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Executive Summary 

The global and domestic economies continue on a slow path of growth, and recent 

projections reflect a bleak picture in the medium term. Slow economic growth in South 

Africa like in other developing countries, continues to burden the unemployed and 

unskilled more in the society. As a result, government’s effort to reduce inequality, 

poverty and unemployment is adversely affected.  
 

Young and unemployed South Africans continue to pin their hopes of a better future 

on getting more education, higher education in particular. Indeed, the South African 

economy needs a more skilled and educated labour force. The National 

Development Plan (NDP) set targets for levels of skills and education to be attained 

by 2030. The question of whether the South African higher education system will be 

able to produce the targeted levels of educated and skilled labour force needed to 

promote socio-economic development, is at the heart of the debate. The 

achievement of democracy created conditions for majority of the population to 

further their education and the higher education system has been unable to transform 

and grow rapidly enough to keep pace with these developments.  
 

Funding for higher education and other systemic problems, like unpreparedness of 

some matriculants, continue to be a barrier for the majority of South Africans to access 

higher education and complete their studies. The “#FeesMustFall’ movement was 

established by South African university students in 2015 to deal with barriers to 

attaining higher education. The rallying cry of the movement is the removal of these 

barriers, including funding, for all qualifying students to access higher education. The 

government provides funding for higher education through the National Student 

Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) and directly to universities. However the scheme has in 

recent years experienced both an increase and underfunding for “poor” and 

academically deserving students. The questions of funding the “missing middle1’” has 

also become very relevant and important in government funding for higher 

education discourse in recent times. Private income earned by universities is also in 

decline.   
 

As a result of the decline in government funding, the depreciation of the local 

currency and decrease in private income, universities across the country have 

increased tuition fees rendering the fees unaffordable to many students, including 

those classified as the ‘missing middle’. The government is committed to provide 

funding for higher education as this is in line with both economic development plans 

and redressing apartheid legacies, of inequality and poverty.  
 

This report uses student’s enrolment estimates to provide an analysis of funding for the 

‘missing middle’, free higher education for all and implications for public finance in 

the medium term. Whichever funding option for higher education is chosen there will 

be more funding from the fiscus. The fees estimates take into account the full cost of 

study (FCS) which includes, registration fees, tuition fees, residence fees, meals and 

text books. However there are other higher education costs requiring additional 

funding like infrastructure and getting more academic staff appointed, though this 

                                                           
1 Missing middle: are students whose families earn above the R122 000 per annum qualification threshold used in the 

NSFAS means test, yet the household income is insufficient to afford tuition fees of to secure study loan or both.  
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report doesn’t provide analysis of these costs. The report further highlights governance 

issues faced within the higher education system, including inefficiencies in the system 

and lack of effective debt collection mechanism in NSFAS. A summary of suggestions 

from various stakeholders for funding higher education includes the following: 

 Increase of tax revenue by upward adjusting to following taxes, personal income 

tax (PIT), corporate income tax (CIT), value added tax (VAT) and wealth tax) to 

provide for free higher education; 

 Graduate tax for working NSFAS funded graduate; 

 Reforming the affordability assessment models used by NSFAS;  

 Government to increase percentage of higher education to GDP spending in 

line with other middle-income countries; 

 Reduction of higher education fees with the aim of de-commodifying higher 

education;   

 Government requested to deal with perceptions or real problem of abuse of 

taxation legislation and system by some multinational taxpayers; and 

 Better government expenditure reprioritisation to ensure NDP targets on skills and 

development are attained.    
 

If some of NSFAS’s intended proposals to increase its funding coverage of enrolled 

higher education students or increasing the household income means test threshold 

to R 500 000 are to be considered by Parliament, the 2016 adopted fiscal policy might 

have to be reconsidered in its current form. In essence, government revenue is 

insufficient to meet the demands in those proposals for higher education funding and 

further reprioritisation of expenditure programmes would also be insufficient to meet 

funding demands over the medium term. 
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1 Purpose 

This report aims to provide Parliament’s Standing Committee on Appropriations 

(SCOA) with an analysis of challenges and potential opportunities of funding for higher 

education in South Africa. The report further shows potential public finance 

implications for funding higher education. Higher education students and other 

stakeholders in South Africa demand that government must provide funding for free 

higher education for all. This report provides more information for consideration by 

Parliament in preparation for further debates and consideration of the adoption of 

government proposals regarding the funding of higher education in the medium term. 

The report doesn’t provide solutions to funding free higher education. It provides 

relevant information and analysis for consideration in relation to the challenge of 

providing funding for access to higher education and to support the country’ socio-

economic development goals and redressing inequality. 
 

2 Introduction 

The Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO) was established in terms of Section 15 of the 

Money Bills Amendment Procedure and Related Matters Act No 9 of 2009. The primary 

function of the PBO is to provide an independent and objective advice and analysis 

to the Finance and Appropriations committees of both the National Assembly and 

the National Council of Provinces on money Bills and other Bills with financial 

implications. 
 

The PBO presented its analysis of the 2015 Medium Term Budget Policy Statement 

(MTBPS) in November 2015 and looked at funding for higher education in South Africa. 

The challenging state of a higher education funding was raised by SCOA and other 

Members of Parliament (MPs). The discourse on funding for higher education 

continued in the public domain until the government and universities committed 

themselves to freezing increase in Higher Education tuition fees for 2016. The 

Presidential Commission on higher education was commissioned by the President of 

the Republic of South Africa, Mr Jacob Gedleyihlekisa Zuma in 2015, and is currently 

conducting public hearings around the country investigating the challenges facing 

the higher education sector. 
 

During 2015, SCOA conducted engagements with various stakeholders regarding 

funding and other challenges facing higher education in South Africa. Subsequent to 

the public engagements, SCOA requested the PBO to conduct research on funding 

of higher education. This is the first report to respond to SCOA’s request to look into 

funding for higher education in South Africa by Parliament. Higher education may be 

defined horizontally to include university studies, vocational studies, adult education 

and community colleges. Higher education may also be defined vertically to include, 

undergraduate, post-graduate and research degrees. 
 

In the context of this report, higher education broadly refers to undergraduate study 

at university level where most government funding is allocated annually. In this report, 

funding for higher education means funding for undergraduates in higher education.  
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3. South African Higher Education and Development  

3.1. Introduction 

Two decades since the end of apartheid, the South African higher education system 

is still inaccessible to the wider population. There remains a legacy of inequality, 

poverty and socio-economic problems. There has been progress in addressing these 

challenges, however, there are many more challenges ahead. The South African 

society, and the higher education system, faces the combined challenge of 

redressing racial inequality while pursuing socio-economic development. Despite 

government funding allocation targeting poor students, too many South Africans 

remain poor and excluded from economic and educational opportunities, higher 

education in particular. The economy and the higher education system remain 

hugely unequal with racial, social class and gender disparities still high.  
 

There are inequalities across higher learning institutions and within institutions 

themselves in South Africa. The legacy of colonialism and apartheid and the struggle 

against oppression and racism have influenced and shaped higher education 

institutions in society. As a result, the model of the higher education system has had to 

change over time to be more inclusive. At the same time, addressing the legacy of 

racial oppression and exploitation required both transformation of institutions in 

society and also to ensure equality within and across these institutions in society. The 

process of adapting the model of higher education system and “massifying” the 

higher education system has been long and difficult. 
 

The government through policy actions has contributed to improving higher learning 

institutions and continues to promote the transformation of these institutions. At the 

same time, there has been both support for increasing the inclusiveness of these 

institutions but also the difficulty and often unwillingness to transform institutions of 

higher learning. Transforming and promoting equity where the majority of the 

population is supported while contributing towards socio-economic development is 

a difficult and time consuming process. South African institutions of higher learning 

have undergone significant changes with large increases in student numbers but the 

struggle to transform these institutions reflects the difficulty in transforming and 

developing the South African economy. The black middle class and the poor who 

had to a certain extent been deliberately excluded continue to become increasingly 

impatient with the lack of access to higher education and also, with an education 

system that all too often seems to represent attitudes and approaches to knowledge 

and teaching steeped in a colonial and apartheid past.  
 

In 2015 and 2016 students’ protested at various universities, demanding free higher 

education and decolonisation of education (and society). These demands reflect 

socio-economic difficulties of middle class and poor South Africans. They also reveal 

a frustration with higher education institutions and an economy that seems to remain 

biased in favour of a minority. The Reconstruction and Development Programme 

(RDP) recognised this problem during the transition from apartheid to democracy: 
 

“Under colonialism and apartheid, the culture of the majority of the 

population was suppressed. People and communities were denied 

resources and facilities to develop their own cultural expression. High 
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illiteracy rates, the lack of an effective educational system, and extreme 

poverty compounded this cultural deprivation. The state, special interest 

groups and wealthy South Africans promoted a distorted culture in order to 

accommodate apartheid ideology and needs, with a bias toward 

Eurocentric high art. (RDP, Sn 3.1.3)” 
 

The transformation of higher education was the aim of the 1997 Green Paper on 

Higher Education and Transformation2. The Green Paper was based on 

recommendations from the report of the National Commission on Higher Education 

(set up by President Nelson Mandela)3. The aim of the Green Paper was to restructure, 

fund and govern the higher education as a single coordinated system. It proposed a 

dual system of general purpose block funding and special earmarked funds. The 

purpose of earmarked funds outlined in the Green Paper was to “… achieve specific 

purposes, including the redress of inequities in access and capacity, student financial 

assistance, academic development, staff development, curriculum development, 

research development, libraries and information technology, capital works and 

equipment, and planned improvements in operational efficiency. There were specific 

funds allocated for “institutional redress” at historically disadvantaged universities, 

including R150 million in 1996 for capital works. There were also special funds for 

“individual redress” in the form of the National Student Financial Assistance Scheme 

(NSFAS) which was allocated R300 million in 1996, and managed by the Tertiary 

Education Fund of South Africa (TEFSA).  
 

According to the 1997 Green Paper on Higher Education and Transformation, the 

Ministry of Education opted for a multifaceted approach to student financial aid. It 

said the ministry would investigate the following elements for a sustainable long-term 

scheme: A loan component, a bursary or grant component, scholarships, employer-

sponsored cadetships, student work or study schemes, an endowment fund, a 

graduate tax, and bank loans.  
 

The legislated changes to post-apartheid institutions of higher education reshaped 

the higher education landscape into its current form by reorganising universities, 

technikons, and post-school technical, nursing and education colleges. It is worth 

remembering that the restructuring started during the period between 1994 and 1999 

and occurred during a period fiscal tightening45. As a result there was a backlog in 

infrastructure development, and this is still the case. The South African economy was 

growing better in the period after 2000, particularly as South Africa’s economic growth 

increased from 2003. The global financial crisis of 2008 led to slower global economic 

growth and South African economic growth was adversely affected and is still to 

                                                           
2 DoE (1997) Education White Paper 3: A programme for the transformation of higher 

Education. General notice 1196 of 1997. Pretoria. DoE  
3 NCHE (National Commission on Higher Education) (1996) An overview of a new policy 

Framework for higher education. Accessed  September 2016, 

http://us-cdn.creamermedia.co.za/assetts/articles/attachements/04394_highereducationtrans 

formation.pdf  
4 Fiscal tightening: Reduce inflationary pressure by reducing the growth of aggregate demand (AD) in the economy. 

Improve government finances by increasing tax revenue and reducing government spending 
5 Chisholm, L. (2012). Apartheid education legacies and new directions in post-apartheid South Africa. Storia Delle 

Donne, 8, 81-103. Accessed September, 2016, http://www.storiadelledonne.it/wp-

content/uploads/2009/03/chisholm2012.pdf  
 

http://www.storiadelledonne.it/wp-content/uploads/2009/03/chisholm2012.pdf
http://www.storiadelledonne.it/wp-content/uploads/2009/03/chisholm2012.pdf
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recover from pre-financial crisis growth levels. And as result, the South African 

government adopted an economy stimulating fiscal policy during the financial crisis.  
 

Post-financial crisis, the South African government chose a route of fiscal 

consolidation6, since 2012 that continue to adversely affect spending programmes 

including the higher education expenditure. The impact of this consolidation is being 

felt through the reduced proportion of state funding for universities at a time when 

enrolment continues to increase. In essence, global and domestic macroeconomic 

situation forms a backdrop to the unhappiness with inefficiencies, inadequate funding 

and the protests in the higher education system. One lesson that may be learnt is that 

education funding, and possibly other areas of social funding, should not be 

increased and decreased during times of fiscal upturns and downturns but that 

spending should be part of a longer-term strategy. 
 

Higher Education and Economic Development  

The National Planning Commission’s (NPC) Diagnostic Report of 20117 explains that 

“The quality of education for black children is poor”.  The government is keenly aware 

that education and training should be at the centre of its development policies. The 

government through the National Development Plan (NDP) recognises the 

importance of supporting research and innovation through higher education 

institutions. The government further support the higher education system to prepare 

the workforce for the rapid changes in the world of work and to increase the 

competitiveness and creativity of the South African economy. All of these goals are 

in the context of an economy where there is huge unemployment and a large part 

of the workforce is improperly valued and employed. A major challenge for South 

Africa is to draw on the labour of all its people in its endeavours to build, deepen and 

diversify the economy. The NDP lists “Improving the quality of education, skills 

development and innovation” as one of three priorities (p.27).8 The NDP with 

reference to higher education says: 
 

“The performance of existing institutions ranges from world-class to mediocre. 

Continuous quality improvement is needed as the system expands at a moderate 

pace. A major challenge is that poor school education increases the cost of 

producing graduates, and a relatively small number of black students graduate 

from universities. Increasing participation and graduation rates, with the option 

of a four-year university degree, combined with bridging courses and more 

support for universities to help black students from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

is likely to yield higher returns. (p 50)” 
 

It is therefore necessary to ensure proper funding for higher education, as well as the 

need to improve the operation and efficiency of the higher education system. The 

higher education system has to be seen within the framework of a larger Post-

Secondary Education and Training System (PSET system) where government policy 

and the shape of the economy will influence the proportions of students that access 

                                                           
6 Fiscal consolidation: government policy aimed at reducing government deficits and debt accumulation by either 

reducing expenditure levels or increasing tax rates or mixture of both  

 
8 The other two priorities are: 

- Raising employment through faster economic growth, and 

-  Building the capability of the state to play a developmental, transformative role. 
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different parts of the PSET system. The philosophical question facing South Africans is 

how we view the higher education system, do we see higher education as a private 

investment with high private returns for the individuals or do we see higher education 

as a social good that benefits society through supporting increased knowledge and 

economic development? The higher education students’ protests demand 

decolonisation of universities and the curriculum, and an end to corporatisation of 

higher education. What kind of higher education system would a developmental 

state like South Africa support and meet developmental objectives? 
 

3.2. Redress and Transformation 

Access and Inequality 

The rapid growth in university enrolments is part of an attempt to address the legacy 

of inequality in post-apartheid South Africa. The Higher Education White Paper 39 set 

the goal of a gross participation of students’ rate of 20 per cent by 2010.10 There were 

close to 500 000 students enrolled at universities in 1994 and by 2014 enrolments were 

at almost 970 00011. The Gross Enrolment Rate (GER) of 19-to-24 year olds was 19 per 

cent in 2014; failing to achieve the goal set for 2010. The Council for Higher Education 

(CHE) points out that compared to countries with similar development levels, such as 

Brazil (46.5%), Egypt (29%) and Portugal (66.2%), South Africa has a relatively low GER12.  
 

Table 3.1: South African population, urban population and median age by group in 2011 

Race % population Popn 1000s Urban pop 

1000s 

% urban Median 

age 

African 79.2 40055 21249 53.0% 21 

Coloured 8.9 4526 4153 91.8% 26 

Indian/Asian 2.5 1270 1251 98.5% 32 

White 8.9 4572 4331 94.7% 38 

Source: 2011 Census, StatSA 

Table 3.1 provides an overview of the South African population by race and provides 

levels of inequality and unequal access. The African population is on average more 

than 10 times larger than any other racial group. However, the African population is 

only 53 per cent urban population while other racial groups have on average over 90 

per cent in urban population and the median African age is 21 years while the median 

white age is 38 years. Based on these statistics, an assumption could be that a much 

larger proportion of the much larger African population would want to attend higher 

education institutions. 
 

Enrolment was unequal across the racial groups, with a higher proportion of white and 

Indian students enrolled in higher education institutions. By 2010, the GER for African 

                                                           
9 DoE (1997) Education White Paper 3: A programme for the transformation of higher 

Education. General notice 1196 of 1997. Pretoria. DoE 

10 Gross enrolment rate (GER) is the proportion of the population who were at university at a level of education 

(regardless of age) to the number of university age population (aged 19 to 24) corresponding to the level of 

education. In certain countries the GER can be over 100% as the number of students over the university age may be 

enrolled as well. 

11 Council for Higher Education (2016), “Presentation to the Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education and Training”, 

22 August 2016, p.p. 5-6. 
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students was 14 per cent, followed by coloured students with a GER of 15 per cent. 

The GER of Indian students was 46 per cent, while white students had a GER of 59 per 

cent. The target for increased female participation for the Higher Education White 

Paper was reached, with an increase in GER from 14 per cent to 20 per cent. The GER 

of male students increased from only 13 per cent to 15 per cent13. 
 

Figure 3.1: University enrolments by race 

 

Source: CHET, 2016 

 

Figure 3.1 shows that over the period 2009 to 2013 the total enrolment by African 

students grew from approximately 550 000 to 670 000 while there were not large 

changes in enrolment by non-African students. The GER for African students may have 

improved since 2010 but racial inequality with regard to access to higher education 

remains. This inequality is due to very high levels of income and wealth inequality in 

South Africa. Therefore, education, including higher eduation, is seen as an important 

tool by many for both the redress of a legacy of poverty and inequality and also for 

socio-economic progress, economic development and employment creation that 

will contribute to increasing equality. International literature supports this view on 

higher education. 
 

Figure 3.2 Household income distribution 

 

Source: WDI  

                                                           
13 Report of the Ministerial Committee on the Funding of Universities, 2013 
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Figure 3.2 shows the distribution of household income by quintile,i.e. by five income 

groups each consisting of 20 per cent of total households. And it illustrates the level of 

household income inequality in South Africa. The top 20 per cent of households 

earned nearly 70 per cent of total household income and the bottom 20 per cent 

earned less than 2.5 per cent of total household income. The first four household 

income quintiles earned slightly above 30 per cent of total  household  income. The 

level of households income inequality is further illustrated by Orthofer14 who used 

personal income tax data for 2010-2011 and the National Income Dynamics Study 

(NIDS) data to show the extent of wealth and income inequality in South Africa. She 

says: 
 

 The wealthiest 10 per cent of the population own at least 90 to 95 per cent of all 

wealth, whereas the highest-earning 10 per cent receive (“only”) 55 to 60 per cent 

of income.  

 The next 40 per cent of the population — the group that is often considered to be 

the middle class earn about 30 to 35 per cent of all income, but only own 5-10 per 

cent of all wealth.  

 The poorest 50 per cent of the population, which earns about 10 per cent of all 

income, owns no measurable wealth.15 
 

Figure 3.3. Income Distribution by Racial Groups in South Africa-2010/11  

 

Source: StatsSA Income Expenditure survey 2010/11 

Figure 3.3 shows income distribution by race from the 2010/11 Income and 

Expenditure Survey by StatsSA. The per capita income quintiles have the following 

values: 

 Upper quintile: R57 100 and above 

 4th quintile: R21 003 – R57 099 

                                                           
14 Orthofer A (2016), “Wealth inequality –striking new insights from tax data”, REDI3x3 Working Paper 15. Accessed 

September2016,http://www.econ3x3.org/sites/default/files/articles/Orthofer%202016%20Wealth%20distribution%20an

d%20tax%20data%20FINAL.pdf  

 

http://www.econ3x3.org/sites/default/files/articles/Orthofer%202016%20Wealth%20distribution%20and%20tax%20data%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.econ3x3.org/sites/default/files/articles/Orthofer%202016%20Wealth%20distribution%20and%20tax%20data%20FINAL.pdf
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 3rd quintile: R9 887 – R21 002 

 2nd quintile: R4 544 – R9 886 

 Lower quintile: Up to R4 543 

According to the income expenditure survey, about a quarter of people categorised 

as African and less than 2 per cent of those categorised as white were in the lower 

quintile with  income of R4 543 or less. And about 10 per cent of Africans and 75 per 

cent of whites were in the upper quintile earning incomes of R57 100 and above. It is 

worth noting that the incomes of the top quintile is very broad from R57 100 to people 

earning hundreds of millions of rands per annum.  
 

Table 3.2.Income decile composition by race

 
Source: Finn, Leibrand and Woolard, 2009 

 

Table 3.2 shows that only 3.4 per cent of African households fell into the top decile of 

households by income.  

Figure 3.4 Distribution of University Attendance 

 

Source: Van den Bergh (2016) in Cloete, Sheppard and Van Schalkwyk (2016)16 

                                                           
16 Cloete, N., C. Sheppard and F. van Schalkwyk (2016)“University Fees in South Africa: A story from evidence”, 

Presentation to the Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education and Training, 11 August 2016, slide 24. 
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According to CHE, around 400 000 matriculants qualify for higher education per year. 

However, there are just over 200 000 places for first-time entrants. Figure 3.4 shows the 

percentage of students from different income deciles in South Africa that have 

exemptions and are attending university for a particular cohort of matriculants.17 It is 

clear that for this particular cohort none of those that fell into the lowest 10 per cent 

of household income attended university, even though between 5 per cent and 10 

per cent of them received exemptions while over 95 per cent did not qualify for higher 

education. We see that the percentage of exemptions is even lower for the second 

decile. A very small percentage, possibly 1 per cent of this cohort who falls into the 

second decile attend university. 
 

A 50 per cent of those in the highest earning (10 per cent of households) (decile 10) 

had exemptions and were attending university while close to 55 per cent failed to 

qualify for university entrance. Figure 3.4 shows that there is an important link between 

household income and qualifying to attend university by earning an exemption. 

However, a relatively large proportion of matriculants from the richest households 

failed to qualify for university. The bulk of students attending university were from the 

richest 10 per cent of households who own most of the wealth in the economy and 

earn 55 per cent to 60 per cent of all household income. However, the spread of 

income within that upper decile is very wide and can include households earning 

hundreds of millions a year and those earning R150 000. It is unclear whether a large 

portion of those in the top decile should be labelled elites or whether it is just the top 

1 or 2 percent of households that should be labelled elites.  
 

Figure 3.5: Pen’s Parade of incomes 

 

Source: Tregenna and Tsela (2012) 

 

Figure 3. 5 shows a Pen’s Parade of incomes of the top 5 per cent of households from 

a study of different measures of inequality in South Africa by Tregenna and Tsela 18. In 

the figure 2006 data is used, however old the datasets may provide a good indication 

of the huge income inequality among the top 5 per cent of households. Figure 3.5 

                                                           
17 Cloete (2016), Broekhuizen, Van der Berg and Hofmeyer (2016) where they use the cohort of 2008 matriculants and 

track them for 6 years (i.e. from 2009-2014) 
18 Tregenna, F. & M. Tsela (2012), “Inequality in South Africa: The distribution of income, expenditure and earnings, 

Development Southern Africa, p. 42. 
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further shows that there is a rapid increase in incomes only in the top 0.1 per cent of 

the households where incomes increase sharply. By this estimation if South Africa has 

14.5 million households and the actual elites are not the top 10 per cent but actually 

the top 0.1 per cent to 0.5 per cent; the number of households that fall into the elite 

number would be only around 14 500 to 72 500 households, whereas the top 10 per 

cent of households would be around 1.45 million households. 
 

There has been a popular argument that free higher education will benefit the elite 

at the expense of the poor, and that would perpetuate inequality19. Cloete, Sheppard 

and Van Schalkwyk argues that there is no such thing as free education and that 

someone always has to pay. They further argue that if the policy becomes that the 

state will pay for free higher education, then that policy will benefit the elite and will 

be regressive. The argument is based on the fact that so many students who have the 

qualification to enter undergraduate education are from the upper decile of 

households in terms of income. He also argues that the PSET policy should be to 

support economic development and not for redress.  
 

A response to this argument would be to question whether most of the students who 

are broad-brushed with the label elite are actually elite. Since income inequality and 

unemployment is so high in South Africa, there has been a tendency to label relatively 

poor people as middle class or “black diamonds” and to label workers in the formal 

sector as labour aristocracy. As argued above, the number of the elite households is 

insignificant when considering the number of university students. Therefore, the 

argument that free higher education would benefit the elite may lack substance 

given South Africa’s unique situation with regard to wealth and income inequality. 
 

The reality of South Africa is that the income of a large percentage of the population 

is precarious.20 Over the past decade increased precariousness has been a global 

phenomenon.21 In essence there is high dependency ratio on employed people in 

South Africa. The precariousness of employment makes planning and investing in 

higher education and other activities more difficult for households, even households 

that may be within the top quintile by income. 
  

                                                           
19 CHE, 2016 
20 President Zuma addressed the problem of precariat work and the commitment of the Soulth African Government 

to promote decent work at the African Regional Meeting of International Labour Organisation, October 2011. 

Accessed August 2016, http://www.ilo.org/global/meetings-and-events/regional-meetings/africa/arm-

12/WCMS_165077/lang--en/index.htm  
21 Standing, G. (2011), The Precariat –The New Dangerous Class, London: Bloomsbury 

 

http://www.ilo.org/global/meetings-and-events/regional-meetings/africa/arm-12/WCMS_165077/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/meetings-and-events/regional-meetings/africa/arm-12/WCMS_165077/lang--en/index.htm
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3.3. Problems With the PSET System 

Table 3.3: Overview of post-school education and training institutions, in 2014 

 

Source: DHET (2016), Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South Africa 2014 

 

Table 3.3 provides data on the Post School Education and Training Institutions (PSETs) 

in South Africa in 2014. South Africa had 2369 PSETs in the year 2014 and over 2 million 

students were enrolled at these institutions. The higher education sector comprised 

about 1.1 million students in 145 public and private higher education institutions. The 

number of students enrolled in the smaller private higher education institutions sub-

sector make up about only 13 per cent of total students. There were more than 340 

public Technical and Vocational Education and Training Colleges (TVET) and Private 

Colleges (ex- private FET colleges) servicing over 780 000 students. There were about   

1 828 public Adult Education and Training (AET) centres and only 55 private AET 

centres with over 275 000 learners enrolled. 
 

An important point made about PSET with regard to the debate about higher 

education fees is that PSET is more than just universities. The figure 3.6 reflects an 

unbalanced and inefficient PSET system and further emphasis on the importance of 

universities to remain the centre of focus in South Africa’s PSET sector. 
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Figure 3.6 Enrolment in the South African PSET sector 

 
Source: Cloete, N., C. Sheppard and F. van Schalkwyk (2016),  
 

Figure 3.6 22 compares enrolments in different parts of the PSET sector for 2010 and 

2014. It shows that in 2010 close to 2.8 million people in South Africa between the ages 

of 18 to 24 were not in education, employment or training and that this number grew 

to around 3 million by 2014. The CHET figure aims to show that the South African system 

is unbalanced with too many students in the higher education system compared to 

the colleges and adult education and training sectors. The figure provides a 

comparison with the number of institutions in different PSET sectors in the United State 

of America (USA) with the USA meant to represent a more balanced system. It shows 

that the PSET system in the USA is pyramid shaped with two year post-secondary 

technical colleges forming the base of the system in terms of having the largest 

number of institutions. The second tier of the USA system is two-year college/university 

degrees and the top of the pyramid is the four-year college/university degree.  
 

The CHET figure shows that South Africa’s PSET system looks like an inverted pyramid 

with by far the largest number of students, over 1 million at universities, about three-

quarter million at colleges and just over a quarter million in adult education and 

training institutions. As a result, there is too much pressure and focus on the universities 

that are among the more expensive spaces for education and training in the PSET 

system. In addition, the universities have degree systems where if students leave early 

they end up without a qualification, unlike other PSET institutions where qualifications 

are more modular and can be gained cumulatively over shorter periods of time. 

Cloete, Sheppard and Van Schalkwyk 23 argue that the inverted pyramid shape is the 

                                                           
22 Obtained from the CHET, see Cloete, 2016 
23 Cloete, N., C. Sheppard and F. van Schalkwyk (2016) 
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result of an elitist colonial system influenced by subsequent apartheid policies. They 

add that the inability to transform the structure during the post-apartheid period is due 

to inefficiencies in the system. They argue that the undergraduate system is inefficient 

and unsustainable and call for its restructuring. 
 

Cloete, Sheppard and Van Schalkwyk  say that massification of higher education has 

been a global problem as universities’ capacities grow slowly compared to the 

growth of new enrolments and demand for places. They point out that in South Africa 

these problem starts in the school system and runs through to the higher education 

undergraduate system. The main problem being, very low graduation rates with too 

many students taking too long to complete their undergraduate studies. Only 30 per 

cent of students starting first year graduate within three years and 56 per cent, 

including white students, graduate within five years. The graduation rates are better 

for contact students than distance students with the graduation rate after six years 

declining to 50 per cent if UNISA is included. Too many students are staying in the 

system for too long. The CHE 24 estimate that based on cohort studies one-third of 

students drop out during the first year and there are many repeaters in the system.  
 

The CHE argues that the high dropout rate and other problems are more systematic 

problems than incompetency of individual students. The council further argues that 

the majority of students are unprepared for academic study and many struggle to 

climb the bridge from school to university and also within different years of study (ibid). 

The CHE continues to explain that funding problems, hunger, inadequate 

accommodation, the need to take on part-time work and the possibility of being 

excluded because on outstanding fees, cause our higher education system to be 

inefficient and unjust.  
 

The point that the undergraduate system is inefficient and unsustainable is worth 

considering because it raises the question of government and universities level of 

investment they are willing to spend to improve undergraduate graduation rates and 

shortening the time it takes to graduate. Having more of the students who enrol to 

graduate within the expected time would mean that supporting free higher 

education would require significantly less funds. It would seem that there should be 

an agreement that for every one rand that is spent on supporting free higher 

education for poor South Africans a percentage is spent on improving the 

undergraduate system. Bridging programmes and support to students from poor 

families do exist in some institutions but their use is uneven across institutions.  

  

                                                           
24 Council on Higher Education (2016) 
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4. Higher Education and Funding   

4.1. Introduction 

The South African higher education funding consists of various models, including 

financing by private funders, universities and public finances. The public finance 

funding for higher education has arguably fallen behind when compared to other 

factors related to provision of higher education, including the ever-increasing 

demand for higher education, continued increase in university fees, lack of 

improvement in university infrastructure. In this section the level of higher education 

funding is presented taking into account various trends changes over time. The 

“#FeesMustFall” movement25 has increased the call for government to provide for free 

higher education in recent months.  
 

4.2. Government Funding Model 

The Minister of Higher Education, Dr Blade Nzimande, in his foreword to the Report of 

the Ministerial Committee for the Review of the Funding of Universities26 admits that, 

“international comparisons reveal that the level of funding available for the higher 

education system in South Africa is relatively low (p.3).” The Minister further explains 

the higher education funding model based on the 2003 funding framework that was 

fully implemented from 2007 onwards. He says: 
 

“The allocation of resources in the higher education sector is underpinned by the 

2003 funding framework, which is built on the principle of shared costs between 

(mainly) government and students. The main feature of this funding framework is 

that it is a goal-oriented mechanism for the distribution of government grants to 

individual institutions, in accordance with a) national planning and policy 

priorities, b) the quantum of funds made available in the national higher 

education budget, and c) the approved enrolment plans of individual 

institutions. (Ibid.)” 
 

The government viewed the 2003 higher education funding framework as an 

important tool for meeting its policy priorities. The minister points out in his foreword 

that “…overall transformation of the higher education system is the most important of 

these priorities. Thus, the current higher education funding framework was expected 

to contribute to achieving “… more equitable access, better quality of research and 

teaching, better student progression and graduation rates, and better responsiveness 

of the higher education system to economic and social needs (ibid.).”  

 

  

                                                           
 
26 Gazette No 37384, 28 February 2013 
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Figure: 4.1 Stream of University Income 2000 and 2013 

 

Source: DHET annual financial statements, 2013  
 

There is broad agreement that the South African higher education system has been 

underfunded by government. Universities South Africa27, a body of the vice-

chancellors of higher education institutions, explain that there are several areas where 

the costs of providing higher education have increased. The body further noted that 

while the allocation from the National Treasury (NT) has been above inflation (CPI) it 

has not kept pace with the higher education price index (HEPI). It argues that the HEPI 

is about 1.7 per cent higher than the CPI. In addition to below HEPI public funding 

increase, there has been an increase in the number of students, and therefore, a 

reduction in the teaching input grant per student. Universities South Africa28 explains 

that the block grant29 has been top sliced to accommodate growing numbers of 

earmarked grants over the years. Figure 4.1 shows that between 2000 and 2013 the 

share from third stream income to universities stayed the same. The share from 

government dropped by 9 per cent so the amount collected by universities through 

fees had to increase by 9 per cent to maintain the level of funding stream.  

  

The 2013 Report of the Ministerial Committee for the Review of the Funding of 

Universities30 recognised that the percentage of GDP spent on higher education in 

South Africa was insufficient compared to other countries, and recommended an 

increase. The Ministerial Committee pointed to the need to recognise differentiation 

within the higher education system and suggested that higher education funding 

should be sufficient to support teaching and research activities. The committee 

recommended additional funds for the historically disadvantaged institutions (HDIs), 

including infrastructure and capital expenditure but also the block grant. They also 

recommended support for foundational programmes to help with unpreparedness of 

the majority of students from HDIs. The report further supported extending the NSFAS 

funding as well. 

                                                           
27 See for example Council on Higher Education (2016) and Universities South Africa (2016), “Submission to the 

presidential commission of inquiry into higher education and training (the fees commission)”, 30 June 2016. 
28 Universities South Africa (2016) 
29 Block grants support teaching and research activities while special allocations are made through ear marked grants 

for specific changes that Government wants to promote in Universities. 

30 MoHE (2013), Report of the Ministerial Committee for the Review of the Funding of Universities. Pretoria: DOE. 
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The problem of the “missing middle” of students is that there is a large group who 

cannot enter university because they cannot access financial support and loans 

because their parents earn more than R122 000 a year. NSFAS currently faces funding 

difficulties and will have to find ways to access more funding as well as find solutions 

to improving its collection rates on outstanding loans. NSFAS is underfunded by the 

state, leading to lower revenue for universities. The number of NSFAS funded students 

declined from 194 504 in 2012, to 186 150 students in 2014, even though, the amount 

of money allocated to universities increased from R 5.87 billion to R 6.97 billion during 

that period.31  
 

The inefficiencies in the higher education system that cause high dropout rates and 

for students to spend too much time in finishing their degrees, and the economic 

downturn after the global financial crisis of 2008, seem to have severely affected 

NSFAS collection rates on loans to students. However, NSFAS has also been accused 

of lacking an effective a debt collection system. The recent low levels of repayment 

of loans may have been affected by the events leading up to the #FeesMustFall 

protests. Part of the NSFAS model is to fund new students out of repayments from 

previous student borrowers. However, since 2011 NSFAS debtors have increased from 

776 239 to 851 116 in 2014 but the number of debtors repaying their loans dropped 

from 275 429 to 100 419. The proportion of borrower repaying their debt dropped from 

35 per cent in 2011 to 12 per cent in 2014 amounting to a 61 per cent drop in loan 

recoveries in this time. 
 

NSFAS proposes that it must be equipped with administrative abilities to follow up and 

collect loans and that it must be able to work with the South African Revenue Service 

(SARS) and employers of employed debtors to collect outstanding loans. However, 

one expects that if the inefficiencies in the higher education system persist then many 

of the students who drop out may be hard to track. Many of these students may not 

get jobs and may be unable to repay their loans. NSFAS found that in a study of 44 

countries 26 schemes had repayment rate of below 60 per cent. The average 

recovery rate of all 44 schemes was 49 per cent.   
 

4.3. Higher Education Demand and Supply  

The increase in demand for higher education is partly due to government proliferation 

of funding support in the early 2000s where the then funding body, the Tertiary 

Education Fund for South Africa (TEFSA) which was transformed into NSFAS was 

introduced. The demand for higher education has increased by more than hundred 

per cent between 1994 and 2016. The increased demand for higher education and 

South African developmental objectives led to government opening two universities, 

the University of Mpumalanga and Sol Plaatjie University in 2014. Despite the 

introduction of these two universities the demand for higher education continues to 

increase annually.  
 

In contrast to the increase in demand for higher education, the supply for university 

academic staff per student ratio has decreased overtime. The lecture to student ratio 

                                                           
31National Student Financial Aid Scheme (2016), “Submission by NSFAS on Fee-Free Higher Education,” Submission to 

the Commission on Higher Education, 30 June 2016, p.47. 
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has decreased by half over the years, that is, from 1:39 to 1:62. Clearly there is cause 

for more concern since a significant number of senior academic personnel are near 

retirement, i.e. average age of a university senior academics (professors) is fifty-five 

years old. In responding to the concern, the DHET has started initiatives to support the 

universities to create incentives to attract and train young academic personnel to 

take over from the current senior cohort.32 The increase in demand for higher 

education continues to put pressure on many university infrastructure, as most of the 

university infrastructure maintenance and improvements fail to keep up with the 

demand for higher education. 
 

4.4. Funding and Cost Drivers 

Figure 4.2 shows an average of source of income per university between 2009 and 

2013, with government and private sector contribution showing a slight decline since 

2013 on an average. Appendix A shows details of individual universities source of 

income. The government funding to universities is provided through direct allocation 

to individual universities and funding of student fees using NSFAS. Generally, higher 

education funding from non-student fees has declined over the years. And 

government funding has also seen decline in real terms compared to other funding 

of higher education. The reduction in government funding is attributable to many 

factors, including that student enrolments are beyond available budgets and poor 

economic growth leading to lower tax revenues. However, the NDP skills and 

development targets are more in favour of government increasing funding for TVET 

students as opposed to a broader higher education funding.  
 

Figure 4.2. Average source of income per university 

 
Source: CHET, 2016 

 

Despite alignment of government funding for higher education to the NDP, the 

assumptions and rationale for allocating public finances to higher education need to 

be understood by all stakeholders. The National Treasury often emphasis that there 

are no sufficient public funds to meet all demands. It is, therefore necessary for the 

National Treasury to provide such rationale when required to do so, more so that 

                                                           
32 The Staffing South Africa’s Universities Framework (SSAUF) builds on and takes forward work that was carried out by 

a Higher Education South Africa (HESA) task team, which culminated in a report, “Proposal for a National Programme 

to Develop the Next Generation of Academics for South African Higher Education” (HESA, 2011). It includes 

programmes such as the New Generation of Academics Programme (N-GAP) that funds young scholars and the 

universities to employ and train a new generation South African academics. 

44% 45% 46% 44% 44%

31% 31% 32% 32%
34%

25% 24%
22%

24% 23%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Average source of income per university

Government Funding Student Fees Private Income



 

25 
 

university students are demanding free higher education. NSFAS has over the years 

determined the higher education funding demands33 for government budget 

allocation, and in many instances the budget allocation is substantially below the 

funding demand. Figure 4.3 shows an example of disparity between budget 

allocation and funding needs for qualifying students based on NSFAS models over 

three financial years from 2014/15 until 2016/17. 
 

Figure 4.3. Comparison between budget allocation and funding needs 

 

Source: NSFAS, 2015 

 

Higher education cost drivers-   

In looking at funding for higher education, it is equally necessary to look at some of 

the cost drivers in higher education fees. An analysis by NSFAS34 categorises the higher 

education costs drivers into five main areas; tuition, registration, residence, meals and 

books. Figure 4.4 shows a constant trend of fees cost drivers over a four-year-period 

to the end of the 2015 academic year. According to the analysis, tuition fees and 

residences fees are highest cost drivers in higher education. They both on average 

contribute to more than ninety per cent of higher education fees. The student 

registration fee is also distinguished from other costs in part because students are 

expected to pay the fee before they are either eligible to NSFAS or other funding 

consideration.  
 

  

                                                           
33 NSFAS used means test to determine qualifying students 
34 NSFAS cost drivers -2015 spreadsheet 0n 2012-2015 average cost of study  
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Figure 4.4. University fees cost drivers 

 

Source: NSFAS, 2015 

 

4.5. Funding For Higher Education 

Maintaining current NSFAS funding model- 16 per cent of student population 

As mentioned in the previous sections, higher education is funded from various 

sources. However, this paper is concerned with funding from public finance by 

estimating potential public finance implications of higher education funding if the 

current funding model is to take into account the “missing middle” or if there is a move 

to a free for all undergraduate university education.  
 

NSFAS is currently underfunded from public finances, as illustrated in Table 4.1, NSFAS 

funding per student is below the average of FCS35, for example, in 2014/15  an 

average FCS was R 65 200, however, the NSFAS funding equalled to R 33 815. The 

Appendix B shows a comparison 2017 estimate of FCS per university in South Africa. 

Despite the NSFAS funding failing to cover the entire FCS, the NSFAS funding allocation 

covered 16 per cent of the student’ population during the year. Table 4.1, indicates 

additional public finances needed if NSFAS is to maintain the current model of 

financing higher education. The reduced additional funding needed takes into 

account National Treasury addition funding announced in the 2016 budget review. 

Table 4.1 estimates that NSFAS requires more than R 13.1 billion (R 1.4 billion + R 2.3 

billion + R 9.4 billion) additional budget allocation in the medium term to maintain the 

current funding structure.   
 

 

 

                                                           
35 Full cost of study (FCS) is an annual university fees including, tuition fees, accommodation, registration fee, meals 

and books 
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Table 4.1 NSFAS funding structure – 16. % Coverage and maintain status qou 

Sources: NSFAS and PBO calculation, 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Maintaining NSFAS current funding  
 

  2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 

Assumptions Actual Estimated Estimated Estimated Estimated Estimated 

Family income threshold increases from R122 000  (A) R122   000 R122   000 R122   000 R122   000 R122   001 R122   002 

1.8 %  Growth in  UG enrolment targets (B) 789 110 803 314 817 774 832 494 847 478 862 733 

Average  FCS if  9.8% increase  ( c)  65 200 74 823 82 155 90 206 99 047 108 753 

Average NSFAS award at 9.8% increase (D) 33 815 37 129 40 767 44 763 49 149 53 966 

Number of NSFAS grant holders projected at  16% of undergraduate headcount 

enrolments  ( E)   

125 541 128 530 130 844 133 199 135 597 138 037 

Total funding needed to maintain 16% of  students at FCS   (F) = ( C x E) 8 185 273 200 9 616 954 714 10 749 485 769 12 015 388 211 13 430 368 388 15 011 982 291 

MTEF base line allocation  (G ) 3 914 893 000 4 094 978 000 4 311 811 000 4 527 401 550 4 753 771 628 4 991 460 209 

Additional funding provided in 2016 Budget Review  (H)   4 882 000 000 5 555 000 000 5 832 000 000  

NSFAS re-injected funds (as per NSFAS APP)  (I ) 330 324 000 362 695 752 398 239 936 437 267 449 480 994 194 529 093 614 

Additional funding to maintain 16 % of enrolments over the MTEF  (J) = (F-G-H-I) 3 940 056 200 5 159 280 962 1 157 434 833 1 495 719 212 2 363 602 567 9 491 428 469 
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Proposed 25 per cent Coverage –Missing Middle and Free for All 

Since the “FeesMustFall’ movement started, the funding for higher education model 

continues to receive various interventions by government. Some of government 

intervention measures include the proposal to increase the cut-off threshold for 

funding from R 122 000 to R 217 000 in an attempt to include the ‘missing middle’ 

students. Table 4.2, shows that NSFAS requires more than R 35 billion (R 8.6 billion + R 

10, 3 billion + R 18.4 billion) additional budget allocation in the medium term in order 

to meet the proposed 25 per cent funding coverage of student population at FCS. 

The R 35 billion estimate doesn’t pre-empt 2016 MTBPS announcements. Using the 25 

per cent target estimates to extrapolate to the entire population of estimated student 

cohort, Table 4.2 estimate that the NSFAS would require a budget allocation of more 

than R 250 billion (R 75 billion + R 84 billion + R 94 billion) over the medium term.   
 

Compared to a model that targets 16 per cent of the student population, which is 

seen to exclude the ‘missing middle’ students, the proposed model that targets 25 per 

cent of the population of students seeks to cover the missing middle. According to 

NSFAS Chairperson, Mr Sizwe Nxasana36 the scheme is currently working on proposing 

a new funding model to government. The new funding model would see the 

household income used in the means test moved from R 217 000 to R 500 000 and is 

thought to cover the “missing middle” students. If the new model is approved, NSFAS 

expects the model to be implemented from the 2018 academic year. The public 

finance implications of R 500 000 threshold are unclear at this stage.  
 

The Minister of Higher Education Dr Blade Nzimande announced that universities are 

allowed to increase their fees for 2017, however such an increase is limited to 8 per 

cent. Government committed itself to provide funding for fee increases for students 

with household incomes of R 600 000 or less. Public finance implications of the 

minister’s announcements are unclear at this stage, however some higher education 

analysts suggest that the R 600 000 thresholds would cover almost 80 per cent of 

enrolled students in higher education. The National Treasury is to announce public 

finance implications for the Minister of Higher Education commitment during the 2016 

MTBPS. 
 

4.6. Public Finance Status- 

Parliament has in March 2016 adopted a fiscal policy that seeks to reduce budget 

deficit and stabilise public debt at certain levels. In attaining the fiscal policy, tax 

adjustments to increase revenue by R 33 billion over the medium term were proposed 

and the expenditure ceiling was also lowered by R 25 billion over the medium term37. 

Economic conditions has deteriorated since Parliament adopted the fiscal objective 

in March 2016. And as a results, government is expected to miss revenue targets for 

2016/17 and adversely affecting both expenditure programme and budget deficit 

level. Poor economic conditions, inflation and state-owned entities (SOE) financial 

positions were acknowledged as risks to the fiscal outlook. Weak economic conditions 

and the unfavourable financial position of some SOEs places pressure on public 

finances six months into the financial year.  

                                                           
36 Mr Sizwe Nhxasana reported to media that NSFAS is working on new funding model leading to R 500 000 threshold. 

http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/education/2016/04/13/universities-hinder-students-from-accessing-funds-says-

nsfas  
37 2016 Budget review announcements  

http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/education/2016/04/13/universities-hinder-students-from-accessing-funds-says-nsfas
http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/education/2016/04/13/universities-hinder-students-from-accessing-funds-says-nsfas
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In the 2016 budget review, more than R 16 billion was reprioritised from compensation 

of employees to increase funding for higher education to provide for the freeze in 

2016 university fees and increase government funding for higher education. However, 

the additional funding is insufficient to cover the current demand for higher 

education. Looking at recent Minister of Higher Education announcement that 

government will cover 2017 higher education fee increase for the poor and the 

missing middle up to 8 per cent, funding for higher education may have to be 

recognised as a risk to fiscal outlook in the medium term. If NSFAS intended proposals 

to fund 25 per cent coverage of enrolled higher education students or increase the 

household income means test threshold to R 500 000 are to be considered by 

Parliament, the 2016 adopted fiscal policy might have to be reconsidered in its current 

form. In essence, government revenue is insufficient to meet additional funding 

demands of higher education and further reprioritisation of expenditure programmes 

would also be insufficient over the medium term. The Minister of Finance is to 

announce government’s proposals to fund higher education in the 2016 Medium Term 

Budget Policy Statement. 
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Table 4.2 NSFAS funding structure – 25 % coverage of student population 

Average NSFAS Full Cost of Study (25.5% or 100% of student population) 

Assumptions 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 

Actual Estimated Estimated Estimated Estimated Estimated 

Family income threshold increases from R122 000  to R217 000 

(A) 

R 122 000 R 217 000 R 217 000 R 217 000 R 217 000 R 217 000 

1.8 %  Growth in  UG enrolment targets (B) 789 110 803 314 817 774 832 494 847 478 862 733 

Average FCS if  9.8% increase ( C )    65 200 74 823 82 155 90 206 99 047 108 753 

Number of NSFAS undergraduate grant holders (25.5% of 

student population) (D) 

125 541 204 845 208 532 212 286 216 107 219 997 

Total funding needed to assist all qualifying students (25.5% of 

student population) over the MTEF at FCS (E) = (C x D) 

8 185 273 200 15 327 021 576 17 131 992 944 19 149 524 961 21 404 649 619 23 925 346 777 

MTEF base line allocation (F)  3 914 893 000 4 094 978 000 4 311 811 000 

 

4 527 401 550 4  753 771 628 

 

4 991 460 209 

NSFAS re-injected funds (as per NSFAS APP) (G)  410 935 000 452 561 000 372 702 674 409 972 941 450 970 236 496 067 259 

Additional funding provided in 2016 Budget Review (H)   4 882 000 000 5 555 000 000 5 832 000 000  

Additional funding to provide FCS of 25 % ( I) = ( E-F-G-H)  3 859 445 200 10 779 482 576 7 565 479 270 8 657 150 470 10 367 907 756 18 437 819 308 

Student Head Count @ 100%  (B) 789110 803 314 817 774 832 494 847 478 862 733 

Full Cost Study @ 100% (J) =( B x C) 51 449 972 000  

 

60 105 966 963 67 184 286 056 75 096 176 319 83 939 802 427 93 824 889 321 

Sources: NSFAS and PBO calculation, 2016 
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5. Higher Education and Governance  

5.1. Introduction 

The debate on higher education finance has become a world-wide debate, and is 

not confined to South Africa. Higher education matters and always will, because 

knowledge for its own sake is important. But, in sharp contrast with 50 years ago, now 

higher education matters also for national economic performance and for an 

individual person’ life chances. Technological advance has driven up the demand 

for skills. To compete internationally, countries need mass high-quality higher 

education. That immediately raises the question of how to pay for it. Countries 

typically pursue three goals in higher education: large and tax revenue funded, but 

with worries about quality; high-quality and tax-revenue funded, but small; and large 

and good- quality, but more public finances are invested. It is possible to achieve first 

two but only at the expense of the third goal. 
 

5.2. National Student Financial Aid Scheme  

Since the early 1990s when South Africa started moving towards becoming a 

democracy, the problem of outstanding student debt was creating the unlikely 

situation that certain higher education institutions in South Africa would be unable to 

continue with their activities if no solution for this crucial problem was found. 

Something had to be put in place to help especially the students from previously 

disadvantaged communities. The provision of additional financial aid to poor students 

was an effort to create equal opportunities and access to higher education institutions 

to all South Africans irrespective of race. The provision of financial aid to needy 

students would impact on the racially skewed student population of South Africa.38 
 

NSFAS was established in 1999 through Act No 56 of 1999 and incorporated Tertiary 

Education Fund of South Africa (TEFSA) as an entity of DHET to provide eligible students 

at public higher education institutions with loans and bursaries. From 1993 to 2000 

TEFSA was the primary non-profit company in terms of Section 21 of the Companies 

Act and ceased to operate in July 2000. All existing loans in the TEFSA books were 

transferred to NSFAS. The scheme has since become recognised as a reputable 

disburser of student financial aid, and as a model of good practice on the African 

continent, despite underfunding of its operations and the students. Following a 

Ministerial Review in 201039, NSFAS’s mission was re-crafted so as to focus on its’ 

transformation into an efficient and effective provider of financial aid. In a sustainable 

manner that promotes access to, and success in, higher education and further 

education and training, in pursuit of South Africa’s national and human resources 

development goals. 
 

NSFAS provides administration of loans and bursaries and pursues the recovery of 

those loans. It further provides for the provision of special funds for the Tertiary 

Education and Training Act of 1993 and related matters. The scheme disbursed R 510 

million in 2000, R3.6 billion in 2010, and R9 billion in 2014. NSFAS provides loans to cover 

the full cost of study (FCS), which includes tuition fees, accommodation, books and 

other living expenses. However, NSFAS funding fails to fund the FCS for all students 

                                                           
38 De Villiers, P. Higher Education and the Poor in South Africa. 
39 Department of Higher Education and Training. 2010. Report of the Ministerial Committee on the Review of the 

National Student Financial Aid Scheme. 
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because of “top slicing”40 by some universities who share the available funding across 

all eligible applicants. The result of top slicing is that all the supported students are 

underfunded. Insufficient funding for students leads to a systemic problems and 

injustice in the higher education system. 
 

The scheme is currently limited to funding students whose household income is R122 

000 a year or less, the model is currently being reviewed to provide for middle class 

households. According to NSFAS, the 2015/16 funding model provides for 16 per cent 

of higher education students. There is potential in the system to convert NSFAS loans 

into bursaries and to further subsidise awardees through lowering amounts owed and 

interest rates. The proposals to further use NSFAS in the provision of free higher 

education to the poor will use these types of mechanisms, with means testing of who 

qualifies as poor. At the same time, the proposals are that the scheme will be further 

funded to lend to students from families earning up to R 217 000 a year to provide a 

solution for the ‘missing middle’ and this would provide for 25 per cent of enrolled 

students. And recent suggestion posit that the threshold should be moved to R 

600 000, this would provide support for more than 80 per cent of higher education 

students.  
 

Despite the fact that NSFAS is a registered credit provider and disburses billions of 

Rands of public funds every year, the scheme lacks policies to effectively recover 

debt. The scheme operates in the absence of codified policies. In the absence of a 

policy regime, NSFAS has increasingly relied for policy direction and other national 

policies on its external legal adviser. The effect of this, combined with poor 

governance practices at board level, has been to undermine one of the most positive 

aspects of the NSFAS initiative: the setting of interest on student loans linked to the 

Reserve Bank Repo Rate as a “hidden subsidy”. Among the immediate governance 

consequences of the absence of a comprehensive policy regime is that the scheme 

operates with inadequate organisational and systemic checks and balances, which 

are required by the PFMA and by the King III protocols.41 
 

Concerns Raised With Regard to the Administration of NSFAS 

The main impediment to NSFAS achieving its objectives is underfunding. Underfunding 

contributes to too many of the secondary impediments, including bursary 

administration, top slicing, means test, high dropout and low graduation rates and 

allocation formula. Although NSFAS has received a steadily increasing budgetary 

allocation, its resources lag significantly behind the students funding needs. The 

concerns raised by higher education institutions about NSFAS processes included: 
 

 Lack of distinction between part-time and full-time students in funding model. 

Normally part-time or distance education students qualify for smaller loans 

because they can pay for their studies from their own earnings to a larger extent 

than full-time students; 

 Funding students with dual citizenship who qualify for NSFAS loans on the basis of 

their South African citizenship, however debt recovery uncertainties are significant; 

                                                           
40 Top slicing: using available funds and divided amongst students, as opposed to funding FCS per student 
41 DHET. 2009. Report of the Ministerial Committee on the Review of the National Student Financial Aid Scheme. 
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 Lack of the distinction between the university systems and NSFAS, leading to 

students accusing universities for lack of funding;  

 Lack of proper communication strategies with students in rural areas, leading to 

exclusion from funding;  

 Lack of support structure towards poor or minor or both students’ parents or 

guardians in their engagements with NSFAS processes; 

 Lack of effective and efficient strategy to recover debts. Uncollected recoveries, 

ballooned to R 3.7 billion by between 2010-201442; and 

 Lack of compressive process to monitor public funding of higher education 

outcome43 e.g. who graduate and who drops out? 
 

The scheme’s poor loan recovery rate of about 30 per cent is another problem. The 

recovery rate is among the lowest for such a fund globally. Japan has one of the best 

recovery rates, about 68 per cent. NSFAS is not efficient in tracking debtors, especially 

between the time when they finish studying and when they start their first job. The 

employers are supposed to notify the fund if they employ a beneficiary, but the NSFAS 

administration also battles to keep track of students who fail or drop out. Improving 

the quality of basic education is critical to limit the high failure and dropout rate at a 

tertiary level. There are suggestions that NSFAS needs to be better geared to 

supporting students studying courses that will give them sought-after skills as there are 

some of those who do qualify but still struggle to find jobs.44 
 

5.3. Governance at University Level 
Governance models in African higher education have evolved over the decades, 

but their impact on university leadership appears not to have been highly significant. 

The key drivers of quality leadership are factors such as individual capacities, 

leadership training and state funding. In his study “Governance Models and the 

Quality of Leadership in African Universities”, Oonyu defines governance in higher 

education as “the means by which universities are formally organised and managed”. 

Governance is key to ensuring that universities perform their role of producing high-

level skills and generating knowledge. 
 

According to Oonyu, successful governance models have certain characteristics. 

They allow for flexible, committed, transparent, accountable and goal-oriented 

leadership. Where there has been a lot of success, universities are working very closely 

with the state. Not that the state directs the universities, but it influences them a lot in 

terms of funding and linking to outcomes. Adequate funding by the state is used not 

to control university leaders but rather to steer institutions to respond to labour market 

and other requirements. Governance systems that are successful create effective 

partnerships and networks between the state, higher education institutions and the 

private sector to ensure effective education and training, and to stimulate research 

and innovation. They provide equity, quality and access.45 
 

                                                           
42 CLoete. 2016 University student fees – A trilemma of trade-offs, University world news 
43 CLoete. 2016 Free Higher education. Another self –destructive South African Policy 
44 Lund, T. 2015. Student Financial Aid: Dropped at the door. Financial Mail. 25, March, 2015. 
45 MacGregor, K. Governance models and leadership quality in universities. University World News. Issue No: 397. 23 

January 2016 
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In South Africa, the restructuring of the higher education institutional landscape 

through the National Plan on Higher Education (2001), accompanied by institutional 

mergers and incorporations, has posed additional governance and leadership 

challenges for institutions such as the leadership and management of multi-campus 

institutions often characterised by different academic cultures, traditions and different 

conditions of service for staff. The biggest challenge in governance within the 

university sector in South Africa relates to issues of power and responsibilities as dealt 

with by university councils, the university leadership, senior administrators, academics, 

staff, students, policy makers and other external stakeholders. The core principles that 

are usually in contestation in this interplay of power are institutional autonomy and 

academic freedom, which are often defended as necessary to safeguard the mission 

of the institution and to buffer it against external interference, on the one hand, and 

challenged in the interest of transparency and accountability, on the other hand. A 

successful management of this tension is critical for institutional success and the 

building of trust and partnership among all the stakeholders.46 
 

According to the Ministerial Oversight Committee on Transformation in South African 

Public Universities, South African universities face many critical challenges now and in 

the future. The common challenges are: “disempowering and alienating” institutional 

cultures; poor equity profiles; poor staff qualifications; poor high-level knowledge; and 

skills production; an imitative approach to knowledge production; poor 

understanding of the nature of students and staff; failure to confront the politics of 

epistemology and a pervasive culture of passive resistance to transformation. 
 

5.4. International Experiences on Higher Education Funding 

A major challenge faced by governments throughout the world, in both industrialised 

and developing countries, is how to reform the finance of higher education in 

response to the twin pressures of rising private demand for admission to higher 

education and heavily constrained public budgets. The past few decades have seen 

major changes in the way higher education is financed in many countries, as 

governments have grappled with the problem of financing rapidly expanding systems 

of higher education while public expenditure for education has failed to keep pace, 

or in some cases, declined.47 
 

Traditionally, post-secondary education has been seen as a public good, contributing 

to society through educating citizens, improving human capital, encouraging civil 

involvement and boosting economic development. In the past several decades, 

higher education has increasingly been seen as a private good, largely benefiting 

individuals, with the implication that academic institutions, and students, should pay 

a significant part of the cost of post-secondary education. Funding shortages due to 

the rising demand for admission to higher education massification have also meant 

that higher education systems and institutions are increasingly responsible for 

generating larger percentages of their own revenue. This debate has intensified due 

not only to the financial challenges of massification but also to a more widespread 

political inclination towards greater privatisation of services once provided by the 

                                                           
46 Commission 3-Experience of Leadership, Management & Governance. 
47 Woodhall, M. 2007. Funding Higher Education: The Contribution of Economic Thinking to Debate and Policy 

Development. Education Working Paper Series N0-8. 
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state. The growing emphasis on cost recovery, higher tuition and university-industry 

links distracts from the traditional social role and service function of higher education 

that are central to contemporary society. 48 
 

Changes in the financing of higher education introduced in the past thirty years 

include introduction of tuition fees or other charges in countries where higher 

education tuition was previously free, substantial increases in tuition fees in several 

countries where they did previously exist, and changes in student aid systems; 

including in many countries a shift towards student loans to supplement or replace 

grants. Such changes have been the subject of controversy and debate. 49 
 

A number of African countries including Kenya, Zambia, Mozambique, Nigeria, 

Burkina Faso and Egypt have a history of free higher education, although this has not 

remained in place for all of these countries. For many of these countries, the move 

towards free higher education was advanced on the grounds that higher education 

would spur economic transformation; that higher education would grow “indigenous 

person’s power” and that it would ensure equity in the access of the local citizenry, 

demonstrating the state’s commitment to providing something that was desired by 

the citizens.50 
 

Historically higher education in Germany has been state funded, since education has 

been regarded as “a public good”. In 2006, the German Constitutional Court ruled 

that tuition fees did not conflict with Germany's commitment to universal education 

and as a result tuition fees were introduced. After exploring tuition fees for almost a 

decade, public universities in Germany have now abolished tuition fees for 

undergraduate students in all 16 states. The last state abolished tuition fees during 

2014. Higher education in Germany is therefore free again, with 84 per cent of funding 

coming from government. 
 

The United Kingdom (UK) introduced tuition fees for the first time in 1998, with an upper 

cap of £1 000. This cap increased to £3 000 in 2004. In 2010 the cap on tuition fees was 

removed, which enabled universities to charge students up to £9 000 annually. More 

than half of the UK’s universities announced their intention to charge students the full 

£9 000 in annual tuition fees. In the UK, the state contributes 30 per cent of the cost of 

higher education. During the 2015 UK election campaign, the future trajectory of 

tuition fees has been a hotly debated election issue. 
 

In the USA, which has one of the most expensive higher education systems in the 

world, the state contributes 34 per cent to the cost of higher education. State-funding 

for public universities decreased significantly over the last decade, which resulted in 

an increased reliance on tuition fees as a source of revenue. This also resulted in 

student debt in the US exceeding $1 trillion for the first time in 2014, which is bigger 

than the nation’s credit card debt of $0.7 trillion. In his State of the Union Address in 

2015, President Barack Obama proposed that the state fund two years of community 

                                                           
48 Altbach, P.G, Reisberg, L & Rumbley, L.E. 2009. Trends in Global Higher Education: Tracking an Academic Revolution. 

A Report Prepared for the UNESCO 2009 World Conference on Higher Education. 
49 Woodhall, M. 2007. Funding Higher Education: The Contribution of Economic Thinking to Debate and Policy 

Development. Education Working Paper Series N0-8. 
50 NSFAS. 2016. Submission to the Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education and Training: A NSFAS Position Paper on 

Fee-Free Higher Education. 
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college education for every citizen with an interest in progressing towards a degree 

and with sufficient academic marks. 51 The higher education model whereby students 

share in the cost of education is truly under pressure in both the USA and the UK. 
 

The Chinese higher education system is somewhat similar to that of South Africa by 

following a bachelor’s degree, master’s degree and a doctoral degree. The funding 

for higher education in China also follows a mix funding approach; high government 

investment in line with the country’ economic and other development plans, tuition 

fees and private funding, though higher education is considered relatively cheap. The 

government invests about 3 per cent of GDP in the higher education system and the 

system had fast-growing participation of about 30 per cent of the enrolled students.  
  

5.5. Government and Other Stakeholders Pronouncements 

The main proposal from government, including the Ministerial Committee for the 

Review of Funding of Universities of 2013 and the 2012 Working Group on Fee-Free 

Higher Education, as well as recent comments to the media, supports a funding 

framework to higher education institutions that draws not only on government support 

but also on private sector contributions, from fees and third stream income. Within this 

framework, as mentioned before NSFAS has to be improved and provided with 

increased funds.  
 

The 2012 Report of the Working Group on Fee-Free Higher Education had the brief of 

considering fee-free education for the poor. It is generally understood that free fees 

would apply to undergraduate education only. Many of the documents from 

government emphasize the importance of the science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics (STEM) subjects but this Working Group was asked to “guard against the 

downgrading of social sciences provision”. The bottom line is that free higher 

undergraduate education would be provided to the poor and those from households 

not defined as poor (possibly up to incomes of R600 000 per annum) will have access 

to certain newly structured NSFAS products. 
 

The Working Group warned that the 2010 Ministerial Review of NSFAS found that NSFAS 

was poorly governed and not optimally managed with 72 per cent of NSFAS students 

having dropped out. NSFAS has taken on board the warnings and cautions of the 

Ministerial Committee and the Working Group, including a proposal that it (NSFAS) 

moves away from using race as a proxy for need. NSFAS has proposed a means test 

and also consideration of the types of schools that prospective student applicants 

attended in deciding on need. NSFAS has also accepted that full funding must be 

enforced and institutional discretion in allocating funds (that allowed for top slicing 

and inefficiencies in the system) must be limited.  
 

NSFAS accepted the proposal of accessing NSF and SETA funds to expand its offerings, 

particularly to include the ‘missing middle’. The NDP’s proposal that NSFAS provide full 

funding, service-linked or work-back scholarships and loan recovery arrangements 

through SARS was also tabled by NSFAS in its proposal to the Fees Commission. It is also 

worth noting that the NSFAS system allows the Scheme to write off debt, subsidise a 

                                                           
51 OECD Indicators: Education at a Glance 2014, Pricewatershouse Coopers: Funding of public higher education 

institutions in South Africa 
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portion of the debt or reduce interest rates on the debt or to convert the debt into a 

bursary. The question is whether the current approach to repayment and interest rates 

will continue with tweaking to differentiate products for different students’ needs.  
 

The current approach maintain that repayment of loans must start once debtors earn 

a certain level of salary (R30 000 in 2012) and interest rates, which begin to be 

charged one year after the student stops studying, are set at 80 per cent of the prime 

rate. Academic success is rewarded by converting up to 40 per cent of a student loan 

into a bursary. NSFAS also proposes that the different funds, including private sector 

funding, to support higher education must be centralised under the scheme. The 

scheme suggest that a portion of the skills levy would provide for an adequate funding 

for free higher education for the poor without increasing the tax burden.  
 

The organisation that represents the vice-chancellors, Universities South Africa, 

submitted the view that government’s contribution to higher education as a 

percentage of GDP should be higher and that they (the vice-chancellors) are 

concerned about the drop in the level of funding to universities. Overall, they also 

support a system of funding from the public and private sector because they 

recognise that higher education has private benefits and also social benefits.  
 

Universities South Africa (USA) offers two proposals; the first proposal is similar to the 

government’s one, which uses NSFAS system while providing free education to the 

poor and support for those whose families have incomes of up to R600 000 a year. The 

second proposal is to remove the private contribution through fees and to replace 

this with transfers from government that would be earned from a graduate tax (a 

simple PAYE tax on all graduates). They also suggest that tax incentives to individuals 

and corporates be strengthened and deepened so they could provide more 

bursaries and scholarships. They suggest a formal consideration be given to industrial 

sponsorship of students in higher education through a levy or through taxes. They 

mention that social bonds have been already suggested to contribute to the 

challenge of student fees. The USA is also an organisation that warns that a free 

education system will subsidise the elite and those who could afford to pay.  
 

The CHE called on government to reprioritise spending and within that to consider the 

entire education system. The CHE suggests that a focus on the entire system will 

improve the split of funding between basic education and PSET. It would support basic 

education to better prepare students for higher education. It also points out that the 

TVET and college systems be further developed because those would be used by a 

larger number of students than the higher education system. The CHE prefers a system 

where the requirement for support and loans should not be only based on family 

income but on the individual. The CHE further suggests that the returns to studying 

could well be private returns to an individual. The CHE posits that it may be fairer for 

all deserving students to have access to loans perhaps at different interest rates with 

higher earners paying higher interest rates. The very poor could have a higher bursary-

to-loan mix.  
 

In essence, the CHE proposal suggests that the student be seen as independent from 

their parents in assessing their ability to finance their higher education fees. There are 

arguments in the literature that go much further than the CHE, that say students are 
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adults and that they should be allowed to act and be supported independently from 

their parents. Their choice to pursue studies should not depend on whether their 

parents can or will contribute. Therefore, they should be provided with bursaries or 

loans that not only cover tuition but also covers full costs, including living expenses 

and books, and so on. The thinking in South Africa and in the proposal by Government 

and the universities generally assume that parents or families should support students 

through paying fees. There are developed countries where there is a continuum of 

support. For example, in the USA many higher education students would permanently 

move from home (except for vacations) once they begin undergraduate studies and 

would work and borrow money to pay their own way while they are students. Parents 

may support the living and tuition costs but these are often seen as the responsibility 

of the student. The result in the USA has been a large growth in student debt. If the 

idea of treating students as independent adults is taken seriously, then the incomes 

and wealth of their parents should not be considered. There is room for unfair support 

of affluent students.  
 

There is a proposal for a free education system (Flacher et al, 2011)52 that has some 

similarities to the second proposal of the CHE. However, while the CHE suggests a 

graduate tax Flacher et al suggest a contributory scheme similar to a public pension 

scheme that graduates contribute towards when they begin working. They argue for 

full support (tuition, living expenses etc) and say that this should be offered to all 

students when they are ready to accept a place at a higher education institution. In 

return, the student forms part of an agreement to contribute towards the financing 

scheme at a progressive rate based on their salary once they start working. Flacher 

et al recognise the independence of adult students and provide them with resources 

to be independent from their parents and part-time work while studying. They 

recognise that students from poor families may face pressure to drop out because of 

other problems related to poverty that will negatively affect their studies. Flacher et al 

further see full support as a way to overcome many of these challenges and argue 

that this approach would support the de-commodification of the higher education 

system and that choices made by students will be less influenced by the market but 

by their personal and community shaped choices. 
 

The submission from the TVET College Governors Council (TVETCGC) makes proposals 

similar to that of many protesting students. They argue for free higher education, and 

argue that free higher education should be paid for by the fiscus. The fiscus should 

increase personal, capital gains, corporate taxes and the skills levy to put in place a 

ring-fenced fund to support free higher education. They also argue that government 

must eliminate or reduce subsidies and funding to private education institutions. 
 

The proposal from Equal Education, a mass, member based education group 

suggests that higher education spending as a percentage of GDP should be 

increased to levels of the OECD countries, that is from the current 0.7 per cent to about 

1.2 per cent of GDP. They say that no-one who qualifies should be turned away and 

                                                           
52 Flacher, D., H. Harari-Kermadec and L. Moulin (2013), "Contributory education scheme: Theoretical basis and 

application," Investigaciones de Economía de la Educación volume 6, in: Antonio Caparrós Ruiz (ed.), Investigaciones 

de Economía de la Educación 6, edition 1, volume 6, chapter 30, pages 495-502 Asociación de Economía de la 

Educación. 
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that government must subsidise each student to provide for recurrent costs of higher 

education institutions. They suggest an increase in personal income tax of the top 10 

per cent of earners and mention getting some tax out of the high-net-worth individuals 

who avoid paying tax. They view this transfer of funds from rich to poor for education 

through the fiscus and increased taxes on the richest in society, as a more efficient 

way to fund higher education.  
 

The National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU) supports free higher education but does 

not see it as practical and calls for low cost higher education. FEDUSA supports the 

proposals of NTEU and its call for ensuring that academic freedom, maintenance of 

staffing levels and equitable and future sustainability of higher education is 

maintained.  
 

The proposal by SASCO is in favour of free higher education and calls for the removal 

of fees as a way to de-commodify higher education. They suggest that investment 

from the Government Employees Pension Fund (GEPF) be made into the higher 

education system and that unclaimed pension from GEPF be transferred to higher 

education funding. SASCO is unopposed to hiking taxes to support higher education 

but also call for corporate social responsibility funds to be invested into higher 

education. SASCO further suggest that 1 per cent increase in the skills levy and the 

organisation is in favour of increasing inheritance tax.  
 

In summary, the main contending perspectives are:  

 Those in line with government that call for free higher education for the poor 

and addressing NSFAS and increasing lending and funding to the ‘missing 

middle’.  

 Those that call for free higher education with a transfer from the fiscus to 

universities. The fiscus would raise the money through reprioritising budgets 

across government departments and increasing different taxes. 

The government perspective is one of a mixed system because it views the benefits 

and returns to education as both private and public. The government approach is not 

averse to corporatization and commodification of higher education. In fact, within 

the different reports on fees and funding of higher education institutions it seems as if 

there is a disjuncture between the visions and goals to transform and reduce 

inequalities in the higher education system and the ‘sensible approach’ to having it 

operating within a commodified education system with government providing 

guided funding as a way to guide and possibly fix market imperfections.  
 

Within this perspective, the focus seems to be on the high private returns to higher 

education rather than the benefits of social and public returns in line with their stated 

goals of transformation, redressing past inequities and injustices and supporting the 

economic development of the country. The practical considerations are very real in 

that the higher education system cannot train and educate the majority of young 

school leavers and can easily be labelled an elitist system. Support for free higher 

education could be seen as subsidising the rich who can afford to pay for their own 

higher education. The other real practical consideration is that the South African 

higher education system operates within a certain approach to economic policy 



 

40 
 

implemented by a government that has created room for creation of markets in social 

services.  
 

Within this framework, maintaining a fiscal stance and in the current period moving 

towards fiscal consolidation, is part of government’s economic approach as much as 

supporting education as skills. The government has improved tax collection but it has 

also recognised base erosion as a problem and at the same time, enacted a second 

amnesty for residents who have funds illicitly outside of South Africa. They seem to be 

attempting an investor friendly approach to tax avoidance and base erosion. 
 

Economics has a concept of path dependency where the choices made in the past 

shape the present and influence the future. South Africa’s past is one of exploitation 

and oppression with undervaluation and investment in the majority of the population. 

We live with the consequences of those choices and we desperately try to change 

the path that we were set upon. The choices we make with regard to the structure 

and operation of the higher education system and whether fees are free or not, will 

reshape not only the economic growth path but the kind of society we will have in 

the future. 

 



 

41 
 

Appendix list 
Appendix A:  Details source of income per university trend- 2009-2013 

  2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

  Government 

funds 

Student 

fees 

Private 

income 

Government 

funds 

Student 

fees 

Private 

income 

Government 

funds 

Student 

fees 

Private 

income 

Government 

funds 

Student 

fees 

Private 

income 

Government 

funds 

CPUT 51% 31% 18% 50% 30% 20% 51% 32% 18% 50% 33% 17% 44% 

UCT 32% 26% 41% 35% 26% 39% 37% 27% 35% 33% 27% 40% 34% 

CUT 54% 34% 12% 55% 33% 13% 55% 34% 12% 54% 32% 14% 59% 

DUT 56% 33% 11% 53% 33% 14% 53% 35% 12% 53% 33% 14% 50% 

FH 48% 25% 26% 34% 31% 35% 39% 38% 23% 36% 37% 26% 38% 

FS 45% 26% 30% 46% 28% 26% 46% 29% 25% 48% 31% 22% 46% 

UJ 43% 36% 21% 42% 36% 22% 44% 40% 16% 41% 39% 21% 41% 

KZN 41% 23% 36% 44% 24% 32% 46% 23% 31% 42% 25% 33% 44% 

*UL 55% 32% 13% 53% 32% 15% 52% 35% 13% 49% 38% 13% 45% 

MUT 54% 36% 10% 53% 41% 6% 56% 40% 4% 52% 27% 21% 52% 

NMMU 43% 28% 29% 42% 29% 29% 43% 29% 27% 42% 29% 29% 42% 

NWU 41% 27% 32% 45% 28% 27% 43% 29% 28% 41% 26% 33% 39% 

UP 31% 25% 44% 33% 27% 40% 37% 28% 35% 34% 27% 39% 37% 

RU 37% 37% 26% 39% 36% 25% 39% 36% 25% 38% 39% 24% 39% 

UNISA 30% 43% 27% 31% 43% 27% 33% 47% 21% 35% 44% 21% 32% 

SU 36% 20% 44% 36% 20% 44% 36% 21% 43% 36% 24% 41% 33% 

TUT 51% 33% 16% 55% 31% 14% 57% 31% 12% 56% 31% 13% 54% 

VUT 53% 35% 12% 55% 35% 10% 52% 37% 12% 52% 35% 13% 51% 

UNIVEN 47% 42% 11% 49% 37% 14% 51% 38% 11% 50% 37% 13% 46% 

WSU 62% 36% 2% 66% 31% 3% 60% 33% 6% 63% 25% 12% 49% 

UWC 46% 23% 31% 49% 26% 24% 49% 25% 25% 49% 26% 25% 26% 

WITS 24% 22% 54% 25% 23% 51% 27% 26% 48% 25% 27% 48% 61% 

UZ 40% 32% 28% 49% 37% 14% 52% 35% 13% 44% 36% 19% 46% 

Source: CHET, 2016 
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Appendix B: University Full Cost of Study Comparisons per University- 2017 

 

Source: PBO calculation using NSFAS data, 2016 
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