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Student unrest at the University of Fort Hare 
 

Press Release: 25 August 2011 
 

In less than a month, another outbreak of student violence has taken place at one of our 
universities. This time at the University of Fort Hare. Again it has been accompanied by 
the destruction of university property, intimidation, the forced removal of students from 
classrooms as well as the holding of staff hostage. Higher Education South Africa 
(HESA) condemns the violence, intimidation and damage to university property that has 
accompanied both these protest actions. 
 
The cause of this disturbance is student unhappiness at the state of some of the 
university residences. Although the university has embarked on a major refurbishment of 
its infrastructure, including student residences, this process has been perceived by some 
students as taking too long. In an ironic twist, protesting students damaged one of the 
buildings that was in the process of being refurbished for them. 
 
Prof Duma Malaza, the CEO of HESA, is worried that real concerns may well be 
sidelined by spurious grievances. “The historically disadvantaged universities have been 
struggling, since the advent of democracy, to catch up with the better equipped 
universities. This is a well–known fact and one that the Department of Higher Education 
and Training has promised to address during this year. 
 
“There is a strong drive, on the part on government, to bolster infrastructure at 
universities. For the 2011/2012 financial year government and universities together have 
invested R5,5 billion in improving infrastructure. Over the next year the Department has 
specifically earmarked R803 million to rebuilding infrastructure within historically 
disadvantaged universities who are most in need of refurbishment.  
 
“HESA’s concern is that the actions taken by the Department are constantly being 
undone by students who do not see the larger picture,” says Malaza.  
 
Prof Irene Moutlana, the Acting Chairperson of HESA, is of the same opinion. “Students, 
across the country, are missing a huge opportunity. Whenever there is a grievance the 
argument all too soon extends to a wish–list of demands that obscure the central issue.  
The conditions of residences at UFH is serious and one that is presently being 
addressed by the Vice–Chancellor, his management team and the Department.  That 
the list of demands brought against the university include the demand for DSTV and 
wireless bandwidth in all residences clouds the issue. 
 



 

 

“This is precisely where students need to re–appraise their approach to protest. With the 
Department of Higher Education and Training specifically focusing on rebuilding 
historically disadvantaged universities, students at these institutions should be working 
with the Vice-Chancellor to advocate for additional funding. The acts of violence and 
intimidation do not further their cause at all. If anything they discourage and dissuade 
those parties who are most trying to assist them.” 
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