
 

 

 

Universities, Government and Industry Dialogue on Research and Innovation; 

An opinion piece (unpublished) by Dr Jeffrey Mabelebele, CEO of HESA, post the 3rd 

Biennial Research & Innovation Conference of 2-3 April, 2014 

 

As one leader once said, “Knowledge is the currency of the global economy”. If South Africa 

intends to compete successfully in the economy of the world, it has to pay sufficient attention 

to its research and innovation capabilities and capacities. It is generally acknowledged that 

research and innovation create jobs and grow the economy. The appreciation of the role of 

research and innovation in national development permeated the discussion at the recent 

HESA Research and Innovation Conference held on 2 and 3 April 2014 under the theme 

Higher Education engaging with the National Development Plan: exploring the possibilities 

and limits in research and innovation. 

 

Since its adoption by government as a macro-policy framework, the National Development 

Plan (NDP) has become a key feature of policy discussions in South Africa and abroad. A 

number of government departments are gradually beginning to align their own plans with the 

priorities of the NDP, although progress in this regard has been uneven. The NDP has 

identified a number of priorities for the Higher Education sector, including but not limited to 

the following: 

 

 Increase the percentage of academic staff with a PhD from 34% to 75% by 2030; 

 Increase participation rate so that enrolments reach 1.62 million by 2030; 

 Increase the throughput rate to more than 75% (or graduation rate by more than 
25%); 

 Increase the number of post-graduates students to 25% of enrolments by 2030; 

 Produce more than 100 doctoral graduates per million of the population by 2030; 

 Double the number of science students graduating, and increase the number of 
women and African post-graduates. 

 
With regard to research, the NDP acknowledges that there are “multiple sites of research 
and knowledge production, and that this presents a challenge for coordination”. It has been 
known for years that there is indeed a real coordination challenge between government 
departments; and coordination between universities and other research sites, including 
science councils.  
 
It is against this background that HESA convened the 2014 Research and Innovation 
Conference, which brought together university leaders, executives, senior government 
officials, and representatives from the science and research community and industry; to 
discuss better ways of translating the NDP’s research and innovation priorities into 
actionable initiatives, within the current context of funding and other constraints. The 
discussion at the conference focussed on the “doable”, and the extent to which capacity 
within the sector can be strengthened to achieve Higher Education Research and 
Innovation priorities. In a nutshell, the following commitments arose: 
 
Firstly, there was recognition that HESA, Department of Science and Technology, and the 
Department of Higher Education and Training should prioritise the implementation of a 
programme to develop the next generation of academics. To this end, a proposal developed 
by HESA on building the next generation of academics should form the basis of such a 



discussion by mid-year. The DHET also committed itself to conducting a survey of all the 
existing scholarships available for Masters and PhD students to maximise opportunities for 
black and women students intending to pursue an academic career. 
 
Secondly, the conference further noted that a major challenge for the sector is the current 
limited output of masters and doctoral graduates, which constraints the transformation of the 
next generation of academics. In order to improve supervisory capacity within the Higher 
Education sector, and enable cross-fertilisation of promising practices within the sector, the 
conference agreed that a compendium of existing promising practices to support post-
graduate students should be compiled and shared across the sector. 
 
Thirdly, it was also noted that one of the key enabling conditions for a thriving research and 

innovation system in South Africa is access to 'international literature' by researchers, 

scholars, students and academics. However, given the inequities of the past, some of our 

universities are unable to access this important scholarly material. The Conference again 

resolved that DHET, ASSAF, DST and HESA should prioritize the creation of a national 

licensing agreement that would ensure that all universities have access to electronic 

knowledge resources to improve their productivity and research outputs. 

 

Fourthly, the other issue which received dedicated attention was strengthening partnership 
between universities and industry, particularly in the area of research and innovation. Such a 
partnership will: 
 

 Advance knowledge through supporting high quality research relevant to South 
Africa’s economy; 

 Build enduring relationships between universities’ researchers and industry partners 
and help address critical problems facing South Africa; 

 Enhance student training to prepare future workforce and industry leaders, and 
position South Africa for international competitiveness; and 

 Accelerate the transfer of research discoveries and technological advancement to 
South Africa’s Industry. 

 
In order to give effect to this partnership, HESA will convene a high level meeting between 

Vice-Chancellors and captains of industry, in part to discuss the task of making South Africa 

a leading research and innovation market and a destination of choice for researchers and 

innovators across the globe. Linked to this, the off-shoring of Research and Development 

expenditure accessioned by the listing of some of the South African companies abroad will 

be discussed. 

 

A fundamental question remains: to what extent can the Conference outcomes be 

implemented? All participants have stressed a need for alignment between policy aspirations 

and the levers, including funding, planning, institutional capacities and capabilities. In other 

words, the NDP’s implementation depends on the extent to which its priorities are going to 

be funded and coordinated by relevant line departments. Therefore, it is predicated on some 

level of capacities and capabilities both within the line government departments; universities, 

and industry. As Minister Manuel put it to the Conference, the implementation will require all 

of the stakeholders to (re)imagine South Africa of tomorrow free from poverty, 

unemployment and inequality. Stakeholders should seize the moment. 

 

Dr Jeffrey Mabelebele 

Chief Executive Officer of HESA. 
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