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The Higher Education Budget 

 
On 17th May 2018, Minister Naledi Pandor delivered the Budget for the Department of Higher 

Education. 

 

She prefaced her remarks by underlining three important imperatives that have shaped this budget. 

Firstly, the impact of the #feesmustfall and the decolonisation of higher education protests over the 

past three years; secondly, the need to produce skilled graduates well able to play a role in knowledge 

creation in different spheres, and thus contribute to inclusive economic growth; and thirdly, the 

increasing focus on the ‘fourth industrial revolution’ and its implications for the business and 

education sectors. 

 

She said that the department’s budget represented a ‘new dawn for post-school education.’ It totalled 

R89.9billion, the key components being university subsidies (R38.6bn, a 30% increase); the National 

Student Financial Aid Scheme (R20.5bn, a 100% increase); skills development (R16.9bn); TVET1 

colleges (R10.7bn, up by 45%); and CET colleges (R2.3bn). As was indicated in the February Budget 

speech, the largest reallocation of resources in the 2018/19 financial year is in higher education and 

training, with overall spending having increased by 13.7%.2 

 

There was considerable public interest in this Budget, especially after former President Zuma’s ‘free 

higher education’ announcement on the eve of the ANC’s 54th Conference last December. The 

announcement flew in the face of the recommendations of the Heher Commission, which concluded 

that fee-free tertiary education was not feasible at this time. In his statement President Zuma said that 

government would “introduce fully subsidised free higher education and training for poor and 

working class South African undergraduate students, starting in 2018 with students in their first year 

of study [who would be] funded and supported through government grants, not loans.”’3 The amended 

definition of ‘poor and working class’ included students in households where the combined income 

was less than R350 000 per annum. In January, the EFF called on prospective students to “walk onto 

campuses and claim their places”, thus ramping up the expectance of admission.4 

 

Commenting on this in her remarks, the Minister said: “First-time entry students from families with 

an income up to R350 000 per annum are now eligible to apply for the new DHET bursary. The 

scheme will be phased in over five years. The bursary conditions will include academic performance 

requirements, as well as future community service. Very significantly, government has converted the 

NSFAS loans of returning students to grants.” In response, some opposition MPs argued that the 

increased funding for free tertiary education came at the cost of numerous cuts to the budgets of other 

departments, including Basic Education. 

 

A critical detail that might have gone unnoticed was the significant decrease in the percentage of over 

20-year-olds with no education at all. In 1996 this figure stood at 19% of the population; it is now at 

about 5%. The Minister indicated that this was due in part to the work put into the Kha Ri Gude 
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Literacy Programme. It also speaks to the importance of increasing the number of community colleges 

and the allocations being made to this sector. By the Minister’s own admission, these allocations 

remain modest compared to other institutions, yet they are the one public place of access for adults 

who were unable to finish school. Nine Community Education and Training colleges are presently in 

operation. 

 

On the often contentious issue of the decolonisation of higher education, the Minister commended 

efforts by universities such as Stellenbosch, which is reportedly decolonising ten programs including 

law and medicine; and the University of Johannesburg, which has started an introductory course on 

Africa that all students are required to take. She quoted with approval the words of her predecessor, 

Dr Blade Nzimande: “Building African universities does not mean creating universities that are 

globally disengaged. They should be globally engaged but not only by being consumers of global 

knowledge. They should be producers of knowledge as well, knowledge that is of relevance locally, 

continentally, in the south and globally.”5 

 

In her support of the Budget, Ms Cynthia Majeke of the UDM, like many colleagues in the opposition 

benches, pointed to difficulties with timeous payments of students’ monies, resulting in students 

living and studying in unconducive situations, suffering from hunger, and above all being exposed to 

physical dangers. She also noted that rape and physical assaults on campuses have increased. In light 

of this, the UDM suggested the establishment of satellite police stations on campuses to improve 

safety, the implementation of shuttle services where students live a distance from the campuses, as 

well as the structuring of special rates on public transport. The issue of safety was raised by many 

participants in the debate, as was another point raised by Ms Majeke, namely the roll-out of legislation 

to protect students from unscrupulous landlords. She suggested that the idea of rent caps be 

investigated where student accommodation was concerned. Other speakers mentioned the 

unsustainability of free tertiary education and the cuts to other budgets, and expressed concern with 

regard to this funding model. 

 

Many of the ANC speakers underlined that this development in post-school education delivered on 

the promise of the Freedom Charter that ‘the doors of learning shall be open.’ That is indeed well and 

good. However, the gnawing uncertainty for the future is whether it is possible – given South Africa’s 

many social pathologies – to keep those doors open without doing long term damage to other areas 

of need. 

________________________________________________________________________________ 
Peter-John Pearson 

Director 

 

1 TVET refers to Technical Vocational Education and Training, while CET refers to Community Education and 

Training. 
2 http://www.destinyconnect.com/2018/02/21/budget-2018-r57-billion-free-higher-education-next-3-years/ 
3 https://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/zuma-announces-free-higher-education-for-poor-and-working-class-

students-20171216 
4 https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/national/2018-01-03-eff-calls-for-students-to-walk-in-to-universities-to-secure-

places-despite-warnings-of-violence/ 
5 www.politicsweb.co.za/politics/higher-education-is-at-critical 
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