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ISRAEL is yet again exposing its lie that it is 
open to “objective” visitors. This is a clear 
indication of Israel’s refusal to allow 
freedom of movement, expression and 
association. This behaviour infringes 
on our diplomatic relations and is an 
indication of the need for South Africa to 
implement the ANC’s resolution for the 
immediate and unconditional downgrade 
of the South African Embassy in Israel 
to a liaison office. There can be no doubt 
that Israel is a hostile state to South Africa. – 
Statement from BDS SA after model, actress and 
TV personality Shashi Naidoo was denied entry into 
Palestine by Israeli authorities.

AS the ANC, we must utilise BRICS to promote 
a progressive international agenda. Our 
54th National Conference noted, among 
other things, the strategic importance 
of our BRICS membership as part of our 
overall international relations strategy. 
Co-operation through forums such as 
BRICS is of primary importance to our 
movement. Poverty, unemployment 
and inequality continue to confront 
our society. The ANC is confident that 
BRICS holds the key to unlock some of the 
answers. – Statement from the ANC, ascribed to 
spokesperson Pule Mabe. 

ESKOM has suffered an absence of  
ethical leadership at the highest level  
for some time, but we aim to rectify that 
as a matter of urgency. We believe this is 
one of the principles underpinning the 
stabilisation of Eskom and to set it up  
for sustained success, while fulfilling 
both its commercial and developmental 
mandate. – Eskom chairperson Jabu 
Mabuza said on Monday, adding that the 
power utility continues to deliver on its 
mandate despite setbacks. 

I laughed when I heard that Mugabe said he 
will vote for me. I cannot refuse a vote. I know 
that even if you refuse to vote for me, I have 
one vote from Mugabe.  
– Zimbabwean opposition leader Nelson 
Chamisa reportedly told his Movement 
for Democratic Change Alliance (MDC 
Alliance) supporters that the former  
president had promised to vote for him in 
the July 30 polls.
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THIS month we cele-
brated the centenary 
of  Nelson Mandela, the 
great statesman and 
father of  modern South 
Africa. As we celebrate 

his life, I recall when he came 
up with the M-Plan in 1952. The 
M-Plan was a decentralised strat-
egy of  organising and executing 
the Struggle efficiently in all areas 
whether urban or rural. 

It was a preparation for the ANC 
to operate underground. Embedded 
in the M-Plan was the matter of  
secure communication. 

It was important that in this 
M-Plan, the apartheid agents and its 
infrastructure did not know what 
was happening in the community. 

This process of  concealing 
information even when it can be 
seen is known in computer science 
as encryption. Madiba’s M-Plan was, 
therefore, to encrypt the activities of  
the ANC. When one sends an SMS 
from Qunu to Duthuni, that message 
is normally not encrypted and as a 
result sophisticated technology can 
be utilised to read the message. 

The only way one can maximise 
the chance that this message is not 
read by a  person other than the 
intended one is to encrypt it. 

Messaging technology 
companies such as WhatsApp 
claim their messages are secure 
and cannot be decrypted by anyone 
except the intended recipient. 

Going back to Madiba’s M-Plan, 
messages were transmitted from 
national to local levels in an 
“encrypted” manner without using 
real names of  people. Similar 
to the M-Plan, a decentralised 
and encrypted technology that 
secures stored information called 
blockchain was developed. 

To illustrate this technology, 
suppose in a village there are 10 
people who receive social grants. 
The first person to come is Thabo, 
to receive his R1 000. To secure this 
transaction he brings two witnesses 
who indeed verify that Thabo 
received his R1 000. 

In blockchain the whole process 
of  Thabo receiving R1 000 is called 
a block and the two witnesses are 
called miners. The second person 
who comes is Jansie, who also 
brings two witnesses. The process 
of  Jansie receiving her R1 000 is 
witnessed by two people she brought 
and the two people brought by 
Thabo. So the second transaction is 
witnessed by four people.

And so on. The word chain 
in blockchain is because all the 
previous witnesses are used in each 
transaction, making it increasingly 
harder to change the information 
because to do so one will need to 

conspire with all the witnesses. 
All these transactions are done 

with the aid of  computers and 
thus blockchain is an information 
technology device. 

Blockchain was developed in the 
early Nineties by Stuart Haber and 
Scott Stornetta. It was then applied 
to develop bitcoin currency by an 

anonymous person called Satoshi 
Nakamoto. 

Currencies such as the South 
African rand are based on the 
concept of  trust. Many years ago all 
money printed was accompanied 
by a piece of  gold that was stored in 
the central bank. This was known 
as the Gold Standard. When people 

exchanged money for goods they 
were transacting using gold. 

When the US in 1971 under 
President Nixon ran out gold to 
accompany printed money, he 
stopped linking the US dollar to 
gold and this was the end of  the gold 
standard. 

From that moment people started 

using money because they trusted 
whoever printed it and that it was 
secure enough not to be produced by 
an unauthorised body. 

Unauthorised printing of  money 
is called counterfeiting. 

Blockchain is important in 
cryptocurrencies because money 
produced using this technology 

cannot be easily counterfeited. 
Cryptocurrencies such as bitcoin 

use the word crypto because they 
are digitally created using the 
principles of  encryption. 

So Madiba’s M-Plan could 
perhaps be called crypto-politics, 
which is defined as a secret support 
and mobilisation for a political 

objective. 
Blockchain can be applied to 

many fields. 
One such application is in med-

ical records of  patients in hospitals. 
Currently, if  I fall sick in Thohoyan-
dou and I go to Tshilidzini Hospital, 
a medical file will be opened for 
me and my medical records will be 
stored in the file. 

If  I fall sick in Diepkloof  and 
I go to Chris Hani Baragwanath 
Hospital, a new file that does not 
contain the information stored in 
my Tshilidzi Hospital file will be 
created. 

This is because our medical rec-
ords are not integrated on a single 
system. 

And each time I change hospitals 
the new doctor does not have my full 
medical records. 

This of  course compromises the 
quality of  the medical service I will 
receive from the doctor. 

One of  the elements that impedes 
the integration of  the medical 
records is security of  information. 

Blockchain can be used to secure 
such information so that when the 
medical records are integrated, 
a complete, accurate and secure 
medical history can be generated. 

Another example of  blockchain 
is in the management of  schools and 
universities certificates which can 
be secured using this technology. 

Even though blockchain brings 
great benefits in society it also 
has its problems. One is that it 
consumes significant amounts of  
energy and running costs can be 
onerous. 

This then means that those 
without financial means can easily 
be locked out of  this technology. 

Another problem with 
blockchain is that it can be 
vulnerable to coding errors. In our 
paper “Blockchain and Artificial 
Intelligence (AI)”, we identify that 
blockchain is vulnerable to software 
slip-ups. 

We proposed a framework where 
AI can be used to improve the design 
of  blockchain. AI is a technology 
which takes human intelligence and 
puts it in a computer or a machine. 

The miners or witnesses in the 
blockchain can be simplified using 
AI. Blockchain is one of  the drivers 
of  the Fourth Industrial Revolution. 

It is disrupting the world of  
work. In the field of  finance there 
is a process of  auditing which 
is important in the process of  
reducing the levels of  information 
asymmetry between the investors 
and company management. 

Investors need to know what is 
really happening in the companies 
they intend to invest in. 

To facilitate transactions, 
auditors produce reports mainly 
based on sampling the activities 
of  the company which is always a 
snapshot and not a complete view.

The deployment of  blockchain 
in this process moves the whole 
process of  auditing from sampling 
to a complete picture. 

As a country, can we implement 
this technology with the same 
effectiveness as Madiba’s M-Plan? 

n Marwala is vice-chancellor 
and principal of  the University of  
Johannesburg and co-author of  the 
upcoming book Blockchain in Sci-
ence and Engineering. He writes in 
his personal capacity.

Decoding Madiba’s M-Plan 
and blockchain technology

IMPROVED education is wide-
ly regarded as one of  the key 
dimensions needed to address 
South Africa’s pervasive legacy 

of  poverty, inequality and youth 
unemployment.

Improving access to higher 
education and to technical colleges 
in particular has a special place in 
this debate. 

The research is clear on this. The 
completion of  any post-schooling 
education substantially improves 
labour market prospects. Therefore 
increasing access is critical.

But much of  the debate has 
focused on the high costs of  tertiary 
education and the need for fees to 
fall at universities. 

A bigger challenge is increasing 
the overall number of  students 
enrolled in the technical college 
system known in South Africa as 
Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET).

Technical colleges are intended 

to provide vocational or mid-level 
skills education to school-leavers 
with a minimum schooling level of  
Grade 9. They offer an important 
alternative to university for 
improving education and skills 
development. The South African 
government realises the importance 
of  these colleges and has announced 
a goal of  having 2.5 million students 
enrolled in them. 

This is a tall order. Latest 
statistics show that public and 
private colleges together had about 
780 000 students, compared to about 
970 000 in public universities. 

That’s despite admission 
requirements being lower for 
college applicants. 

This indicates that technical 
colleges are not a first choice 
institution for post-secondary 
schooling. Policymakers are 
therefore faced with a challenge. 

But how should they fix it? 
Some answers can be found 

from data collected in a long-term 
research project – the National 

Income Dynamics Study – that 
assessed the changing life 
circumstances of  28 000 individual 
South Africans. 

It provides interesting insights. 
The information shows that young 
people from poor families are the 
ones who aren’t signing up for any 
kind of  tertiary education. 

Why young people drop out

One of  the key aims of  the study 
was to determine the factors 
influencing when, why and how 
South Africans move in and out 
of  income poverty. The study has 
data on the circumstances of  young 
people at the point when they are in 
matric. 

Therefore it presents a unique 
opportunity to examine post-
schooling enrolment across the 
entire system.

The data is illuminating. While 
there are a number of  factors that 
combine to hinder further access to 
education after leaving school, three 

rise above others: academic merit 
(as measured by numeracy scores); 
household income; and level of  
parental education.

It shows that academically able 
young people from high income and 
low income households are more 
likely to enrol at university. 

High income households because 
they can afford university fees. 

Low income students because 
educational grants and scholarships 
come to their rescue. 

Academically eligible youth 
from middle-income households, 
tend rather to enrol in technical 
colleges even though their scores 
suggest they may qualify to study at 
university. 

It is likely that this is due to 
short-term funding constraints.
Funding reform, and more

These insights have a valuable 
contribution to make to the cur-
rent debate around free university 
education and what a new funding 
model for higher education should 

look like if  post-secondary school-
ing numbers are going to improve. 
Based on the insights from the data, 

it’s clear that funding should be 
directed at a number of  key groups. 
The first is middle-income students 

with scholastic ability who qualify 
to study at university but who end 
up at technical colleges due to finan-
cial constraints.

The problems afflicting technical 
colleges must be addressed. They 
are often perceived as second-rate 
institutions. 

This may reflect institutional 
challenges – including poor 
management – as well as a 
disconnect between course content 
and the skills needed in the labour 
market. 

Understanding these underlying 
reasons and taking steps to ensure 
that they become institutions of  
choice will be necessary to broaden 
access.

• Branson is a senior research 
fellow, SALDRU, School of  
Economics, University of  Cape 
Town. This article is based on work 
and a study that forms part of  the 
Siyaphambili Project, a hub for post-
schooling information and research 
in South Africa. 

Many factors contribute to low numbers in TVET colleges 

Can South Africa implement this key technology effectively?
Tshilidzi Marwala
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PROTEST:  When pensioners supported by Right to Know Western Cape demonstrated outside Parliament, among their demands was that  Cash Paymaster 
Services must stop using private information of grant holders.  Could blockchain technology hold the answer? Picture: DaviD ritchie

Students protest at South West Gauteng Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training college, demanding better education.  
 Picture: itumeleng english/african news agency(ana)


