
 

                                                                                                                                                         

  

 

 

Dear Editor 

 

Re: Article in City Press by Msindisi Fengu (in conversation with Prof Herbert Maserumule): 

“How dodgy academics rake in the bucks” 

 

We wish to counter false impressions created by the above-mentioned article, which is 

written in a sensationalistic manner and makes some unwarranted and sweeping 

generalisations. For example, the author and interlocutor imply that South African 

‘academics’ are generally prepared to go to desperate lengths to publish poor-quality 

work. That is not what was found in the CREST study he quotes, published by Mouton and 

Valentine in 2017, nor what the current international rankings of SA research universities 

and the data on the recognition of South African research publications suggest. He does 

not make clear the distinction between different ‘money making schemes’:  those of 

mainly international predatory publishers (true criminal scams) or those of some local 

authors (monetary transfers to local authors through institutionally approved incentive 

mechanisms). In most institutions that have research incentive schemes, these are 

directed specifically to support ongoing research activities. 

 

The article also raises the spectre of plagiarism supposedly carried out by local 

academics for unspecified nefarious purposes, but that is a matter entirely separate from 

the matters concerning financial gain. Where it is discovered universities adopt a zero-

tolerance approach. 

 

In summary, the article unjustly and irresponsibly portrays academics in general as 

unethical and venal, by quoting from the CREST report in a highly selective fashion, and 

in such a way that the reader gets no clear picture of what the report found or the state 

of research publishing in SA. The truth is that publishing by local authors in ‘probably or 

possibly predatory’ journals has indeed been detected, but that the proportion of such 

articles out of the total accredited by the Department of Higher Education and Training 

(DHET)  is low, at just 3.4% of the total number over a ten year period, while the 

Universities, DHET and the National Research Foundation (NRF) have alerted institutional 

research offices to monitor the situation and provide advice to staff about risky 

publishing practises to avoid the problem in the future. Analysis of the figures by  



 

                                                                                                                                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf), has found that where some of these 

journals were included in the international indexes they have been withdrawn over the 

ten year period, and that only one South African published journal (out of 47 such titles) 

was branded as being involved in “questionable/unethical publishing practices”. 

 

It is also important to mention that the research output subsidisation policy of the DHET is 

supported in terms of quality assurance by the selection criteria of the various accredited 

international and local journal indexes, and more directly by discipline-grouped peer 

review of all local journals in multi-year cycles conducted by ASSAf, aimed at 

encouraging best editorial and peer review practice.  ASSAf is currently preparing a full 

report on scholarly publishing in and from South Africa, which will include a chapter on 

the need for informed minimisation of ‘predatory publishing’ in its various manifestations; 

the report is due to appear within the next few months. 
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