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Institutional Autonomy has been a concept that has been contested in Higher Education, and its meaning and subjected to various interpretations. The South African Students’ Congress as the leading student organization in South Africa has been discussing its perspective on institutional autonomy from its inception. The reality is that public higher education institutions are funded by the government and are therefore the property of the people of South Africa as a whole. They have structure in terms of their statutes and the Higher Education Act, however have a responsibility to be accountable to the public. 
The Higher Education White Paper of 1997 defined institutional autonomy as ‘high degree of self-regulation and administrative independence with respect to student admissions, curriculum, methods of teaching and assessment, research, establishment of academic regulations and the internal management of resources generated from private and public sources
’. The present-day understanding of institutional autonomy implies that the university enjoys freedom from government regulation in respect of the internal organisation of the university, its governance, the internal management of financial resources, in the generation of income from non public sources, the recruitment of its staff, conditions of study and finally, the freedom to conduct teaching and research. Put succinctly, institutional autonomy is that condition which permits a Higher Education Institution (HEI) to govern itself without external interference, particularly from government. It is quite clear that the emphasis on institutional autonomy is that HEIs should be autonomous from government or political control. Few apologists of institutional autonomy call for autonomy from business, donors, sponsors and other sectors of society.
The problematic feature of this notion of institutional autonomy is that others seek to portray it as a way to avoid public accountability, the tendency to talk about autonomy from government but not from business and other sectors of society. This is an attempt to identify institutions outside of the framework of government regulations and overall direction of the program of our nation.

Our view on the proposed bill is that it is responsive and seeks to empower the Minister and not a participatory structure like parliament through the portfolio committee. In as much as we agree with the need for intervention where it is needed, we however believe that this should enhance the role of the Portfolio Committee on Higher Education and Training.

Institutional Accountability (Public)

Institutions have to be accountable to parliament and the Minister needs to play a role of the principal political head of higher education and training in the country. This should allow the Minister where necessary, in a process that includes the Parliamentary Portfolio Committee, to appoint an independent accessor and an administrator. The process should include a structure like parliament which democratically represents the peoples of South Africa. 

Transformation

Institutions which failed to meet transformation targets and refuses to adhere to the act in terms of transformation should also be put under administration. Institutions which have failed to merge like the University of Free State where the Qwaqwa Campus remains a separate university, need also be put investigation. The amendment should be able to appreciate this fundamental component, not just financially struggling institutions. In the main the current provision discriminates historically Black institutions who, because of the flawed funding model, are battle with student debt, inadequate resources and unable to attract the best and qualified academics and managers. 

Strengthening Institutions of Participatory Democracy

Our view is that institutions of participatory democracy in institutions of higher education and training such as, Councils, Senates, Institutional Forum, Faculty Boards and others should be more representative. The act should assist in strengthening the representation of students and workers, who are the main stakeholders in our institutions. Currently in our councils, you still have business being highly represented, in senates its academics and this has made these structure to be quasi democratic. Enhancing the role of these stakeholders will assist to ensure that there is democratic practice and allow for better performing institutions in terms of governance and accountability. A structure such as Institutional Forum, should be empowered to take decisions and be active in our institutions of higher education and training.

Institutional Governance

In discussing institutional governance, the central question to ask is whether the current Higher education institutional governance structures and systems as provided for in the Higher Education Act, are correct structures and systems to realise qualitative and quantitative productivity levels of knowledge, research output expertise and skills, whilst transforming to reflect the demography of South African society. The obvious answer is no. Councils have been crystallised into some sort of elite factional cliques, which introduced some managerial corporatist methods of running HEIs like businesses. 

The review of Higher Education should however not be aimed at realising narrow political gains, but for the broader benefit of society, particularly disadvantaged communities. Discussions around institutional autonomy within the students and youth structures aligned to the ANC seem to suggest that government appointed Vice Chancellors’ will be more suitable to take forward the “progressive agenda” than Vice Chancellors that are appointed by University Councils. This observation is mainly unsubstantiated and not included in official documents.        

Councils have in the past 12 years skyrocketed and manipulated fees and University demographics and radically mismanaged what Professor Adam Habib refers to as “architecture of remuneration” in favour of HEIs administrators than academics. Administrators, such as Vice Chancellors, Registrars, Finance Directors, Deans in HEIs earn as much as 10 times higher than academics, therefore making academia a less favourable sector to work in and depriving it of the best brains in production and sustenance of knowledge, as renowned academics flock towards administration. Salaries of Vice Chancellors are not justifiable when compared to top academics, and this somewhat created a one-way traffic of many invaluable and irreplaceable academics from academia to administration and business. Coupled with the opportunities presented by the private sector and public institutions, academia constantly loose best academics.       

This skewed architecture of remuneration further repels the retention of black academics in academia, since government bureaucracy and/or private consultancies and business either absolve them. And overall, blacks don’t stay in academia for longer period because of, inter alia, socio-economic pressures and realities that compel them to partake in sufficient income generation activities rather than knowledge production process that don’t meet their respective financial needs.   Conspicuously, this phenomenon leads to Higher Education that remains dominated the white communities, since statistically, whites are socio-economically better positioned. As a result this works or is perceived to be working against the transformation agenda as transformation in South Africa is somewhat synonymous with deracialisation.  

Certainly, the dominance of whites in South African higher education is not a desirable phenomenon in the transformation project and trajectory. This is not to suggest whatsoever that whites are not committed to the transformation project, it is to illustrate somewhat that transformation in South Africa entails amongst other things, the inclusion of a previously disadvantaged communities into all levels of higher education. Of course, transformation ought to have elements if not essence of deracialisation, decolonisation, Africanisation, and responsiveness to immediate political, social, and economic needs of society. Transformation should encapsulate the fostering of co-existence of different cultures, norms and values, as is the case in a democratic South Africa, whilst creating a welcoming learning environment.

In more mechanical terms, higher education ought to be productive at both quality and quantity levels, whilst ushering in some useful epistemological knowledge systems into mainstream higher education. The rates of dropouts and failing students, predominantly black, in South African Higher Education are worrying and should be corrected. HEIs administrators are renowned of attributing high failure and dropout rates to the general education system and lack of funding and subsidy from government—generally external factors. The quantitative output rates of black students in Higher Education cannot be wholly blamed on external factors. Instead, there are massive internal backlogs and unmonitored administrative flaws that lead to high failure rates and drop outs of mainly black students. 

Many HEIs have in the last 10 years, disengaged from the so-called non-core activities and services (food, cleaning, health facilities, transportation, security, residences of students) in HEIs, with a rather overrated notion of cost-recovery. In essence, HEIs were turned into some managerial corporate institutions, whose major aim was production of a commodity called knowledge. Somehow, learning and knowledge production in many higher learning institutions was disassociated from food, transportation, residences, security of students, whatever their socio-economic existent background. A commissioned study at the University of Kwazulu Natal, by Professor Hugh Africa revealed that it is mainly internal factors and inadequacies with regard to student mentoring; socio-economic backgrounds and other related internal factors cause failure rates and dropouts. The trend observed in UKZN is indeed a microcosm of the broader SA Higher Education. 

Failure and dropouts cannot therefore be distanced from socio-economic factors of students, which HEIs have since claimed is not their business. Many institutions are aware of this reality, since the provision of tenders by University Tender Committees and Councils benefit individuals within the University structures, including their highest decision making bodies, which doubles as financial watchdogs in HEIs—University Council. This does not apply to upper management only; it applies to lower and less influential structures such as Students’ Representative Councils (SRCs). Shockingly, the reduction of costs, which was projected by HEIs in sidelining the so-called non-core activities and services in institutional governance, has actually achieved the opposite. Outsourced services and activities are more expensive and costly than they were prior to the outsourcing excitement.  

Generally, the corporatisation of Higher Education and sidelining of non-core activities and service has somewhat created more space for corrupt and fraudulent activities in HEIs. Service providers, mainly associated with senior administrators, consistently overcharge HEIs, sucking them of the resources that are reportedly scarce and insufficient to produce more graduates. It is not alien in institutions for Higher Learning to pay 100% or even 200% more on a service, which could have otherwise been more affordable and qualitative. The former Cape Peninsula Tecknikon reportedly paid about R4 million for a refurbishment of a computer laboratory, which was estimated at R400 000
, and similar trends can be noticed in other HEIs. 

The reasoning that adequate food, transport, health, residence and security for disadvantaged students; is non-core is equally very worrying. It is not possible in a learning environment to disassociate food, residence, security, transportation and well-being of students from the actual process of learning. But for graft purposes, many HEIs sideline these basic services to private and exclusive provision, which excludes disadvantaged students.      
          

Councils as the highest decision making bodies and financial watchdogs give no substantive and credible oversight of these particular processes and activities, since many Council members team with administrators in the management or should we say mismanagement of funds. Councils of Universities are notorious across campuses of minimal or lack of democratic participation, lack of transparency and lack of accountability to the HEIs communities. Councils are laws unto themselves, which disregard other legislatively recognised bodies such as the Institutional Forum, Senate, and Students’ Representative Councils. In a certain University, a Chairperson of the University Finance Committee is a Chairperson of the University banker. 

It is not unlikely; it is actually very common that business people in Higher Education institutional Councils have some sort of business association with HEIs where they sit as members of Council. This is unethical and should be exposed, condemned and stopped. Where this is existent, business interests of individual members of Councils override those of the HEI and society, and this is unacceptable. Councils have in many instances crystallised into some sorts of ruling cliques that consistently protect their individual, not society’s interests. This they can do because they are independent and autonomous from government interference and intervention, unless in excessive circumstances, which they always avoid unless there is infighting. 

The crystallisation of Councils into ruling cliques is further entrenched by the phenomenon of University administrators that recurrently recommend to the Minister and other represented sectors to re-appoint the same cycle of individuals that manage HEIs for successive terms and longer periods to serve in University Councils. This is largely done under the disguise of maintaining continuity and consistency in Higher Education institutional governance.  

Besides business activities that many Councils deal with, they handle matters relating to remuneration of Vice Chancellors and senior administrators, a phenomenon that has become an area of concern in South Africa. Some Vice Chancellors earn as much as R3, 6 million annually, managing an institution of less than 10 000 students. Salaries of Vice Chancellors are ridiculously very high and the standard used to measure their remuneration is mainly private and corporate, not public service. Majority of higher salaries in public service have not yet exceeded the R1 million mark, yet public servants such as Director Generals have more complex and broader responsibilities than Vice Chancellors. 

It is unacceptable for public HEIs to benchmark remuneration of senior administrators with the private and corporate sector senior administrators. Private and corporate sector is premised on the fundamental principle of profit making and competition, and these somehow justify the irrationally high levels of salaries and wages earned by managers there. HEIs are not and should not be driven by the principle of profit making and in the South African context, and should not compete against each. Instead, HEIs should cooperate and work together towards the vision expressed in Higher Education White Paper 1 of a single coordinated higher education. Actually and conclusively, public HEIs should bench mark its remuneration packages with the public service and scope of the work University senior administrators have to fulfil annually. 

Is government intervention/interference into Higher Education a Solution?    
The question of whether government should intervene and/or interfere in Higher Education should be looked into quite carefully and assessed cautiously in order to give clear guidelines to how different H.E stakeholders understand and define their roles. The concepts and practice of interference and intervention are deliberately used interchangeably since they are and/or could entail the same thing, depending on who assess whatever form of relationship government establishes with HEIs. Government intervention could be seen as interference by some sectors of society, and interference could be seen as intervention by other sectors of society. Therefore, a concretely similar type of relationship government can establish with HEIs could be simultaneously understood and seen as both interference and intervention, depending on who assess such. 

Nevertheless, this paper as hinted in the outset argues that government should not tamper with the present forms and understanding of institutional autonomy and academic freedom. HEIs should continue to determine and decide on such important questions as in (a) who shall teach, (b) what we teach, (c) how we teach, and (d) whom we teach”)
. They should further retain the high degree of self-regulation and administrative independence with respect to student admissions, curriculum, methods of teaching and assessment, research, establishment of academic regulations and the internal management of resources generated from private and public sources
. This should happen under certain sorts of principles and value systems, primary of which are accountability, transparency, responsibility and responsiveness to society.

It should be understood that calls for government intervention included but not limited to the abdication of such roles as management of students’ admissions, allocation of financial aid, regulation of fees, prescription of curriculum content and appointment of Vice Chancellors to the central government and/or education ministry. Let us understand the role government could play in Higher Education, and since the reasons of why there are currently calls of government intervention/interference, let us asses why not. 

Is Governmental Intervention/Interference the way out?   

Those who call for governmental interference do so with a rather wrong presumption that government has the capacity to could effect such changes and perform such managerial duties, without disorganising Higher Education as a sector. The State capacity to run Higher Education is presented and assumed to be adequate to could determine effectively on who, what, when and how to each, whilst ensuring high levels of qualitative and quantitative productivity, sustainability and responsiveness of societal needs and challenges.   

The institutional governance frameworks and interventions that government has introduced and made in Higher Education in the past 12 years have proven to be sham and at times failed to meet the initially set objectives. The National Plan on Higher Education, which presaged and laid a framework on institutional mergers and incorporation, was indeed a commendable initiative, yet the implementation process resulted in drastic and massive, yet unmonitored students exclusions and soaring of fees, whilst integration could not be realised. HEIs that are supposed to be merged and incorporated largely share the institutional name, with massive resources gaps still characteristic of these merged institutions. 

The recently proposed Student Enrolment Planning in Public Higher Education (SEPHE) was a radical misunderstanding and misreading of the problems and challenges in South African Higher Education. The SEPHE document argues that ‘the higher education system has grown more rapidly than the available resources
’. This, SEPHE believes “has placed severe pressure on institutional infrastructure, personnel, thus compromising the ability of Higher Education institutions to discharge their teaching and research mandate”
. The SEPHE document then argues that such “cannot continue if the Higher Education system is to contribute to the national development agenda through its role in the generation, transmission and application of knowledge in general and human resource development in particular
”. Consequently, SEPHE’s main goal is to ensure that student enrolments are matched with available resources. The practical proposal of SEPHE was that institutions of Higher learning should reduce the number of students they enroll annually, and indeed this has been the case, with disadvantaged students being the immediate casualties as Universities cut on the number of aid-dependent students. 

The conclusions and/or pre-conclusions of the SEPHE have proven to be very dangerous in that their core argument narrows success rates and quality to infrastructural and personnel capacity within institutions of higher learning. Many in the Higher Education sector, notably student leaders can bear testimony to the fact that growth in enrolment numbers is not the factor and/or not the only factor, which curtails institutions to discharge their teaching and research mandate. A variety of other factors, including institutional cultures, poor pre higher education schooling, insufficient and ineffective academic support programmes are but some of the main factors, and conspicuously a response to this will require more than a mere ‘capping’ of enrolments. There should be a comprehensive strategy to address these challenges, since a narrowed reduction of enrolments will serve to undo the equity and redress achievements registered since 1994, due to institutional cultures, which elsewhere prefer a slower or no transformation pace in regard to racial and class demographics within institutions of higher learning. 

Besides, the growth of the higher education sector, specifically enrolments was heralded by the DoE’s framework on Higher Education funding, which funded institutions in regard to the number of black students enrolled. The shift of the funding framework to discharge funds in relation to graduate throughput and success rates has been a setback for certain institutions, since black students’ enrolments, was no longer a profitable phenomenon, with the painful reality that black students’ success rates are lower than those of their racial counterparts.  Coupled with SEPHE, the new Higher Education funding framework has served to curtail the number of black students’ access and success in the South African higher education.   

It is instructive to note that the DoE’s SEPHE strategy resulted from a very inorganic process, which centred on interaction between the DoE bureaucrats and institutional senior managers, without a broader and inclusive consultative and research process, which would have culminated in well-founded and comprehensive conclusions and propositions to address the challenges as confronting the Higher education sector. Instead, the department ‘analysed the HEMIS data submissions of each institution for the years 2000 to 2003; met with representatives of each institution (not Student Leaders) to discuss planning parameters; made proposals on parameters; and invited institutions to make submissions on the proposed parameters
’. That is how the SEPHE was conceived, without involvement of students and/or students’ representatives, a comprehensive research and advice from the Council on Higher Education (CHE), and other important stakeholders.

It is shocking that the other important stakeholder in Higher Education, i.e. institutional senior management as represented by Higher Education South Africa (HESA), has not shown utmost understanding to SEPHE proposals, which purported that the core of its proposals were discussed with institutions of higher learning. HESA argued that the ‘SEPHE constitutes a one-dimensional concept of enrolment planning, that is a function, principally of funding—Medium Term Expenditure Patterns (MTEF) considerations
’. HESA stated that if this intervention (SEPHE) takes place in isolation from other crucial interventions such as funding support, a more functional schooling and diversely expanded Further Education and Training (FET) sector to provide for other post schooling exit alternatives to learners and interventions to address throughput rates, the SEPHE would have limited impact
. This is very correct and bluntly put, the SEPHE is a wrong instrument at a wrong moment and place and ought to be fundamentally revised. 

Moreover, HESA argues in corroboration of what have been hinted on above that ‘the massive growth in enrolment of post-school leavers in higher education since this period is partly a consequence of these policies which were fully embraced by the sector as necessary, but which now, in the view of government, have come to exert unsustainable pressure on the fiscus
’. Importantly, HESA raises concern on whether government or the state should be limiting enrolments when South Africa has a relatively moderate participation rate, especially in relation to international levels of participation in higher education
. This argument is valid in that it calls upon the state to consider alternate solutions to the challenges that confront the higher education sector, particularly addressing the infrastructural and personnel capacity and resources, which SEPHE argues does not match current enrolments.

Government efforts on massification and the chopping and changing on funding formulae are but some of the interventions that were not handled with the level of correctness and adequacy, which advocates of less institutional autonomy, presupposes. The Student Enrolment Plan on Higher Education was not consultative, and barely reflected the challenges faced by students in Higher education. And the argument about SEPHE is not to shift focus from the issue at hand, but to illustrate how lacklustre and clumsy government can be in approaching and dealing with matters that pertain to Higher Education governance and management in South Africa.             

There are substantive possibilities of a cronyism and patronage, which could characterise relationship between HEIs and the DoE, if indeed the Minister of Education appoints Vice Chancellors. Quite expectedly, VCs appointed by the Minister will be indebted to him/her and somewhat compelled to meet the Minister’s whims and needs, and possibly, at the expense of other relevant stakeholders such as students, and broader society. This would create an institutional imbalance of power relations, as Vice Chancellors would have been imposed from government, sometimes with the disapproval of respective University communities.  

Government has proven in the recent past that it can adopt hubris, “don’t care” and conceited approach to lobby groups and interested stakeholders in management of higher education, particularly when there are protest action. Rarely has government cared to understand and interact with the issues which students protest for in various campuses around the country. Instead, government condemn and demonise the actions of students, and sometimes send in the police force to arrest discontented students to demoralise their rights to protest action. A Vice Chancellor appointed by government is likely to disregard concerns of various stakeholders within HEIs, as long as they would be complying and adhering with what the Minister says should happen. 

In the face of creating an internationally competitive higher education system, a government meddled higher education in South Africa might lessen the credibility of South African institutions of Higher learning and higher education in general. The global standards of knowledge production will be seen globally and internally to be tampered with by government, and such will not serve the purpose of the genuine transformation agenda—which aims to build institutions that are responsive and responsible, which qualitatively and quantitatively productive. South African higher education ought and should be credible in the world due to the level of interchange and exchange of information, knowledge, knowledge systems, skills, and expertise in the world presently. Government interference could successfully undermine efforts to intellectually integrate South Africa into the global sphere of knowledge and should not be an option. It would be foolhardy of anyone to believe that South African H.E should not be internationally engaged. 

What are the options?     

The discussion above illustrated that indeed South African Higher Education is not responsive to societal needs, whilst qualitatively and quantitatively less productive, and continues to be dominated by atavistic remnants of colonial-cum-apartheid education systems and values. Despite the significant and plausible changes made by the democratic government concerning access, there are still massive challenges, which are not being sufficiently and adequately addressed by the current institutional governance systems. Institutional Councils, initially put in place to play an oversight role, have indeed crystallised to ruling cliques with lesser concern of their core and main responsibilities. HEIs are not responsive, responsible and accountable to society as a whole.

The state of higher education in South Africa has necessitated the call for government to directly intervene in the governance of higher education governance and management. This is genuinely a result of frustrations that are created by the existent governance structures and systems. Despite, this situation and the reaction thereof, the document argues that government intervention/interference should not be an option due to a variety of reasons ranging from cronyism to decline of international standards.  What then are the options?

Within the present legislative framework, government should introduce systems that will increase, enhance and harness accountability mechanisms of HEIs. The level of accountability should range from the kind of programmes institutions provide to the manner in which their funds are utilised. This would entail that the Auditor General should assess institutions of Higher learning, as their budgets heavily rely on public funds. Furthermore, a broadly consultative mechanism should be instituted to address and deal with such factors as curriculum planning—which would be primarily designed to respond to the needs of society as a whole. Curriculum planning should not be solely reserved for academics, but for such important stakeholders as civil society, labour, students, industry, and professional bodies. This would certainly increase and enhance curriculum’s relevance and responsiveness to the needs of society and industry, whilst meeting the basic quality needs of a particular profession.     

Furthermore, the appointment of institutional senior managers, particularly the managers that are tasked with accountability of the institutions should be opened to a broader community. A broadly consultative system should be introduced to ensure that Vice Chancellors; for instance, are democratically voted for into office by a broader University community and relevant societal stakeholders, which will in turn hold them accountable within sustainable intervals. If South Africa can entrust local, provincial and national government to voters, it can surely entrust institutions of higher learning to relevant voters who will in turn hold those in office accountable for their actions and programmes. And of course, there should be minimum qualifications that would entitle one to stand for Vice Chancellors’ position. Currently, Vice Chancellors are appointed by Councils, which have proven to be providing inadequate oversight over institutions of higher learning in South Africa.   

There should be some sort of Ethics Code of Conduct that guide members of Councils and various institutional governance structures in South Africa. The business and financial interests that many Council members have on institutions they are supposed to objectively serve should be placed into question and assessed. It is unjustifiable that in many instances, members of Council approve business and financial transactions, which they are in turn beneficiaries of. The present set up of Councils does not hold members accountable for their actions, as they are a law unto themselves. These are other could really serve in formulating a concrete alternative to institutional governance, which will preclude the perpetuation of the current catastrophe and avoid an interference/intervention of government. In that way, institutional autonomy and academic freedom would have not been undermined and government would have not interfered, but provided a scope of accountable and responsible governance of Higher education in South Africa.  

Conclusion 

Efforts to build a responsive, responsible and accountable Higher Education system in South Africa should continue, and this should happen without undermining academic freedom and institutional autonomy, whilst avoiding overstretching these phenomena. The discussion above illustrated the dangers of perpetuating the current methods and systems of Higher education institutional governance, whilst highlighting the problems that could come with direct government intervention/interference on governance and management matters of Higher Education institutions. The discussions somewhat provided possible considerations on the major aspects for consideration in Higher education governance and management, and this should serve to formulate concrete proposals and actions on the alteration of Higher Education governance in South Africa. And certainly, the debate goes on. 
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