

Sent: 15 June 2016 01:03 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Fee-free tertiary education 

 

Good day 

I am not an institution and don't believe I will be able to influence all on my own but I DO 

NOT believe that tertiary education should be free. 

All these funds that will need to be found in order to fund all the tertiary students have many 

better uses such as improving the  infrastructure at primary and secondary schools. That 

education is the back bone to getting into tertiary education and that should be addressed 

before tertiary education. 

Get Outlook for Android 

 

https://aka.ms/ghei36


From: Celeste van Graan [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 09:41 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Celeste van Graan Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Celeste van Graan 

Email celestevg.cvg@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:celestevg.cvg@gmail.com


From: Cheryl Narunsky [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 09:03 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Cheryl Narunsky Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Cheryl Narunsky 

Email che@telkomsa.net  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:che@telkomsa.net


From: Chris Jeffery [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 09:48 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Chris Jeffery Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Chris Jeffery 

Email chrisomatix@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We cannot afford free education? We cannot afford to NOT 

have free education. 

 

An educated population can achieve anything. An uneducated 

population can achieve nothing. There is nothing more 

important than providing access to education. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:chrisomatix@gmail.com


From: Chris Pestana [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 06:02 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Chris Pestana Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Chris Pestana 

Email pestanachris@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:pestanachris@gmail.com


From: Clive Honman [mailto:CHonman@rbct.co.za]  

Sent: 17 May 2016 08:01 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Fees Commission 

 

In reviewing the current status of Education in SA, here are some thoughts.  
   

In order to address the FET, Free education and Multiple entry and exit areas then.  

 Students leaving school should have to go to FET colleges, before accessing 

university, the university. In other words FET could provide  

o Cheaper or free education  

o Serve as university entrance screening.  

o University supply shorter degrees as the FET has provided the first year 

syllabus.  

 Advantages  

o This strategy can deal with free education if FET’s are free.  

o Students attending colleges obtain certificate and diploma qualifications, 

those who exit and enter the world of work have qualifications and can 

contribute more meaningfully and quickly. National Productivity given a 

boost.  
o Those who pass at the correct standard, gain access to university. This should 

reduce first year failure rates. Reduce national education costs . Reduced 

costs can be put towards FET education 1
st
 year .  

o Students who come from schools with poor resources get an equal 

opportunity, to learn and improve, so they can cope at the university level 

as they would have had at least 12 months or 24months education on a par 

with all others.  

o Drive the focus on FET’s which the Minister of Education has been driving  

o Allows students to change streams as they see other career opportunities 

without too much cost.  

o Free education could be limited to 1 year.  

   

In order to address the scarcity of resources in schools colleges and universities.  

   
Could we not run a morning and an afternoon shift.  Currently students attend university in 

particular for about 7 months of the year and in some facilities for a few hours a day.  

   

If students attended classes everyday as if they were going to work but did a morning or 

afternoon shift 7h00 to 12h00 and 13h00 to 18h00, with leave only during the December 

holidays and long weekends then we could maximise the resources, teachers, buildings and 

equipment.  

   

   

Just some thoughts.  

  

  

  

Proudly RBCT 

  

  



Clive Honman 

Training and Development Manager 

0833099162 

  

  

  

Proudly RBCT 

  

  

Clive Honman 

Training and Development Manager 

0833099162 

  

'Nothing is easier than fault finding; no talent, no self denial, no brains and no character is 

required to set up in the complaints business.', speculated Robert West 

  

 

 

 



From: Coral Vinsen [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 05:11 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Coral Vinsen Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Coral Vinsen 

Email vinsen@saol.com 

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:vinsen@saol.com


From: Curtis Love [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 03:22 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Curtis Love Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Curtis Love 

Email curtisluv@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0741109575 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:curtisluv@gmail.com
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Concept Note on Financing University Tuition:  

Creating a Self- Sustaining University Tuition Financing Mechanism Using Bonds and 

Public Service  

Daniel D. Bradlow
1
 and Edward Webster

2
 

 

This note describes a plan that will enable universities and the South African government to 

leverage some of their funding for university tuition and to create a self-sustaining means of 

funding university education. The plan will provide university students with low cost loans to 

finance their university tuition, residences, living expenses and books. They will be able to 

pay back the loan either through public service, working for a provincial government in an 

underserved area or for a poorly capacitated municipal government in a small town or city, or 

by paying back the loan after their post-graduation annual incomes exceeds a stipulated 

amount. The plan proposes to raise the funds for these loans through a special purpose entity 

that will be created by and owned by universities and which will issue perpetual bonds to be 

bought by individuals, companies, foundations and donor agencies. The South African 

government will act as a surety for the bonds.  

I. Context 

 

a) There are 800,000 undergraduate students in SA and a total of about 1 million 

students.  

b) There are 26 universities in SA, including 9 universities of technology.  

c) Average cost per student for tuition plus residence plus books and living expenses is 

about R120 000 per year.  

d) This means that total funding required for tuition if undergraduate university 

education were free is R96 billion.  

e) Government currently contributes R25 billion to university budgets, not all of which 

is for tuition. 

f) Total budget for NFAS is about R14,5 billion.  

g) NSFAS provides bursaries to about 400,000 students at universities and FETs. Size of 

annual bursaries ranges from about R2 000—R64 000 per student, with the amount 

dependent on family income. Currently if family income is about R160 000 per year, 

students do not qualify for NSFAS funding but this is expected to increase. Some 

reports indicate it could increase to about R500 000 per year.  

h) NSFAS provides students with a discount on their debt if they achieve certain grades 

during their studies. This can be up to 40% of the debt.  

i) NSFAS expects students to repay the financial aid after graduation with the 

repayment obligation beginning when they earn about R30 000 per annum. The 

interest rate charged by NSFAS varies according to the graduate’s income and ranges 

from 3-8%. 

j) NSFAS, on its website, calls for donations but it is not clear how successful this 

appeal has been. 

                                                           
1
 SARCHI Professor of International Development Law and African Economic Relations, Centre for Human 

Rights, University of Pretoria and Professor Emeritus, American University Email: danny.bradlow@up.ac.za. 
2
 Professor Emeritus in the Society, Work and Development Institute (SWOP), University of the Witwatersrand, 

Visiting Professor, Rhodes University. Email: Edward.Webster@wits.ac.za  
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k) In order to ensure that there was no increase in tuition in 2016, government 

contributed an additional R1,935 billion to universities and the universities are 

expected to contribute R394,7 million (total shortfall is R2,33 billion) 

l) South Africa spends about 0,8% of GDP on universities while the global average is 

2,5%. 

m) Universities received on average 34% of their income from tuition, with a range of 

20-41%.  

 

II. Goals: 

 

a) Leverage available funding so as to maximize amount available for funding students. 

b) Act as a compliment to and not as a substitute for existing sources. This means that 

this proposal will not compete with NSFAS or with bursaries provided by 

universities.  

c) Draw individuals, particularly alumni, companies, foundations and donor agencies 

into providing funding for university education. 

d) Create a financing arrangement that over time will become self-sustaining, which 

means that it should not rely on state or donors to provide regular contributions for a 

long period of time. This suggests that the funding cannot be in the form of a grant. 

Instead it should be a loan on terms that are realistic, which means responsive to a 

recipient’s actual capacity to repay. It also means it should be provided in the form of 

an investment that generates a real financial return.  This should be done in a way that 

promotes nation building, which means that the real return to the investor is not 

purely financial but includes an element of social return.    

e) Funding to students must be enough to enhance their chances of academic success and 

of finding employment after graduation. 

f) Funding model should facilitate graduating students participating in providing public 

services such as teaching, community development, and social services. This public 

service option should be arranged so that it both helps enhance graduating students of 

finding permanent employment and provides a real benefit to provincial governments 

in underserved areas or to poorly capacitated municipal governments in small towns 

or cities.  

 

III. Players 

 

a) Students: 

a. Need funding for studying== tuition+housing+books+living expenses 

b. High failure and drop-out rates high risk of non-payment 

c. Successful students have capacity to repay student loans provided repayment 

schedule is realistic (i.e. takes into account all pressures on recent graduates) 

d. There is a need to offer options for repayment == public service, money 

b) Government (SAG): 

a. has committed to increase available funding 

b. Already provides annual allocation to NSFAS 

c) Provincial and Municipal Government 



3 
 

a. Many municipal governments, particularly smaller towns and cities, and many 

rural districts suffer from a shortage of skilled personnel. As a result, many of 

them need to hire expensive consultants to fill their skills gap  

b. These municipal governments and the provincial governments with under-

staffed rural areas should be willing to pay for the services of recent graduates 

interested in repaying their student funding through public service  

d) NSFAS: 

a. Receives funding from government and provides bursaries 

b. Has high rate of delinquencies  

c. Provides some support services 

d. Basic business model is that government provides funding that NSFAS lends 

to students on relatively favourable terms (i.e. repayments only begin when 

income crosses a threshold and term for repayment and interest rate varies 

according to level of graduated student’s income) 

e) Alumni: 

a. Have capacity and some have interest to contribute to their university 

b. Capacity and willingness to make donations is limited and so sustainable 

financing needs to be in form of an investment 

c. Enlightened self-interest suggests all benefit if more qualifying students can 

go to university 

d. If make investment expect repayment but not necessarily commercial rates of 

return 

f) Corporate Sector: 

a. Have interest in developing skilled people that they can hire 

b. Have interest and capacity to invest in university education 

c. If make investment expect return but this can be a combination of forms== 

financial return, opportunity to hire better trained graduates, reputational 

benefit 

g) Foundations and Donor Agencies 

a. These are a potential source of funding for tuition 

 

IV. Funding Model 

 

a. Create a separate special purpose entity (SPE) that is owned collectively by all 

universities that choose to participate in this funding mechanism. The SPE’s 

only purpose is to provide financing to qualifying students—both graduate and 

undergraduate. 

b. Each participating university buys shares in the special entity (SPE) for which 

it receives the right to appoint a director to the board of the SPE and to 

participate in the allocation of the funding to be used by each participating 

university to fund students.  

c. The functions of the SPE will be limited to issuing bonds to raise funds for 

student loans, allocating these funds to the participating universities based on 

agreement among the universities or by decision of the SPE board, servicing 

the debt of the SPE, and preparing the SPE’s annual report.  The agreement 

among the universities will include guidelines on how each university should 
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divide the awarded amount between faculties and between undergraduate and 

graduate students. These limited functions will enable the SPE to keep its 

staffing requirements and operating costs to a minimum.  

d. The funds raised through the purchase of these shares will be used as partial 

security for the debts raised by the SPE. The interest earned on the funds will 

be used to finance the running of the SPE. 

e. The SPE issues perpetual bonds that are for sale to individuals, particularly 

alumnae, corporate entities, foundations and donor agencies. The sole purpose 

of these bonds is to provide loans to undergraduate and graduate students at 

the participating universities.  

f. All undergraduate and graduate students whose family income is below a 

certain level, determined on the basis of a formula that takes into account 

family income, number of people being supported by the family income, and 

other financial obligations of the family, will be eligible for full or partial 

student loans. A full student loan will be equal to the amount of funds needed 

to cover tuition plus living expenses plus books. All partial loans will be 

designed to ensure that students have sufficient funds to cover tuition plus 

living expenses plus books. 

g. The terms of the bonds are designed to both provide the bondholders with a 

financial return and to ensure that the student recipients are able to obtain 

student loans on realistic terms.  

h. The investors will be provided with an annual report that provides information 

on the progress of the recipients of the loans and on the financial condition of 

the SPE. They will be given an option to donate their bonds back to the SPE 

before they mature but after they have received back their initial investment 

plus a return. Corporate investors will be encouraged to work with the 

universities and the SPE to create internship opportunities that ideally are paid, 

for the loan recipients during university holidays. They will also be offered 

opportunities to meet with the students receiving loans so that they can get to 

know them, thereby enhancing the likelihood of them hiring the students after 

graduation.  

i. The participating universities will be responsible for awarding the student 

loans and for servicing the debt extended to them by the SPE according to the 

agreed terms, which will be related to the repayment terms of the bonds issued 

by the SPE.  The terms of the funding will take into account, at least to some 

extent, the losses that the universities expect to suffer because of the high 

failure and drop-out rate among undergraduates. The universities will be able 

to keep the excess funds that they receive above their repayment obligations to 

the SPE. This means that the universities will have an incentive both to work 

with the student loan awardees to ensure their success at university and obtain 

employment after graduation and so are able to repay the loans after 

graduation.  

j. The SAG agrees to allocate a stipulated portion of its additional funding for 

higher education to serve as collateral to support the bonds issued by the SPE. 

Alternatively the SAG could agree that it would provide the funding to any 

university that is unable to meet its obligations to the SPE in any year.  
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k. Students who receive funding from the SPE agree that they have an obligation 

to repay their debts once they graduate and obtain paid employment and earn a 

salary above a stipulated amount. The repayment can take the form of monthly 

repayments with the amount being equal to a stipulated percentage of their 

monthly income. Alternatively, the graduates can commit to do a period of 

public service. In this case, their employer (i.e. provincial government, 

municipal government, community group) would commit that it would divide 

their salary into 2 portions, one of which is for living expenses (set by SAG on 

basis of cost of living in the area) and the other is a repayment of their loan 

(depending on the salary, the SAG may top this up to ensure that the student is 

able to retire a full year’s bursary payment for each year that they work in 

public service). 

l. The SPE should operate on the assumption that if the first round of funding is 

successful, it will issue new bonds on the same terms in future years. Thus, the 

first round of bonds should be seen as a pilot project. If successful it can be 

scaled up to provide support to more students.  

 

V. Example of how funding model would work 

General Description: 

a. Assume only 15 SA universities choose to participate in the scheme. Each 

participant contributes R5 million to buy shares in an SPE. Thus the SPE has 

initial capital of R75 million. It invests this at 5% interest (below the repo 

rate), earning an annual income of R3.75million. These funds are used to pay 

for the small staff needed to run the SPE, with any excess being set aside to 

service the bonds.   

b. The SPE, based on its initial capital, issues bonds worth R750 million (i.e. 10 

times initial capital) to companies, foundations, donor agencies and 

individuals. To raise this amount: 

i. Individuals contribute R50 million: Each participating university 

agrees to raise on average R3,33 million from its alumni and staff.  

ii. Foundations and donor agencies: contribute R250 million (e.g. 10 

foundations and donor agencies each contribute R25 million) 

iii. Corporations contribute R450 million  

iv. If the amount raised from these sources fall short of the target (R750 

million), the SAG, as part of its promise to provide support to the 

transaction, purchases the remaining bonds. 

c. The bonds are a perpetual bond (i.e. only pay interest and do not have a 

maturity date), paying 11% (i.e. slightly above the current prime rate) interest 

beginning 2 years after date of issue. This means that the SPE will need to 

earn R82.5 million beginning in year 3 after date of issue. The bonds will also 

have an option allowing the holders to retire the bond at 10% of face value in 

year 15 after issue (i.e after bondholders have earned 11% interest for 13 

years, which means they have been earned back their full capital over about 9 

years and have received an additional approximately 4 years of interest 

payment—it should be noted that this calculation is over-simplified but it 
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highlights the key point that bondholders have received a reasonable, albeit 

sub-commercial return, on their investment). 

d. The SAG agrees to provide surety in the event that the SPE is unable to pay 

the full interest owing in any particular year.  

e. Each university receives R50 million from the SPE to be used for loans for 

undergraduate and graduate students. Each university divides the R50 million 

according to an agreed formula between undergraduate and graduate students 

e.g. 80% for undergraduates. Each university also decides for itself how to 

allocate funds among faculties. This means each university will be able to 

award 416 full loans (==R120,000), of which 332 will be for undergraduates 

and 84 for graduate students.   

f. Each university has an obligation to pay the SPE an annual interest rate =12% 

beginning in year 3 after the date of issue. Thus, each university pays the SPE 

R6 million beginning in year 3 (i.e. total payment from universities per year 

=R90 million). This means that the SPE will have R82,5 million each year to 

cover its obligations on the bonds. The additional R7,5 million that the SPE 

receives each year will be allocated to a sinking fund so that in year 15 the 

SPE will have the funds to buy back the bonds from all bondholders who 

choose to exercise their option to retire their bonds. Any excess remaining in 

the sinking fund after bondholders exercise their option will be recycled to the 

universities for additional tuition support in year 16.  

g. The tuition funding is available to all qualifying students, with the 

qualification depending on financial need, determined according to a formula 

that takes into account family income, number of people being supported by 

the family income, and other financial obligations of the family. This means 

that some students will only qualify for partial loans and thus the actual 

number of student beneficiaries may differ from the numbers indicated above.  

h. The students will agree that they have an obligation to pay the bursaries back 

after they graduate. The precise terms of repayment will depend on the choices 

made by students and their incomes. Graduating student can choose between 2 

options for repaying the loan:  

i. Public Service: A graduating student can choose to take a job with a 

provincial government in an underserved area, or to work for a poorly 

capacitated municipal government in a small town or city. The student 

will be hired to work in a capacity related to his/her area of study. This 

means that, in addition to paying off the loan, the public service 

position will offer the graduating student the opportunity to gain work 

experience in his/her area of study. The position will pay 60% of the 

current wage for these positions, with the remaining 40% being 

contributed by the municipal or provincial government employer to 

pay off the loan. In cases where the amount contributed by the 

municipal or provincial government is insufficient to meet the amount 

required to pay off a full year of the student’s loan (i.e. if a full bursary 

= R120 000) plus the interest owing for the year, the SAG will agree to 

contribute the outstanding amount. It is important to note that this 

means that the university receives full repayment from the student of 
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the loan plus interest and on a quicker basis than from students who 

choose the second option.  

ii. Full Repayment: The graduating student agrees that they will make an 

annual payment equal to the sum of R1 200 for each year they received 

a loan provided their annual salary exceeds R150 000. They will 

continue making these payments until they have fully repaid the 

bursary plus a stipulated interest rate e.g. 5%.   

 

Fulfilling Repayment Obligations 

 

i. Underlying assumptions:  

i. A university awards 416 full bursaries (==R120,000), of which 332 

will be for undergraduates and 84 for graduate students with the R50 

million it receives from the SPE.   

ii. Of the 332 undergraduates 100 are doing a 3 year degree, 100 a 4 year 

degree and 132 a 5-6 year degree and all 84 graduate students are 

doing 2 year degrees.  

iii. 50% of students either drop out of their studies or are unable to obtain 

employment that pays more than R150 000 after graduation.  These 

students therefore have no obligation to repay their loans to the 

university until their salaries rise above the stipulated amount.  

iv. Of the remaining 50%: half choose the public service option for 

repayment and half receive employment paying more than R150 00 per 

annum and so begin repaying their debt in the year after graduation. 

v. During the first 2 years after the university receives the funding from 

the SPE it receives no repayments from students and has no repayment 

obligation to the SPE. 

vi. In year 3:  

1. University must pay SPE R6 million.  

2. It receives nothing from undergraduates. 

3. 42 graduate students graduate : 

a. 21 of these choose the public service option and so the 

university receives from them and the government 

R120 000 plus R12 000 (i.e. full year loan plus 5% 

interest on total loan)== R134,000 from each student. 

Total is R2,814 million.  

b. 21 obtain employment paying over R150 000 per 

annum and choose to make payments equal to R2 400 + 

R12 000 (i.e. R1 200 for each year loan received plus 

5% on total loan) == R 14 400 from each student. Total 

is R302 400. 

c. Total payment to university from graduating students 

== R3 116 400.  

d. The shortfall for amount owing by university == 

R2 883 600. 
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vii. In year 4: 

1. University must pay SPE R6 million.  

2. It receives from graduating students:  

a. 50 undergraduates complete their degrees at the end of 

year 3: 

i. 25 of these choose the public service option and 

so from them and the government, the university 

receives R120 000 plus R12 000 (i.e. full year 

loan plus 5% interest on total loan)== R134,000. 

Total is R3,35 million.  

ii. 25 obtain employment and choose to make 

payments equal to R2 400 + R12 000 (i.e. 

R1 200 for each year loan received plus 5% on 

total loan) == R 14 400. Total is R360 000 

b. Total received from undergraduates == R3 710 000 

c. 42 graduate students: 

i. 21 of these continue with the public service 

option and so between them and the 

government, the university receives R120 000 

plus R12 000 (i.e. full year loan plus 5% interest 

on total loan)== R134,000. Total is R2,814 

million.  

ii. 21 continue in employment and choose to make 

payments equal to R2 400 + R12 000 (i.e. 

R1 200 for each year loan received plus 5% on 

total loan) == R 14 400. Total is R302 400 

d. Total payment to university from graduate students == 

R3 116 400.  

e. The total amount received by university == 

R3 710 000+ R3 116 400== R6 826 400 (excess over 

amount owing to SPE is R826 400, which is kept by 

university for additional student funding) 

 

viii. In year 5: 

1. University must pay SPE R6 million.  

2. It receives from the students:  

a. 50 undergraduates complete their degrees at the end of 

year 3 

i. 25 of these choose the public service option and 

so between them and the government, the 

university receives R120 000 plus R12 000 (i.e. 

full year loan plus 5% interest on total loan)== 

R134,000. Total is R3,35 million.  

ii. 25 obtain employment and choose to make 

payments equal to R2 400 + R12 000 (i.e. 



9 
 

R1 200 for each year loan received plus 5% on 

total loan) == R 14 400. Total is R360 000 

b. Total received from these students is R3,71 million 

c. 50 undergraduates completed their degrees at the end of 

year 4 

i. 25 of these choose the public service option and 

so between them and the government, the 

university receives R120 000 plus R12 000 (i.e. 

full year loan plus 5% interest on total loan)== 

R134,000. Total is R3,35 million.  

ii. 25 obtain employment and choose to make 

payments equal to R2 400 + R12 000 (i.e. 

R1 200 for each year loan received plus 5% on 

total loan) == R 14 400. Total is R360 000 

d. Total received from these students is R3,71 million 

e. 42 graduate students: 

i. 21 graduates who chose public service have 

fully paid off their debts.  

ii. 21 obtain employment and choose to make 

payments equal to R2 400 + R12 000 (i.e. 

R1 200 for each year loan received plus 5% on 

total loan) == R 14 400. Total is R302 400 

iii. Thus total payment to university from graduate 

students == R302 400.  

3. Total received by university in year 5 is R3,35 million+ R3,71 

million+ R302 400== R7 420 030 (excess over amount owing 

to SPE is R1 420 030) 

 

 



From: Dassi Edouard [mailto:edouardas@gmail.com]  

Sent: 24 June 2016 09:14 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: About the free-fee enquiry 

 

Hi all. 

I am  

Edouard waffo dassi 

Mcom finance at UJ 

Cameroonian 

Based in randburg, JhB. 

I would like to start off by requesting an extension as got the first notification email 2 days 

ago and i am out of SA for work. Will be back on 3rd July. 

I am very interested in being part of thid project and if no further extension can be granted, 

please find below my one cent contribution. 

Free higher education is possible, but depend on the sources of funding as the sustainability 

of such sources.  If we have to go that road, we need to estimate the annual national budget 

and a dynamic forecast, taking into account the consequent inflow of foreign students, 

dynamic forecast of matric pass rate, and most importantly the absorbing capacity/prospect of 

the economy in term of national labor market. There are potential funding sources, but the 

budget need to be objectively distributed and a thorough sustainability study is required. I am 

willing to think through. 

However, i don't think that this is our best option. First of all such think doesn't exist not even 

in Canada. It won't work even in the most social system in the world. A free education means 

that we loose control over the quality of our programme. If we make it very selective yo 

access then we call again for strike and protests. Unisa is most likely the cheapest in the 

country but we all know how long it takes for a young south African to graduate. If it's free 

people will tend not to value it and the rest of the world too. And beside it means that as a 

government you become  a provider rather than a facilitator. We have started to provide free 

meal and book to pupils, does it work? Free fee will kill the competition/competitivity and so 

the private sector and thus foreign investment.  

We need to determine the optimum (not the minimum/maximum) amount that can be paid for 

each level and academic programme in public institutions and we will determine an upper 

limit for private institutions. The remaing portion of the yearly budget will be divided 

between the government and the identified sources of funding (i am willing to think further 

on this). Where to get money to cover the government portion? Among many esisting 

sources, we need to review the BEE concept. Private and parapublic companies shout not be 

FORCEd to hire SA Citizens, rather they shall pay a certain compulsory annual amount into a 

"BEE fund". It is apparent to me that many companies might be paying high salaries to SA 

citizen in management positions, but might not allow them to be part of what so ever strategic 

decision as they are just there to make up for the BEE rating of the company.  

We can definitely improve the current situation of the educational system and funding,  but 

there's a huge feasibility research work to be done.  



 

Best regards 

  

Edouard W. Dassi 

  

Bsc Honours / MICM / ORSSA 

+27 71 936 2720 
Stupid questions are better than stupid mistakes. You will never know if you don't ask. 

 



From: deneco dube [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 10:05 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: deneco dube Fees Commission submission 

 

Name deneco dube 

Email denecodube@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0717467551 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:denecodube@gmail.com


From: Derek Buchler [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 08:47 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Derek Buchler Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Derek Buchler 

Email bchder001@myuct.ac.za  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:bchder001@myuct.ac.za


From: Desia Colgan [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 09:50 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Desia Colgan Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Desia Colgan 

Email desia.colgan@wits.ac.za 

Cell number (optional) 0829266113 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

I am concerned that once again instead of focussing on 

implementation and follow through in addressing real issues 

on the ground we are being given smoke screens and lip 

service. I would feel appeased if I could see more action and 

less talk.  

 

mailto:desia.colgan@wits.ac.za


Yours sincerely, 

 



From: Dorian Love [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 08:40 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Dorian Love Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Dorian Love 

Email dlove@roedeanschool.co.za 

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

Dorian Love 

 

mailto:dlove@roedeanschool.co.za


From: Doug Blackmur [mailto:djb44@mweb.co.za]  

Sent: 29 June 2016 02:56 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: submission to The Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education and Training (The Fees 
Commission) 

 

 
A SUBMISSION TO THE ENQUIRY INTO THE FUNDING OF SOUTH AFRICAN 

TERTIARY EDUCATION QUALIFICATIONS 

 

DR DOUGLAS BLACKMUR, INDEPENDENT HIGHER 

EDUCATION RESEARCHER 

 

29 JUNE 2016 

 

Introduction 

 

Dear The Honourable Justice Jonathan Arthur Heher 

 

Please accept this submission to The Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education and 

Training (The Fees Commission) which was established in terms of section 84(2)(f) of 

the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996.  

 

 

1. The demand for tertiary education qualifications 

 

1.1 Most students attend university to obtain qualifications that will allow them to earn 

a greater lifetime income than had they not attended.  

 

1.2 In deciding what university course to study, students presumably consider whether 

their likely future earnings justify the costs of their course. Generally the net economic 

benefits to graduates are relatively high. 

 

2. Loans should be used to fund university attendance costs 

 

2.1 University attendance is clearly an investment.   

 

2.2 Such an investment is thus appropriately financed by student loans which can be 

repaid out of the extra income earned by graduates. 

 

2.3 All people eligible to attend university should have access to loans that will meet all 

of the costs. Apart from fees, these include living expenses, transport, clothing, books 

and so on. 

  

2.4 Many students can’t afford to pay all the fees and other costs up-front because, 

under current arrangements, many cannot borrow the full costs of their courses. 

 

2.5 Loans may be offered by financial institutions, but, given  the risks associated with 

educational loans, the state will need to be a major player through funding a reformed 

National Student Financial Aid Scheme.  

 



2.6 It is also essential that the South African Revenue Service is given the statutory 

responsibility for managing the student loan repayment system.  

 

2.7 A properly enforced repayment system will, amongst other things, encourage 

potential students to think and research carefully about the value of their proposed 

courses of study. 

 

3. Reduction of tertiary education costs is essential 

 

3.1 The levels of costs, student demand and fees are interrelated. 

 

3.2 There must be a national enquiry into the costs of tertiary education to establish if 

they can be significantly reduced so that fees can fall.  

 

3.3 Is the traditional “bricks and mortar” system the cheapest means of providing many 

tertiary education programmes? Providing, for example, electrical engineering 

qualifications might require relatively expensive on-site laboratories; providing courses 

in post-modern discourse studies does not.  

 

3.4 Why, furthermore, should each SA university offer subjects in, say, economics when 

relatively cheap access can be had to world class economics courses offered by Yale, or 

Princeton or UCT? The costs of such duplication aren’t trivial and put pressure on fee 

levels.  

 

3.5 The Government should  amend the Higher Education and Training Act to create 

rules that will allow students to design their own degrees based, for example,  on 

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCS) from prestigious universities.  

 

3.6 Study and assessment for such degrees can be conducted on-line from home.  

 

3.7 The relative costs of such an approach would be small compared with existing 

arrangements. It would add an extra dimension of badly needed competition to South 

African tertiary education.  

 

3.8 Hopefully the Council on Higher Education and the South African Qualifications 

Authority are capable of the imaginative thinking needed to design and implement such 

policy innovation. 

 

4. Conclusion: “free” taxpayer-funded tertiary education is not an option 

 

4.1 Some call for taxpayers to increase their subsidies to tertiary education, even to the 

point of funding “free” education for students. 

 

4.4 This is completely inappropriate because tertiary education is a private investment, 

and a loan scheme that covers all costs  is fair to all concerned, especially disadvantaged 

students. 

 

4.5 Others call for increases in business taxes to be used to fund universities which 

taxation, however, raises the prices that all have to pay for goods and services, 

especially the poor. 



 

4.6  Taxpayer funds must not be diverted to funding the acquisition of tertiary 

qualifications. An important reason is that there are far more pressing social justice 

uses of taxpayer funds such as spending on improved social grants and the public health 

system.  

 

 

 

Dr Doug Blackmur 

Independent Higher 

Education Researcher 

33 Richmond Road 

West Beach 7441 

South Africa 

 

djb44@mweb.co.za 

082 393 6799 

021 554 1608 
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From: Dr. Geneva Smitherman [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 11:04 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Dr. Geneva Smitherman Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Dr. Geneva Smitherman 

Email smither4@msu.edu 

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:smither4@msu.edu


  
From: Kenneth Creamer [mailto:Kenneth.Creamer@wits.ac.za]  
Sent: 17 May 2016 07:33 AM 

To: FeesHET 

Subject: Submission to Commission of Enquiry into Higher Education and Training 
  
To whom it may concern at the Commission of Enquiry into Higher Education and Training 

 
Please herewith find a short note on student funding for consideration by the Commission of Inquiry 

into Higher Education and Training 

 
I came across a very interesting article a few months ago on student financing in the UK.  The Task 

Team can find the article at this link:  
https://theconversation.com/university-fees-how-to-structure-a-system-that-benefits-poor-students-

49675 

 
The most important point in this article I think is that in the UK system, students only pay back (via 

their taxes) when they are earning income over a certain threshold.   

As the article states: "Loans like mortgages or bank overdrafts have fixed monthly repayments. If a 

person’s earnings fall, or disappear, he or she cannot afford to make repayments, leading to default, 
and possible bankruptcy and loss of home. This is clearly a terrible way to organise student loans 

because most people from poor backgrounds (and many from middle-income backgrounds) would not 

be prepared to take the risk. In an income-contingent system, monthly repayments are not a fixed 
amount, but a fraction of a person’s earnings. As an example, repayments in the UK system are 9% 

of earnings above GBP21,000 per year."   
  
I have a strong feeling that Wits should support the possibility of putting into place a system of 

income-contingent repayments for students in SA.  This would reduce risk for students and ease 
potential for hardships for students who get into debt.  It would mean that students who don't 

immediately find employment would not be burdened with debt.   
 

I think it would be best if SARS implement a system of taxing those students who need to repay their 
students loans once they are earnings more that a certain amount (e.g. similar to the UK - they could 

pay back 9% on all that they earn over R300 000 a year).  Such a system - linked to SARS - would 

have the additional advantage of ensuring compliance in the repayment of loans by those who can 
afford such repayments.   

 
A potential risk to the system would be that many graduates do not find gainful employment - but 

data shows that while there is some evidence of a problem of graduate unemployment, graduates are 

more likely than those without tertiary education to find employment, so the solvency if such an 
income-contingent repayment system should be relatively secure. 

 
I hope that the task Team will take my submission into consideration as it develops a Wits submission 

into the wider process. 
 

Please confirm receipt of this input. 

 
Yours faithfully 

 
Dr Kenneth Creamer 

Economist, School of Economic and Business Sciences 
 

redir.aspx?REF=kFOiT5-E-J4TDbLbwMFywhqSPPkhUM5wHkrey2KvFWXt1zB4zn7TCAFodHRwczovL2VtYWlsLndpdHMuYWMuemEvb3dhL3JlZGlyLmFzcHg_..
redir.aspx?REF=kFOiT5-E-J4TDbLbwMFywhqSPPkhUM5wHkrey2KvFWXt1zB4zn7TCAFodHRwczovL2VtYWlsLndpdHMuYWMuemEvb3dhL3JlZGlyLmFzcHg_..


From: Emma Hosking [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 06:28 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Emma Hosking Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Emma Hosking 

Email emdemh@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:emdemh@gmail.com


From: Emma Straeuli [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 07:44 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Emma Straeuli Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Emma Straeuli 

Email sachri@telkomsa.net  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:sachri@telkomsa.net


From: 2016 Budget Submission [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 30 May 2016 10:14 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: [%Add your message to Finance Minister Gordhan(17128246)%] 2016 Budget Submission 

 

Name Estelle Prinsloo 

Email estelle.prinsloo950@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0726219970 

Add your own message to 

the Fee Free Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Free Commission because experts have 

already had this discussion and made recommendations for 

free higher education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for 

eight months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:estelle.prinsloo950@gmail.com


From: Eva Tembu [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 08:32 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Eva Tembu Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Eva Tembu 

Email lesegotembu@ymail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0742380376 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma,with due respect to this team I 

would like to let you knw that you are holding on to our future 

by not scrapping the fees of high institutions. 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:lesegotembu@ymail.com


Name: Evidance Maabale Maphoru 
Contact: 076 963 0628/ 081 529 6688 
Email: mpuleeng@gmail.com 
 
Good Day, 
 
Hope you are well, I am not certain of the requirements for me to outline my views in terms 
indicating my willingness to present an oral submission to the commission if required, but I 
am willing. 
 
My name is Evidance Maphoru and I am currently studying for my honours degree with the 
University of Johannesburg. I come from a township in the East rand called Ivory Park. I am 
the first in my family to have gone to University and graduate. I am academically driven and 
find joy, peace and purpose in studying, but my pain point in the love I have for education is 
the fees. Looking at my peers from the township who went to find employment straight after 
matric versus me who went to university to study I am starting to question if studying was 
really a good idea.  I am in so much debt as a result of study loans, I managed to get an 
internship but with the debts I have I am the one who is always broke. Even when I balance 
my finances the cost of my education is the biggest pain. All of my qualifications were 
acquired by means of study loans. 
 
I am in support of finding ways to make free education for all possible. Study loans are 
helpful temporarily and are a pain in the long run. In my opinion, it would be advisable and 
sensible if study loans did not accumulate any interest.  
 
Regards 
Evidance 

mailto:mpuleeng@gmail.com


From: Fanie Jansen van Rensburg [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 01 June 2016 09:57 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Fanie Jansen van Rensburg Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Fanie Jansen van Rensburg 

Email fvanrensburg@soetdoring.co.za  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:fvanrensburg@soetdoring.co.za


From: Fiks Mahola [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 02 June 2016 05:05 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Fiks Mahola Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Fiks Mahola 

Email fiks.mahola@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0812548740 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:fiks.mahola@gmail.com


From: fiona semple [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 09:31 AM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: fiona semple Fees Commission submission 

 

Name fiona semple 

Email f_semple@yahoo.com  

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while students struggle to get an 

education. If Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-

fee Varsity Report in 2012, and implemented it's 

recommendations, millions wouldn't have been denied an 

education or forced into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after people campaigned for no fee 

increases, the release of the report and action, did you, elected 

leaders, decide to act. This is most unfortunate and indicates 

the degree of disrespect for those of the younger generation 

who want an education. 

 

Many in the Fees Must Fall movement have rejected the Fee 

Commission because experts have already had this discussion 

and made recommendations for free higher education back in 

2012. We can't afford to wait for eight months for you to act. 

Many students are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online. 

Why make this so difficult to do??? 

 

The future is in the hands of the youth. Please help make it the 

best future possible for all, not the few. 

 

mailto:f_semple@yahoo.com


Yours sincerely, 

 

Fiona Semple 

 







|   187Reconciling  efficiency, access, fairness and equality

Reconciling Efficiency, 
Access, Fairness and 
Equality: The case for 
income-contingent student 
loans with universal 
eligibility
George Hull
Department of Philosophy
University of Cape Town

The harmful legacy of colonial and apartheid social engineering means 
South Africa’s tertiary-education sector faces a number of distinctive 
challenges, and deep-rooted disagreement persists about how best to 
manage university curricula and research in a democratic South Africa.1  

When, though, our focus is on the specific issue of how university tuition 
is to be funded, the challenges faced by South Africa have many points of 
similarity with those faced by its African neighbours, other middle-income 
countries, and indeed most of the industrialised world.

South Africa needs to continue to expand its higher education sector so 
as to attain an informed civil society and the skilled workforce which will 
enable it to compete in a knowledge-driven global economy; but it must 
also break down barriers to access in order ultimately to realise equality of 
opportunity for all its citizens. The South African Government should aim 

1 For particularly helpful discussions of these issues, see T. Reddy (2004) ‘Higher education and social transformation: 
South Africa case study’ (report); A. Bawa (2012) ‘South African higher education: At the center of a cauldron of national 
imaginations’ in Social Research: An International Quarterly, 79(3), pp. 669-694; P. Tabensky & S. Matthews (2015) Being at 
home: Race, institutional culture and transformation at South African higher education institutions.
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to achieve its higher-education goals cost-effectively, at a time when there 
are compelling demands for increased spending in other sectors (e.g. health, 
basic education); but it must also ensure the costs of university tuition are 
spread fairly, preventing a middle-class capture of state funds. Finally, South 
African higher-education funding policy must be shaped in ways that foster 
cohesive egalitarian relations among its citizenry, and avoid entrenching 
stigma, social divisions and hierarchical relations of domination.

This paper identifies four principal values which a funding model for higher 
education should aim to realise, and by which it should be constrained: Efficiency, 
Access, Fairness and Equality.2 Though potentially these values conflict, the aim 
in South Africa – as in other countries – must be to select a funding model which 
reconciles all four values as far as possible. It is fruitful to separate out these four 
values analytically, as this enables us to compare different potential funding 
models along four separate dimensions. A funding model which is superior 
to others along one or some of these dimensions is not necessarily the best 
funding model overall. In its deliberation about which higher education funding 
model reconciles the four guiding values most satisfactorily, South Africa can 
draw on the experiences of other countries, avoiding common mistakes and 
incorporating successful features. Clarity about the different values which 
inform a choice of higher education funding model enables policy-makers not 
only to choose the right policy, but also to communicate the justification for 
that policy effectively – something which will be crucial in the Government’s 
on-going dialogue with the articulate, and sporadically well-organised, interest 
group constituted by South Africa’s students.

Sections 1 to 3 of the paper argue that a funding model combining public 
subsidy and fees, accompanied by income-contingent student loans, is the 
model which best enables Efficiency, Access and Fairness to be realised 
together. Section 4 presents reasons of Equality, Access and Efficiency for 
extending eligibility for substantial student loans to all South African first-time 
undergraduate students. Section 5 then outlines six concrete measures which 
will enable the proposed higher-education funding reform to be introduced 
affordably in South Africa.

2 I capitalise these terms since I am attaching a specific, well-defined meaning to each, rather than using them in a colloquial 
way. I introduce these well-defined meanings in the course of the text.
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1. Efficiency
It is uncontroversial that a higher-education funding model should avoid 

waste, and instead should foster Efficiency. There are at least three types of 
Efficiency a funding model should embody.

1.1 Allocative Efficiency
There is, in the first place, a relatively narrow, clear-cut type of allocative 

Efficiency which society needs its higher-education sector to achieve in a cost-
effective way. Students entering higher education have preferences for various 
courses and degree programmes. An individual student’s preferences can be 
assumed to be a function of their areas of interest and curiosity, their estimation 
of their own skills and determination, and their aspirations in life (e.g. career path, 
public service). At the output end, there is demand from employers for graduates 
with various qualifications. This demand can be assumed to be a function of 
broader demand in the economy and the needs of public administration. Other 
things equal, it is desirable that the higher education sector satisfy both student 
preferences and labour-market demand as far as possible.

As student numbers grow, and both the labour market and degree and 
course offerings become more differentiated, this allocative goal becomes 
too complex for central planning. Assuming a minimum level of informedness 
among students, both about their own preferences and skills and about the 
labour market, it becomes helpful for universities competing for students 
to set fees autonomously (possibly within set limits).3  Price then operates 
as a market mechanism, signalling cost and quality, and matching supply to 
demand better than a central planner ever could.4  Competition between 
universities for students will encourage institutions to use resources ever 
more cost-effectively to meet demand.5 

This is the Efficiency argument for making universities fee-charging 
institutions which compete with one another for fee-paying students. In 

3 For some considerations in favour of a cap on university fees, see: N. Barr (2009) ‘Financing higher education: Lessons from 
economic theory and reform in England’ in Higher Education in Europe, 34(2), pp. 204-205.

4 N. Barr (1998) ‘Higher education in Australia and Britain: What lessons?’ in Australian Economic Review, 31(2), pp. 180-182; 
P. Pillay (2008) ‘Higher education funding frameworks in SADC’ in Towards a common future: Higher education in the SADC 
region, p. 191. 

5 Barr (2009) ‘Financing higher education: Lessons from economic theory and reform in England’ in Higher Education in 
Europe, 34(2), p. 202.
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contrast to many other African countries, South African universities have an 
established history of charging fees,6  and there exists a healthy range in the 
fees charged by different institutions and for different degree programmes.7  
From the point of view of allocative Efficiency, this is a virtue of the current 
South African funding model.

1.2 Intra-sectoral Efficiency
But the higher-education sector needs to achieve a broader set of goals 

than only the narrow, clear-cut goals which a price mechanism is particularly 
helpful in realising. Here we can usefully distinguish between the public 
goods and the private goods which the higher education sector should aim to 
achieve in a cost-effective manner:

1.2.1 Public goods
• Services delivered by well-trained professionals (e.g. doctors, civil 

servants);
• Technological innovations by excellent graduates (e.g. smartphones, 

computers), which can improve everybody’s lives;
• Critical reasoning skills cultivated by humanities subjects (e.g. 

economics, African studies), which enhance civil society’s ability to 
hold government to account;

• Works of intrinsic cultural value created by excellent graduates, 
which can be appreciated by others and can form the basis of a 
national identity, fostering social cohesion;8  and 

• A socially responsive governing and managerial class.9

It would be unrealistic to expect a market in higher education to achieve 
this broad set of goals in a balanced way of its own accord. So there is good 
reason for government to intervene with subsidies, regulation and earmarked 
funds, to ensure that the higher education sector is achieving this broad set of 
goals in a cost-effective manner.

6 G. Wangenge-Ouma (2012) ‘Tuition fees and the challenge of making higher education a popular commodity in South 
Africa’ in Higher Education: The International Journal of Higher Education Research, 64(6), p. 832.

7 N. Dirk (2015) ‘Activists forcibly removed as protest spreads to CPUT campus’ in Cape Times, 21 October.
8 A. Bawa (2000) ‘A social contract between the public higher education sector and the people of South Africa’ (research 

paper).
9 A. Cudd (2015) ‘What is equality in higher education?’ in G. Hull (ed.) The equal society: Essays on equality in theory and 

practice, p. 272.
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1.2.2 Private goods
• Intrinsic interest and value;10  and 
• Competitive advantage over non-graduates in seeking highly skilled 

and paid work.
It is much harder to quantify the public goods generated by higher 

education than the private financial benefit to graduates of earning a 
substantially higher salary than they would have done without a degree. 
This can lead to governments underestimating how important investment in 
higher education is for national development.11

1.3 Inter-sectoral Efficiency
There is a further type of Efficiency which must constrain higher-education 

funding due to the fact that, “in a situation of serious resource constraints, 
there is often keen inter-sectoral competition for financial resources from 
health, housing, social welfare and other government functions”.12

The higher-education sector must compete with other sectors (e.g. basic 
education, national security) for public funds. Sometimes a given value could 
be achieved more cost-effectively through allocation of funds to a sector other 
than higher education (e.g. basic education) than through allocating funds to 
higher education. In other cases there will be a different type of value, which 
higher education is incapable of or inept at realising, which justifies diverting 
funds away from the higher education sector to a sector which is capable of 
realising it (e.g. national security).

Inter-sectoral Efficiency is achieved if the values realised through spending 
on higher education could not be realised more cost-effectively through 
spending on other sectors, and do not crowd out more important values that 
could have been realised through spending on other sectors.

10 G. Brown (2010) Why the right is wrong: The progressive case for Britain’s future, p. 60.
11 Pillay (2008) ‘Higher education funding frameworks in SADC’ in Towards a common future, p. 139.
12 Ibid., p. 137.
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2. Access
There is a broad consensus that it is unacceptable for individuals to be 

effectively barred from pursuing higher education, or realising their career 
aspirations, due to their gender, racial group or socio-economic background. 
In other words, there is broad agreement that a quite demanding form of 
equality of opportunity ought to guide policy-making in South Africa. Most 
relevantly for us here, society-members should have equal opportunities to 
receive both a university education and to secure employment.

It is useful to distinguish between formal and substantial equality of 
opportunity.13

2.1 Formal Equality of opportunity
Formal equality of opportunity is the principle that there must be no 

legal or conventional barriers preventing the most qualified applicant for a 
university place or job from taking it up.

This principle forms the basis for anti-discrimination legislation in South 
Africa as elsewhere.14

2.2 Substantial Equality of opportunity
Substantial equality of opportunity is far more demanding than formal 

equality of opportunity. It is the principle that there must be no social barriers 
preventing individuals from becoming equally qualified for a university place 
or job for which they have equal natural aptitude.

An individual’s socio-economic background can prove a barrier to the 
realisation of their aspirations just as surely as discriminatory laws and 
conventions can. But whether one is born into a rich family or a poor family is 
just as “arbitrary from a moral point of view” as what caste or bloodline one 

13 For more detail, see G. Hull (2014) ‘Affirmative action’ in J. Winfield, G. Hull & G. Fried, Business ethics & other paradoxes, 
pp. 200-201.

14 The formal equality of opportunity principle can be overridden by the need for affirmative action programmes in countries, 
such as South Africa, with a history of racist discrimination and exclusion. Such programmes can be justified on intra-
sectoral Efficiency grounds, if they can be expected to make society more just in the future (R. Dworkin (1976) ‘DeFunis 
v. Sweatt’ in M. Cohen, T. Nagel & T. Scanlon (eds.) Equality and preferential treatment, pp. 63-83). They may also be 
justifiable on Equality grounds (see section 4; and see T. Hill (1991) ‘The message of affirmative action’ in Social Philosophy 
and Policy, 8(2), pp. 108-129) or because they provide redress for past wrongs (G. Hull (2015) ‘Affirmative action and the 
choice of amends’ in Philosophia, 43(1), pp. 113-134).
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happens to be born into.15  None of these morally irrelevant factors should 
be allowed to determine whether somebody realises their educational and 
career aspirations or not. This is the philosophical rationale for embracing not 
just formal but also substantial equality of opportunity.16

I use the term ‘Access’ to refer to the requirement that, other things equal, 
both formal and substantial equality of opportunity should be realised as 
far as possible. It is important to be aware of a potential ambiguity here, 
though. Sometimes the word ‘access’ is used to mean simply the number of 
undergraduate places in the higher education system. Used in this different 
sense, widening access to higher education is not necessarily the same thing 
as increasing equality of opportunity. It would be possible to increase the 
number of undergraduate places at universities while reducing equality of 
opportunity in how they were assigned; and, conversely, it would be possible 
to equalise opportunities to study at university while shrinking the size of the 
student cohort year on year.

The greatest impediment to Access is the variable level of basic and 
secondary education received by different groups in society.17  There is thus 
a powerful inter-sectoral Efficiency argument against diverting public funds 
away from basic and secondary education to fund higher education. Indeed, 
if Access was all that mattered, it would make sense to reduce the funding of 
higher education and instead dedicate resources to ensuring an equally high-
quality school education for all South Africans. But doing this would be likely 
to reduce the extent to which the public and private goods outlined above 
in 1.2 were realised, in which case there would be inter-sectoral Efficiency 
reasons for not pursuing this strategy.

3. Fairness
For the value of Access – as discussed above in Section 2 – what matters is 

what determines whether a given individual will receive a university education. 

15 J. Rawls (1999) A theory of justice, p. 63.
16 Versions of this argument are set out in B. Williams (1973) ‘The idea of equality’ in B. Williams, Problems of the self: 

Philosophical papers 1956-1972 and Rawls (1999) A theory of justice, section 12.
17 N. Barr (2012) ‘The Higher Education White Paper: The good, the bad, the unspeakable – and the next White Paper’ in Social 

Policy & Administration, 46(5), pp. 487-488; P. Pillay (2010) ‘Good practices, possible lessons and remaining challenges’ in 
P. Pillay (ed.) Higher education financing in east and southern Africa, p. 224.
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For the value of Fairness, by contrast, what matters is how the benefits and 
costs of higher education are allocated among members of society. The 
term ‘equity’ is often used to cover both values. This is understandable since 
philosophically they are both grounded in an acknowledgement of the equal 
moral worth of all society-members. Nonetheless, the two values are distinct, 
and realisation of one of them does not entail realisation of the other.

The on-going life of a society is a co-operative enterprise, in which all its 
members participate to some degree, and from which all its members benefit 
in ways they could not have done in isolation. There is, consequently, a strong 
presumption in favour of an equal distribution of the benefits of social co-
operation, and against an allocation which entails benefits to one societal 
group being paid for by a different societal group which does not receive 
equivalent benefits.

The presumption in favour of distributive equality is not inviolable, 
however. If (a) some individuals have sacrificed more and worked harder 
than others, or if (b) an equal share of the social product does not translate 
into as much well-being for some individuals as it does for others, then it is 
fair that those individuals receive a larger share of the social product than 
others.18  In addition, if (c) an improvement in the condition of the least well-
off members of society is impossible without a material incentive to the most 
enterprising in society, then the resulting inequality would arguably not be 
unfair.19  Considerations of type (c), among other factors, will be relevant to 
the complex issue of how large the publicly subsidised higher education 
sector should be. Considerations of type (b) mean that students with special 
needs (e.g. disabled students) should not have to pay extra for university 
facilities which meet those needs (e.g. wheelchair ramps). I assume here that 
considerations of type (a) do not justify significant departures from distributive 
equality within a higher-education funding model, but rather explain – in 
conjunction with considerations of type (c) – why it is not necessarily unfair 
that some graduates in employment earn significantly more than others.

University tuition can be fully publicly funded, or it can be fully funded by 

18 For more detail, see W. Kymlicka (2002) Contemporary political philosophy: An introduction, pp. 73-74; A. Sen (1999) 
Development as freedom, pp. 72-74; G. Hull (2015) ‘From well-faring to well-being: Prospects for a metric of liberal 
egalitarian justice’ in Hull (ed.) The equal society, pp. 153-154.

19 For a statement of this position and argumentative support for it, see Rawls (1999) A theory of justice, section 13.
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student fees, or it can be funded by a mixture of the two.20  If higher education 
generated only public goods, then all society-members could be expected to 
benefit equally from it, and it would consequently be fair for higher education 
to be fully publicly funded. But, as was discussed above in 1.2, in fact university 
education generates a mixture of public goods and substantial private goods. 
If everybody attended university, so that the substantial private goods of 
higher education accrued to everyone, then – again – all society-members 
could be expected to benefit equally from it, and it would be fair for higher 
education to be fully publicly funded.

But it is only a minority of society-members who receive a university 
education. Fairness therefore tells us it would be wrong for university tuition 
to be fully publicly funded, as this would amount to intrinsic benefits and 
a considerable competitive advantage in the employment market for one 
group in society (those who complete a university degree) being funded by 
another group (those who don’t complete a university degree) which does 
not receive equivalent benefits.

This is true despite the fact that university graduates generally pay more 
tax over their lifetime than non-graduates. This can be seen most clearly by 
comparing a graduate and a non-graduate with the same lifetime earnings, 
who as a result pay the same amount of tax over their lifetimes – say R1 000 
000. If the cost of the private benefits of the graduate’s university tuition was 
R200 000, and this was paid for from the public purse, then over their lifetime 
the graduate contributes R800 000 to public services (e.g. infrastructure, 
healthcare) via taxation, once they have repaid the cost of the private 
benefits to them of higher education. This is 20% less than the R1 000 000 
contributed by the non-graduate with identical lifetime earnings, which is 
“horizontally inequitable”.21 However much tax they pay, graduates contribute 

20 Some South African universities have succeeded in attracting voluntary funding from corporations to cover a proportion 
of tuition costs (G. Wangenge-Ouma & N. Cloete (2008) ‘Financing higher education in South Africa: Public funding, 
non-governmental revenue and tuition fees’ in South African Journal of Higher Education, 22(4), p. 912), and the idea of 
increased taxation of the corporate sector to fund higher education is often floated (B. Wolhuter & S. Mlambo (2015) ‘Tax to 
help poor students mooted’ in Cape Argus, 19 October). Taxation of corporate income raises complex theoretical issues (R. 
Reich (2009) Supercapitalism: The battle for democracy in an age of big business, pp. 216-218). Voluntary funding from non-
governmental sources (apart from student fees) tends ‘to fluctuate, at times significantly, from year to year’. This ‘revenue 
volatility’ (Wangenge-Ouma & Cloete (2008) ‘Financing higher education in South Africa: Public funding, non-governmental 
revenue and tuition fees’ in South African Journal of Higher Education, 22(4), p. 913) means it would be unwise for a higher-
education funding model to depend on voluntary corporate contributions. So in the text I concentrate on student fees and 
government subsidies as the principal sources of funding for higher education.

21 N. Barr (2004) ‘Higher education funding’ in Oxford Review of Economic Policy, 20(2), p. 267.
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proportionally less in taxation to public services than non-graduates when 
university tuition is fully publicly funded. Fairness tells us this is unacceptable.

On the other hand, there is no Fairness objection to the public goods 
produced by higher education being publicly financed, since these benefit 
all of society. Thus from a Fairness perspective, a mixed model of higher-
education funding is desirable. To the extent that higher education generates 
private benefits, the recipients of those benefits should pay for it. To the 
extent that higher education generates public goods, it should be paid for 
from the public purse. The public funding of higher education can come partly 
in the form of incentives and earmarked subsidies designed to promote the 
balanced pursuit of the broad set of goals outlined above in 1.2.

As noted above in 1.2, it is difficult to quantify the external benefits generated 
by university education. Though it is very important for government not to 
discount these less tangible public goods generated by higher education, we 
can justifiably conclude that since its private benefits are both very substantial 
and more certain than its public benefits, higher education should be financed 
somewhat more from student contributions than from public money.

In South Africa, the split between public funding and fees varies from 
institution to institution.22 In the sector as a whole, the proportion of university 
income from Government subsidy has steadily declined in recent years;23  

however, it remains larger than the proportion of income from student fees.24  

The argument of this section indicates that it would be fair for student fees to 
rise until they contribute somewhat more than Government subsidies to the 
costs of university tuition.

If Fairness was all that mattered, students could be required to pay these 
higher fees before or during their programme of undergraduate study. 
However, many qualified students would not be able to access the necessary 
funds at that time – from their family or other sources. This would make socio-
economic background a determinant of who was able to study at university: 
a clear violation of Access. On top of that, upfront fees to be paid before or 
during study would undermine intra-sectoral Efficiency, since society would 

22 Wangenge-Ouma & Cloete (2008) ‘Financing higher education in South Africa: Public funding, non-governmental 
revenue and tuition fees’ in South African Journal of Higher Education, 22(4), p. 911.

23 Wangenge-Ouma (2012) ‘Tuition fees and the challenge of making higher education a popular commodity in South 
Africa’ in Higher Education: The International Journal of Higher Education Research, 64(6), p. 835.

24 N. Cloete (2015) ‘The flawed ideology of ‘Free Higher Education’’ in University World News, 6 November.
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not benefit from the contribution which its gifted young people from less 
advantaged socio-economic backgrounds could have made.

Can Fairness, Access and Efficiency be combined in a higher-education 
funding model? In the remainder of this section, four different funding 
models are compared with special attention to their ability to realise Fairness, 
Access and Efficiency simultaneously.

Free Higher Education (FHE). FHE is the funding model whereby university 
tuition is fully publicly funded. In South Africa this model has attracted a 
lot of support from student organisations and movements,25  and it appears 
to have some support from within the ANC-led Government as well.26  FHE 
removes the Access problem created by upfront fees. However, it is highly 
objectionable from a Fairness point of view, as has been argued earlier in this 
section. Though its violation of Fairness is the main problem with FHE, it can 
also be expected to lead to shortfalls in allocative Efficiency, since with FHE 
price can no longer serve as a signalling mechanism and the sector must resort 
entirely to the potentially much less efficient method of central planning.27

Differential Fees (DF). DF is the funding model on which different students 
pay different levels of fees for the same programme at the same university, 
depending on their household assets and income.28  Some of those campaigning 
with the slogan ‘Free education in our lifetime’ in South Africa in 2015 actually 
supported free higher education only for the poor – i.e. a version of DF. If well 
designed, DF can – like FHE – remove the Access problem caused by upfront 
fees. However, DF relies on a means test to determine households’ ability to 
pay. Means tests are known to be expensive to administer, often unreliable 

25 See, for example, L. Mantashe (2015) ‘Give the masses free education’ in Cape Times, 21 October; B. Kamanzi (2015) 
‘Open the gates once and for all’ in Cape Argus, 23 October; Wangenge-Ouma (2012) ‘Tuition fees and the challenge of 
making higher education a popular commodity in South Africa’ in Higher Education: The International Journal of Higher 
Education Research, 64(6), p. 838; E. Redden (2015) ‘#FeesMustFall’ in Inside Higher Ed, 18 November.

26 Minister of Higher Education and Training Blade Nzimande ‘said in a radio interview on Monday 19 October 2015 that 
‘“no fee” universities, like those in Germany, were the ideal’ (Q. Mtyala (2015) ‘Students reject deal’ in Cape Times, 21 
October).

27 The absence of pricing in itself arguably leads to a Fairness shortfall. Barr writes: ‘Counter-intuitively, variable fees 
are also fairer than other approaches; why should fees at a local institution be the same as one at an internationally 
renowned university?’ (Barr (2009) ‘Financing higher education: Lessons from economic theory and reform in England’ 
in Higher Education in Europe, 34(2), p. 205).

28 For example, Democratic Alliance Shadow Minister of Higher Education and Training, Belinda Bozzoli, has suggested that 
‘[u]niversities could urgently adopt a sliding fees scale approach, as in Italy, where students’ family income levels dictate 
the fees charged’ and Pillay also advocates ‘a differentiated fee structure in universities based on socio-economic status’ 
(B. Bozzoli (2015) ‘University funding: There are budget-neutral options’ in Financial Mail, 29 October - 4 November, pp. 
16-17; P. Pillay (2015) ‘Financing of universities: Promoting equity or reinforcing inequality’ (unpublished colloquium 
paper).
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and open to corruption.29  The value of Equality provides a further reason 
for objecting to means-testing, which will be introduced below in Section 
4. But just as in the case of FHE, the strongest objection to DF is a Fairness 
objection. If a student from a poor household completes a degree and goes 
on to become a middle- or high-earner, accumulating assets over the course 
of their adult life, it is surely unfair that the university education which gave 
this student a competitive advantage in the labour market should be funded 
entirely by other society-members (including the unemployed and the very 
poorest, through their consumption taxes), and not at all by the recipient of 
the private benefits of higher education themselves. The Access gains of FHE 
and DF come at the cost of significant Fairness losses.

Graduate Tax (GT). GT is a special tax which only graduates of public 
university degree programmes have to pay. A standard model is for every 
income-tax-paying graduate to pay one percentage point more income tax 
than a non-graduate income-tax-payer within the same income bracket. 
GT enables students to pay for the private benefits of university education 
(potentially realising Fairness), but not to do so until, and unless, that 
education has resulted in a substantial income, thus making payment 
manageable (realising Access). Though this reconciliation of Fairness and 
Access is a positive achievement as far as it goes, there are two important 
downsides to GT. First, since the special tax serves as a substitute for fees, 
price cannot serve as a signalling mechanism in the higher education sector, 
which would tend to undermine allocative Efficiency. Second, the amount of 
GT paid by a given graduate is likely to correspond at best only very roughly 
with the cost of the private benefits they received from higher education. 
While the Fairness objection to DF is that many students will pay less for the 
private benefits of higher education than they should, the Fairness objection 
to GT is that high-earners in particular will pay more for the private benefits 
of higher education than they should, since they will continue to pay an extra 
percentage point of income tax throughout their income-tax-paying lives.

Income-contingent Loans (ICL). ICL is a loan whose rate of repayment is 
determined neither by its size nor by the interest rate on the loan, but by the 

29 Pillay (2010) ‘Good practices, possible lessons and remaining challenges’ in Pillay (ed.) Higher education financing in 
east and southern Africa; p. 229; J. Kruger (2015) ‘Perspectives on student funding: Credit market, social protection 
and pyramid inversion’ (unpublished colloquium paper); E. Garwe (2015) ‘Responsive and sustainable higher education 
funding: Lessons from Zimbabwe’ (unpublished colloquium paper).
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level of income of the individual who takes out the loan.30  Income-contingent 
student loans are loans provided to students by the government to help with 
the costs of university study, for which no security need be provided by either 
the student or their household-members. Once a student has graduated and 
achieved a set threshold level of earnings, they begin to repay the loan at a 
rate which is a specified percentage of their income. This percentage may 
increase as their income increases. How much of the loan the graduate pays 
back, and how quickly, is determined entirely by the level of income they 
achieve.

ICL makes Fairness compatible with Access in precisely the same way as 
GT: by ensuring that payment for the private benefits of higher education 
occurs at a time, and at a rate, which is manageable for the recipient of 
those benefits. But ICL avoids both of the downsides of GT. First, providing 
students with loans from which to pay fees enables price to continue to play 
a signalling role in the higher education sector, fostering allocative Efficiency. 
Second, on the ICL model, the amount ultimately paid by each graduate 
tracks much more closely the extent of private benefit they received from 
higher education than happens on the GT model. Once they have repaid their 
loan, graduates make no further payments. Thus ICL is superior to GT from 
the point of view of Fairness as well as from that of Efficiency.

By allowing the retention of fees – thus fostering Fairness and Efficiency – but 
using the consumption-smoothing device of income-contingent student loans to 
ensure manageable payment – thus fostering Access – ICL reconciles the three 
values of Efficiency, Access and Fairness more successfully than FHE, DF or GT.

The virtues of ICL have been visible to policy-makers for some time. 
Versions of ICL have been successfully introduced on a large scale in Australia 
and the United Kingdom.31  South Africa’s National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme (NSFAS) already embodies it to a limited degree.32  In recent years 
other African countries have increasingly turned away from FHE and DF 
funding models and towards ICL models.33

30 Barr (2009) ‘Financing higher education: Lessons from economic theory and reform in England’ in Higher Education in 
Europe, 34(2).

31 Barr (1998) ‘Higher education in Australia and Britain: What lessons?’ in Australian Economic Review, 31(2), pp. 179-
188; Barr (2012) ‘The Higher Education White Paper: The good, the Bad, the unspeakable - and the next White Paper’ in 
Social Policy & Administration, 46(5), pp. 483-508.

32 Pillay (2008) ‘Higher education funding frameworks in SADC’ in Towards a Common Future, p. 169.
33 Pillay (2010) ‘Good practices, possible lessons and remaining challenges’ in Pillay (ed.) Higher education financing in east 

and southern Africa, p. 230.
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In order fully to realise the value of Access, an ICL scheme must enable 
prospective students from even the poorest backgrounds to pursue higher 
education without fear of running into serious financial difficulties either 
during their course of study (which could lead to them failing or dropping out) 
or afterwards (which could lead to bankruptcy and personal disaster). Thus 
Access provides us with a strong reason for increasing the size of NSFAS loans 
in South Africa so that they cover not only full tuition costs, but also the costs 
of transport, books, food and accommodation, and other reasonable living 
costs.34  For the same reason, the earnings threshold at which repayment 
of a NSFAS loan kicks in should be raised from the current very low level of  
R30 000 per year,35  to at least the earnings threshold at which income tax 
payment begins.36  Access also dictates that the coverage of NSFAS loans should 
be extended to include the “missing middle” – households with a total annual 
income of between R122 000 and R500 000, which do not qualify for NSFAS 
loans but struggle to fund university tuition.37  These households frequently 
take out expensive and risky private loans in order to cover university fees.38  
The Government should use its ability to borrow money more cheaply than 
private individuals can to convert bad debt into good.39

It might be thought that, owing to human psychology, the presence of 
fees – even when accompanied by a comprehensive loan scheme – must 
always constitute a substantial disincentive to go on to university study, 
particularly for those from less advantaged socio-economic backgrounds, so 
that from an Access point of view FHE and GT would always have the edge 
on DF and ICL. However, empirical findings indicate otherwise. Data collected 
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
“show absolutely no cross-country relationship between the level of tuition 
countries charge and the participation of disadvantaged youth in tertiary 
education”. On the contrary, “social mobility is worse in Germany which pays 

34 The Department of Higher Education and Training and other stakeholders agreed that such an expansion of NSFAS was 
a priority at the Higher Education Transformation Summit in Durban in October 2015, as recorded in the summit’s press 
release (www.dhet.gov.za); see also Wolhuter & Mlambo (2015) ‘Tax to help poor students mooted’ in Cape Argus, 19 
October.

35 This is the earnings threshold quoted on the NSFAS website: www.nsfas.org.za.
36 I give a further reason for this reform to NSFAS loans below in section 5.1.
37 Cloete (2015) ‘The flawed ideology of ‘Free Higher Education’ in University World News, 6 November.
38 Z. Dano (2015) ‘Not poor enough for student financial aid’ in Cape Argus, 2 November.
39 Kruger (2015) ‘Perspectives on student funding’ (unpublished colloquium paper).
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for all university education through the public purse than it is in the UK”.40  
In the UK, university fees were allowed to rise to up to £9 000 per year in 
2011, in conjunction with an expanded ICL scheme. Yet the Universities and 
Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) reported that in 2014, disadvantaged 
young people were over 10% more likely to enter higher education than in 
2013, and over 30% more likely to than in 2009.41

In the South African context a different argument against ICL is sometimes 
made. This argument claims it is unfair for graduates from less advantaged 
socio-economic backgrounds to have to repay their NSFAS loans, because 
they are often expected to support members of an extended family or other 
members of their home communities.

It is certainly true that many South African students with NSFAS loans pay 
the ‘black tax’. But this is not a good argument against ICL, and in favour of 
FHE or DF. South Africans who suffer due to sickness, old age, poverty or 
unemployment should not be helped by the clumsy and uncertain method 
of writing off their relatives’ student debt. Instead, help should come to them 
directly through targeted policies: public pensions, measures to end child 
poverty, a comprehensive unemployment insurance scheme and adequate 
public healthcare. The country will have more funds for these vital purposes 
if NSFAS loans to cover university fees are paid back in full by all middle- and 
high-income graduates.

4. Equality
So far this paper has made the case for a mixed higher-education funding 

model, combining public subsidy and student fees. In Section 3 it was argued 
that it would be justifiable for fees at South African public universities to rise 
until they contributed somewhat more to tuition costs than government 
subsidy. But rising fees are only acceptable when accompanied by the 
consumption-smoothing device of income-contingent government loans to 

40 A. Schleicher (2015) ‘The sustainability of the UK’s higher education system’ in OECD Education & Skills Today, 6th 
January.

41 N. Hillman (2015) Keeping up with the Germans? A comparison of student funding, internationalisation and research in 
UK and German universities, pp. 17-18.
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students. If the value of Access is to be realised simultaneously with the values 
of Fairness and Efficiency, NSFAS must increase the size of its loans, broaden 
its coverage, and raise the threshold earnings level at which repayment of 
student loans kicks in.

The present section goes further, arguing that eligibility for expanded 
NSFAS student loans needs ultimately to be extended to all South African 
first-time undergraduate students. An expansion of NSFAS on this scale would 
clearly require a large capital investment to begin with, and many would 
object that it is simply unaffordable. I explain below in Section 5 why this is 
not necessarily the case. The primary basis for expanding NSFAS into a loan 
scheme with universal eligibility is – the present section argues – the value of 
Equality.

There is a growing consensus among egalitarian political philosophers that 
acknowledgement of the equal moral worth of all society-members entails 
more than just instating equal legal status, fostering equality of opportunity, 
and achieving a fair distribution of goods – crucial and challenging as these 
goals are. How equal a society is depends also on the nature of the relations 
which exist between its members.42  This development in philosophical theory 
complements an increasing interest from governments and international 
bodies in the texture of social relations, and especially in identifying measures 
which foster social cohesion.43

Of course, many societies in the past achieved cohesion through systems 
of violent coercion, practices of habitual deference and myths of natural 
superiority and inferiority, all of which are anathema to a country – like 
present-day South Africa – which acknowledges each citizen’s equal moral 
worth. So the goal of policy must be, not cohesion of any sort whatever, but 
a cohesive society of equals.

I use the term ‘Equality’ to refer to the social or relational value realised by 
a society whose cohesion depends, not on deference, obedience or mythical 
natural hierarchies, but rather on the solidarity of individuals who treat each other 
as, and feel that they are, equals.44  Moving a society towards Equality will involve 

42 C. Fourie, F. Schuppert & I. Wallimann-Helmer (2015) ‘The nature and distinctiveness of social equality: An introduction’ 
in C. Fourie, F. Schuppert & I. Wallimann-Helmer (eds.) Social equality: On what it means to be equals, pp. 1-17.

43 M. Healy (2013) Philosophical perspectives on social cohesion: New directions for education policy.
44 D. Miller (1997) ‘Equality and justice’ in Ratio (new series) 10(3), pp. 222-237; E. Anderson (1999) ‘What is the point 

of equality?’ in Ethics, 109(2), pp. 287-337; C. Fourie (2012) ‘What is social equality? An analysis of status equality as a 
strongly egalitarian ideal’ in Res Publica, 18(2), pp. 107-126.
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dismantling and minimising relations of inequality between society-members, 
including relations marked by exclusion, stigma, hierarchy and domination.45

The current South African higher education funding model makes use of a 
means test to determine eligibility for a NSFAS loan, and relies on household 
contribution to fund some or all of the tuition fees students are charged by 
universities. These features of the current model tend to undermine Equality 
in two principal ways.

4.1 Stigma
Egalitarian political philosophers have for some time warned that extensive, 

invasive means tests tend to undermine efforts to create a cohesive society 
of equals. There is potential for conflict between the values of Equality and 
Fairness here. Fine-tuning the distribution of the social product to accord with 
Fairness is likely to require continuous data collection and comprehensive 
means-testing; but these can give “the impression that one is not trusted, 
that one is an object of suspicion and hence is not being respected”,46  and 
often require people “to do things, or reveal things about themselves, that 
they find shameful”, leading to a reduction in “their respect-standing”.47 

Means-testing is objectionable from the perspective of Equality insofar 
as it causes people to be “made to feel inferior”,48  and makes government 
support into “humiliating aid”, stigmatising its recipients.49  Means-testing 
should be avoided when possible, due to “the disrespect communicated by 
subjecting the poor to a level of scrutiny and control not experienced by the 
better off” and “the harmful effects on respect-standing and self-respect 
caused by shameful revelation”.50

Consequently, advocates of social equality tend to support universal 
benefits over conditional benefits, other things equal.51 It can even be worth 
tolerating some Fairness losses for the sake of the Equality gains which accrue 
from doing away with means-testing.52

Issues raised by students during the campus protests in South Africa in 

45 J. Wolff (2015) ‘Social equality, relative poverty and marginalised groups’ in Hull (ed.) The equal society, Section 1.
46 J. Wolff (1998) ‘Fairness, respect, and the egalitarian ethos’ in Philosophy & Public Affairs, 27(2), p. 108.
47 Ibid., p. 109.
48 T. Scanlon (2002) ‘The diversity of objections to inequality’ in M. Clayton & A. Williams (eds.) The ideal of equality, p. 43.
49 Anderson (1999) ‘What is the point of equality?’ in Ethics, 109(2), p. 308.
50 Wolff (1998) ‘Fairness, respect, and the egalitarian ethos’ in Philosophy & Public Affairs, 27(2), pp. 121-122.
51 Ibid., p. 121; G. Hull (2014) ‘Creating a society of equals’ in Cape Times, 12 August.
52 Wolff (1998) ‘Fairness, respect, and the egalitarian ethos’ in Philosophy & Public Affairs, 27(2), p. 117.
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October 2015 resonate with these political philosophers’ warnings about 
means-testing. University of the Witwatersrand student Phaphama Dulwana 
wrote of “the humiliation of standing in a National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme line, of being treated like a number while your entire future hangs 
on how someone’s day is going, being told you have to prove the degree of 
your impoverishment”.53 A member of the University of the Western Cape 
Fees Must Fall movement, Thozama Nozuko, wrote, “[W]e are calling for the 
Student Credit Management office, which expects students to prove their 
poverty before every registration, to fall”.54

If Equality was all that mattered, it would be justifiable to introduce 
universal free higher education for the sake of fostering a cohesive society of 
equals. The campaign for free higher education in South Africa last year itself 
frequently achieved an impressive degree of solidarity among students, with a 
reduction of the familiar divisions along class and racial lines on South African 
university campuses. But our goal must be to realise Equality simultaneously 
with the distinct values of Efficiency, Fairness and Access as far as is possible. 
This points us towards an alternative universal solution: not universal free 
higher education, but universal eligibility for income-contingent student 
loans.

4.2 Domination
A higher-education funding model, like South Africa’s, which relies on a 

household contribution to a student’s costs of study (up to full tuition and 
living costs) preserves the power of household-members to interfere with 
students’ decision-making about which university to apply to, which subject 
to study, and even whether to go to university at all. This discretionary power 
undermines Equality, since it establishes asymmetrical relations of domination 
between adult society-members with regard to important life decisions.

The financial leverage that heads of households currently have over 
prospective students’ decision-making is also likely to undermine Access and 
Efficiency.

Household-heads may decide to fund the university costs of one but not 
all of their dependent household-members, or else may fund their costs 

53 P. Dulwana (2015) ‘#WitsonFire: Student factionalism must fall’ in Mail & Guardian Thought Leader, 28 October.
54 T. Nozuko (2015) ‘Institutional racism quietly thrives at UWC’ in Cape Argus, 23 October.
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differentially, due to prejudices of various kinds. In the UK context, Barr 
& Crawford found that both “unpaid parental/spouse contributions and 
pressure to conform with parental/spouse wishes” were “likely to affect 
women more strongly than men, particularly women from certain cultural 
and ethnic backgrounds”.55 Though in the Southern African Development 
Community region there is a general trend for fewer women than men to 
attend university,56  this is not true in South Africa, where the reverse is the 
case.57  But household-heads’ financial leverage can undermine Access without 
doing so along gender lines – indeed it can do so without resulting in any 
statistical trend likely to be detected. The larger point is that when a higher-
education funding model relies on household contribution, it effectively 
makes Access a hostage to the beliefs and attitudes of household-heads.

Reliance on household contribution can also be expected to impede 
allocative Efficiency. Due to the rapid pace of technological change, parents and 
grandparents are likely to be less well-informed about the current demands 
of the labour market than their adult children or grandchildren. They are also 
sure to be less well-informed about the true aspirations, interests and – to an 
important degree – skills and talents of their adult children or grandchildren 
than those adult children or grandchildren themselves. To the extent that 
household-heads use their financial leverage to influence prospective 
university students’ choices regarding university study, we can legitimately 
fear they will track the nature of the labour market twenty or more years 
ago rather than the nature of the labour market today. These problems with 
the information on which decisions influenced by household-heads are based 
will likely lead to the supply of graduates not matching demand in the labour 
market, to students dropping out or underperforming, and to graduates 
being unmotivated in their jobs or opting to return to university for reskilling.

But most fundamentally, the arbitrary power which a funding model’s 
reliance on household contribution puts into the hands of household-heads 
generates asymmetrical relations of domination and dependence between 

55 Barr & Crawford (1997) ‘The Dearing Report, the government’s response and a view ahead’ in The Dearing Report, 
paragraph 115.

56 P. Pillay (2008) ‘Higher education funding frameworks in SADC’ in Towards a common future, pp. 130-135.
57 Wangenge-Ouma (2012) ‘Tuition fees and the challenge of making higher education a popular commodity in South 

Africa’ in Higher Education: The International Journal of Higher Education Research, 64(6), p.833.
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adult society-members which undermine Equality.58  This is an objection 
to the funding model even in cases in which Access and Efficiency are not 
undermined.

5. Reconciling Efficiency, Access, 
Fairness and Equality

Sections 1 to 4 of this paper together amount to an argument for a very 
substantial expansion of NSFAS. I have made the case that reconciling the 
values of Efficiency, Access, Fairness and Equality requires that all South 
African first-time undergraduate students be eligible for income-contingent 
government loans covering university tuition fees, accommodation, books, 
food, transport, and other reasonable living costs.

Implementing this proposal would, in the first few years, require a very 
large outlay of funds. DHET officials quote just shy of R40 billion as the extra 
annual outlay which would be required to extend NSFAS loan coverage to 
students from the ‘missing middle’.59  Implementing universal eligibility for 
NSFAS loans could require the same amount again, bringing annual outlay 
on loans up to a total of close to R90 billion (since annual transfers to NSFAS 
are – at the time of writing – a little less than R10 billion).

It might seem that this proposal is patently unaffordable. In terms of 
the conceptual apparatus introduced above in 1.3, wouldn’t this inevitably 
constitute a violation of inter-sectoral Efficiency?

A full answer to this question would require us to determine what proportion 
of the total national budget should be allocated to higher education. There 
is currently deep disagreement on this issue, with some advocating a large 
increase in government spending on higher education as a percentage of 
gross domestic product (GDP),60  and others arguing that, even if government 
revenue could be increased, the extra funds should be allocated to sectors 

58 M. Garrau & C. Laborde (2015) ‘Relational equality, non-domination, and vulnerability’ in Fourie, Schuppert & 
Wallimann-Helmer (eds.) Social equality, pp. 45-64.

59 D. Parker (2015) ‘Higher education funding challenges and the call for free education’ (unpublished colloquium 
presentation).

60 Cloete (2015) ‘The flawed ideology of ‘Free Higher Education’’ in University World News, 6 November.
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other than higher education.61  I cannot resolve this complex debate here.
This section outlines six concrete steps which, if taken, could make 

universal student loans an affordable policy even without any substantial 
increase in the proportion of GDP spent on higher education. Some of these 
are measures needed to confirm NSFAS’ identity as a loan, not a bursary, 
scheme. Others are levers which policy-makers can use to ensure the shape of 
the loan scheme is in line with government spending decisions and liquidity.

5.1 Collection of NSFAS debt via the South African Revenue Service (SARS)
Efficient debt collection is indispensable to any large-scale student loan 

scheme. In South Africa, student loan debt collection has recently become 
less efficient.62  This state of affairs must be rectified, by making student 
loan debt collection a responsibility of SARS, to be carried out in the course 
of income tax collection. Each NSFAS loan should be a direct contractual 
arrangement between a student and NSFAS, with SARS collecting payments 
due on the basis of a graduate’s declared earnings. Debt collection by SARS 
can be facilitated by bringing thresholds for NSFAS loan repayment into line 
with the income tax thresholds.

5.2 No conversion of loan into bursary
Currently up to 60% of a NSFAS loan is converted into bursary in order to 

incentivise performance and timely completion of a degree.63  It is uncertain 
to what extent these incentives have an effect upon student behaviour, and 
to what extent they simply reward students who attended higher-quality 
secondary schools. What is certain is that converting so much loan into 
bursary makes the current student loan scheme far more expensive than it 
would otherwise be. Eliminating the conversion of NSFAS loans into bursaries 
would make the scheme both hugely more affordable and – for the reasons 
given above in Section 3 – ultimately more fair.

61 Pillay (2015) ‘Financing of universities’ (unpublished colloquium paper).
62 Cloete (2015) ‘The flawed ideology of ‘Free Higher Education’’ in University World News, 6 November.
63 The figure quoted on the NSFAS website is 40 per cent: www.nsfas.org.za. However with the introduction of the Final 

Year Programme this figure must be revised up to 60 per cent (Parker (2015) ‘Higher education funding challenges and 
the call for free education’ (unpublished colloquium presentation)).
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5.3 An interest rate above the Government’s cost of borrowing
In South Africa, as previously in other countries, the error has been committed 

of both setting the rate of repayment of a student loan at a percentage of a 
graduate’s income, and subsidising the interest rate on the loan. The interest 
rate on NSFAS loans currently stands at 80% of the repo rate.64

How much of their NSFAS loan a graduate pays back per month is 
determined, not by the size of their loan or the interest rate on their loan, but 
solely by how much they are earning. Consequently, lending to students at 
a subsidised interest rate does not break down barriers to Access by making 
repayment more manageable; all it does is reduce the total amount of money 
repaid by loan-recipients to NSFAS. Due to the relatively long time it can take 
for graduates to repay their loans, a subsidised interest rate greatly increases 
the ultimate cost to the taxpayer of a student loan scheme.65 This extra 
expense, rather than fostering Access, just undermines Fairness, since it in 
effect takes the form of an extravagant gift from the state to middle-income 
graduates.66  Thus the interest rate on NSFAS loans should on no account be 
lower than the Government’s cost of borrowing.

There are two good reasons for raising the interest rate on NSFAS loans even 
further, to above the Government’s cost of borrowing – though still below the 
rate charged in the commercial credit markets.67  Firstly, it disincentivises the 
practice of arbitrage, whereby students with access to other funds nonetheless 
take out a NSFAS loan, place the money in a high-interest savings account, and 
reap the profit.68  Arbitrage undermines Fairness, so it is desirable for an end 
to be put to this practice. Secondly, when the rate of interest stands at above 
the Government’s cost of borrowing, this means that not all of the loss on the 
loans portfolio must be borne by the taxpayer. Adding a ‘risk premium’69  to the 
interest rate introduces a social insurance element into the higher-education 

64 This is the rate quoted on the NSFAS website: www.nsfas.org.za. The repo rate is the rate at which the South African 
Reserve Bank lends to commercial banks.

65 In a previous incarnation of the UK’s student loan scheme, one third of all money lent to students was not repaid purely 
because of the interest rate subsidy (Barr (2004) ‘Higher education funding’ in Oxford Review of Economic Policy, 20(2), 
p. 271.

66 Ibid., p. 271.
67 I am no longer of the view that government loans to students should be ‘low-interest’, if that is taken to mean an interest 

rate at or below the government’s cost of borrowing (G. Hull (2015) ‘Free university education is not the route to social 
justice’ in The Conversation (Africa), 27 October).

68 Barr (2004) ‘Higher education funding’ in Oxford Review of Economic Policy, 20(2), p. 271.
69 Barr (2012) ‘The Higher Education White Paper: The good, the bad, the unspeakable - and the next White Paper’ in Social 

Policy & Administration, 46(5), p. 503.



|   209Reconciling  efficiency, access, fairness and equality

funding model, and can make a loan scheme substantially more affordable. This 
feature has already been successfully introduced in New Zealand and the UK.70

Once a risk premium is added to the interest rate, a loan scheme with 
universal eligibility has a progressive fiscal incidence across those who attend 
university. In South Africa, the non-completion rate is far higher for students 
from poorer households currently eligible for a NSFAS loan than for students 
from richer households.71  When they pay back their loan at the higher interest 
rate, graduates from the latter group will also cover the cost of irrecoverable 
loans to non-graduates from the former group to a substantial degree.

5.4 Recoverable loans recognised as an asset in the public accounts
When a government introduces a large-scale student loan scheme, it is 

crucial for it to represent perspicuously in its national accounts the distinction 
between (a) money invested which will ultimately be recovered and (b) 
monetary outflows which will not be recovered. Only outflows of type (b) 
– i.e. that portion of outlay on loans which is not expected to be recovered 
– should be marked as expenditure in the public accounts. Finance Minister 
Pravin Gordhan has recently reaffirmed that South Africa’s “expenditure 
ceiling is sacrosanct”.72  This is a welcome move. However, it should not be 
allowed to disable the Government from turning bad student debt into good, 
which it will do for as long as “the repayable part of loans” is treated “in the 
same way as grants to students” in the national accounts.73

Of course, until a reliable method of debt collection has been put in place, it 
is impossible to make an accurate prediction of how much outlay on loans will 
ultimately be recovered. And, even with a reliable method of debt collection 
in place, if overly large chunks of student debt are routinely written off, and 
the interest rate on loans is too generously subsidised, then outflows of type 
(a) – i.e. the investment in loans which will ultimately make its way back into 
the public coffers – will amount to nil, or close to nil.

But if the reforms outlined above in 5.1 to 5.3 are implemented, the 
situation changes considerably. Let us assume that, with debt collection by 

70 Ibid., p. 497; Barr (2004) ‘Higher education funding’ in Oxford Review of Economic Policy, 20(2), p. 271.
71 S. Nxasana (2015) ‘Education is part of the real world’ in News 24, 30 November.
72 C. Bisseker & L. Ensor (2015) ‘One blow too many: SA heads for recession and an earlier junk rating after the Finance 

Minister’s axing’ in Financial Mail, 17-23 December, p. 28. 
73 National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (1997) Higher education in the learning society: Report of the 

National Committee, p. 327.
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SARS, an end to the conversion of loan into bursary, and an interest rate equal 
to the government’s cost of borrowing, 80% of outlay on loans can ultimately 
be recouped once borrowers have achieved healthy earnings.74   That means 
that, of R90 billion total outlay, only R18 billion should be recognised as 
expenditure in the public accounts. Then let us assume that, with the interest 
rate on loans raised somewhat above the government’s cost of borrowing, 
as recommended above in 5.3, half of the loss on the loans portfolio can 
ultimately be borne by repaying graduates. That brings the total expenditure 
on NSFAS loans down to R9 billion – a much less daunting figure.

NSFAS counts its outflows on student loans – adjusted for an impairment 
due to anticipated non-repayments – as an asset on its financial statement.75  
This is as it should be, and is in accord with the Standards of Generally 
Recognised Accounting Practice.76  But the repayable part of loans should be 
recognised as an asset not just of NSFAS, but of the State. To effect this, an 
amount equal to the loans asset on NSFAS’ balance sheet should be recognised 
as owed by NSFAS to DHET,77  and the same amount should be recognised as 
owed in its turn by DHET to the National Treasury. This would be a simple and 
perspicuous way of marking the difference between loans (refundable) and 
bursary payments (expenditure) in the public accounts.

Currently, the South African Government’s accounts treat student loans in 
the same way as bursaries, a practice which “misleads rather than informs”.78  
For as long as it persists in this accounting practice, Government expenditure 
targets will irrationally constrain South Africa’s ability to empower its young 
people to invest in their future.79

74 I don’t think this is an unrealistic assumption, given that South African university fees are cheap by international 
standards (see Cloete (2015) ‘The flawed ideology of ‘Free Higher Education’ in University World News, 6 November), 
and graduate unemployment in South Africa is low.

75 NSFAS (2015) 2014/2015 annual report: Toward a student-centred approach, p. 79 & 87.
76 Thanks to Ilse Lubbe for guidance on this point.
77 Currently DHET recognises all outflows to NSFAS as grants.
78 National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (1997) Higher Education in the Learning Society, p. 327; Nicholas 

Barr and Iain Crawford write: ‘Since not all lending to students is repaid, it would be wrong to deduct all student loans 
from public expenditure. But it makes equally little sense to present the public accounts as though no student loans 
are repaid. This approach implicitly assumes that there will be a plague which wipes out all graduates on the day they 
graduate, thus preventing any repayments at all’ (Barr & Crawford (1997) ‘The Dearing Report, the government’s 
response and a view ahead’ in The Dearing Report, paragraph 93).

79 Barr comments: ‘It is true that loans will bring in significant additional resources in 20 years’ time – but (as one Vice-
Chancellor put it on the day the Dearing Report was published) you cannot revive a corpse’ (Barr (1998) ‘Higher 
education in Australia and Britain: What lessons?’ in Australian Economic Review, 31(2), p. 183).
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5.5 A temporary graduate tax
Needless to say, the change in accounting practice outlined above in 5.4 

does not conjure money out of thin air. There remains the cash-flow issue 
of how to raise the capital required for the substantial expansion of NSFAS 
argued for in this paper. It might be possible to raise sufficient capital through 
the issue of Government bonds and by restructuring the higher-education 
budget so that less is spent on subsidies to universities and more on student 
financial aid.80  If not, a temporary graduate tax is one device which could 
help achieve the necessary liquidity without redirecting funds from other 
Government priorities.

Above in Section 3 it was explained why an income-contingent student 
loan scheme is a better form for the student contribution to the costs of 
higher education to take than a graduate tax. But there would be a clear 
Fairness rationale for temporarily levying a tax on current graduates who 
studied and paid fees in the past. Current graduates paid proportionally less 
towards the costs of their higher education than today’s students, which is an 
intergenerational inequity. A temporary graduate tax on current graduates – 
taking the shape outlined above in Section 3 – would enable that inequity to 
be rebalanced, albeit in a rough and ready manner.

5.6 Universal eligibility to be phased-in gradually
Another way of ensuring sufficient liquidity for the proposed reforms to 

NSFAS would be to introduce these reforms not all at once, but gradually. The 
changes outlined above in Section 3 – increasing the size of loans and bringing 
the ‘missing middle’ inside the NSFAS tent – need to be prioritised and ideally 
implemented within the next two to three years. On the other hand, the 
introduction of universal eligibility for NSFAS loans – though important (as 
argued above in Section 4) – is not quite so urgent. This further expansion of 
NSFAS could be implemented five to ten years from now, once the trickle of 
NSFAS loan repayments has increased to a steady stream.

The measures outlined in 5.1–5.6 above indicate that the policy of income-
contingent student loans with universal eligibility can reconcile the values of 
Efficiency, Access, Fairness and Equality not only in theory but also in practice. 

80 Above in section 5 I explained why such a restructuring would be fair.
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Once it is decided how much funding should be allocated to higher education, 
and what a fair split between university subsidies and student financial aid 
would be, (a) a temporary graduate tax, (b) adjustment to the interest rate on 
loans, and (c) the gradual introduction of universal eligibility can all be used to 
tailor the loan scheme to fit budgetary and cash-flow constraints.

To achieve the liquidity required for the expansion of the loan scheme in the 
short term, the Government should issue special Government bonds marked 
as ‘Student Financial Aid Scheme Government Bonds’, which will attract 
socially responsive investors both in South Africa and abroad. Investing in 
these specially marked Government bonds would be a more constructive way 
for business corporations to contribute to the funding of university tuition 
than the current somewhat piecemeal approach. Investment in Student 
Financial Aid Scheme Government Bonds would be an attractive form of 
‘corporate social responsibility’ for many business corporations. 

In the closing months of 2015, the South African Government was 
confronted with an articulate, attractive and well-coordinated student 
pressure group which demanded lower university fees and ultimately free 
higher education. As argued in this paper, neither of these policies would lead 
to a more just society for South Africa. If it is to engage successfully with this 
pressure group, and maintain its legitimacy in the eyes of its broader citizenry, 
the Government must not only choose the right higher education funding 
policy, but also communicate persistently and persuasively why the values 
behind that policy make it the right one. The route to social justice is for South 
Africa to empower its young people from all socio-economic backgrounds to 
invest in their shared future.81

81 I acknowledge gratefully the helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper which I received from Dean Chapman, Greg 
Fried, Rob Hull, Catherine Kannemeyer, John Kruger, Ilse Lubbe, Sean Muller, Lungisile Ntsebeza, Ian Scott, Bernhard 
Weiss, Jimmy Winfield and Jonathan Wolff.
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From: Giveman Sibuyi [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 12:21 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Giveman Sibuyi Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Giveman Sibuyi 

Email givemansibuyi@gmail.com  

Cell number (optional) 0728735240 

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:givemansibuyi@gmail.com


From: Glen Tyler [mailto:noreply@123contactform.com]  

Sent: 31 May 2016 07:00 PM 
To: FeesHET 

Subject: Glen Tyler Fees Commission submission 

 

Name Glen Tyler 

Email glentyler@gmail.com 

Cell number (optional)  

Send your message to the 

Fee Commission  

Dear Ms Khumalo, Mr Heher, Mr Gregory, Minister 

Nzimande and President Zuma, 

 

We call on you to immediately implement the 

recommendations of the 'No-fee Varsity' report commissioned 

by Minister Nzimande and handed to him four years ago. 

 

We are extremely disappointed that the response to the Fees 

Must Fall movement is yet another long drawn out expensive 

bureaucratic process while we struggle to get an education. If 

Minister Nzimande had publicly released the No-fee Varsity 

Report in 2012, and implemented it's recommendations, 

millions wouldn't have been denied an education or forced 

into crippling debt. 

 

Instead, Minister Nzimande and his Department hid the report 

and failed to act. Only after we, the people, campaigned for no 

fee increases, the release of the report and action, did our 

elected leaders decide to act. 

 

However, many of us in the Fees Must Fall movement have 

rejected the Fee Commission because experts have already 

had this discussion and made recommendations for free higher 

education back in 2012. We can't afford to wait for eight 

months for you to act. We are struggling now. 

 

We also wish to inform you that the the 'public consultation' 

process of this Commission has been more interested in PR 

and complaining that no one is making submissions, than 

actually providing an easy way to make these submissions. 

Many of us have spent hours on the phone to the Presidency 

and researched trying to find out how to make these public 

submissions. We could also not find any information online.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

mailto:glentyler@gmail.com



