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OFFICIAL UFH OPENING ADDRESS 03RD AND 04TH FEBRUARY 2011 – by 

the Vice Chancellor Dr Mvuyo Tom 

 

Another new year in our life cycle has 

dawned and the University of Fort Hare is 

proud to open this year celebrating its 95th 

anniversary. What a remarkable history it 

has been for this iconic institution. From its 

inception the University of Fort Hare has 

transformed lives and the mantra “In Thine 

Light We See Light” (In Lumine Tuo Bimus 

Vide Lumen) it has given light and hope to 

thousands of students who have passed 

through its walls and gates. As we start this 

particular year it is our cherished wish that 

this University will keep on making its 

contribution to the educational and 

developmental needs of not only South 

Africans but international members of society. “HAPPY BIRTHDAY NOKHOLEJI” 

 

We start this year in a context of global and continental historical significance. The people of 

Tunisia have deposed their leader, the people of Egypt are up in arms against the Mubarak 

regime, Gbagbo still holds onto power in the Ivory Coast, albeit tenuously, another round of 

elections is expected to be announced in Zimbabwe, Sudan is about to be divided with a new 

country to be born in Africa, the King of Jordan has appointed a new prime minister in an 

attempt to preempt the democratization wave that is sweeping through the Middle East and 

North Africa. What is happening in the Arab states seems to mirror what happened in Iran in 

the late 1970s with the Shah and Ayatollah. Obviously various nations have decided that 
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oppressive anti-democratic regimes are not acceptable and should not be tolerated. History 

and political science students have to analyse these situations further and show us the 

significance of such events. It is a truism that the only constant in nature is change. We see it 

happening all over the world. In the South African political scene we have seen upheavals in 

various political parties with the constant competition for leadership positions, and real or 

potential splits. 

Besides the social and political changes happening around us there are also natural phenomena 

from which our own country has not been able to escape. Floods have ravaged the globe from 

Australia to Brazil and through Asia to South Africa. The snow that disrupted people’s travel 

arrangements in Europe, the anticipated cyclones in Australia’s Queensland, the snowstorm 

that is hitting America, etc, have all given credence to the phenomenon of climate change and 

global warming. After a severe drought spell our own country has had a bonus of rains with 

some devastating excesses in some areas. Agriculture instead of gaining from the rains has seen 

huge losses for the farmers. 

On the evolutionary front there has been an observation of a gorilla that was walking erect and 

scientists have been wondering if a new species is about to be found on earth. It would be very 

interesting to witness that in our life time when many species are actually threatened by 

extinction.  

The world around us is constantly changing!  

The month of January also ended with worrying news about the health of President Mandela. 

The whole world was relieved to know that he was recovering from the respiratory infection 

that had inflicted him. Much as we appreciate that he is a nonagenarian we still are unable to 

imagine the inevitable befalling him. This month marks the 21st anniversary of his release from 

prison and we should be marking it with celebration.  

Coming to the educational front: One conference on higher education in 2003 declared that 
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“At no time in human history was the welfare of nations so closely linked to the 
quality and outreach of their higher education systems and institutions”. (World 
Conference on Higher Education Partners, June 2003).  

 

Education has not stopped being a very important 

and crucial element in the development of society. 

The latest UN Human Development Report lists it 

and health as the crucial determinants of human 

development. No nation can afford to neglect this 

aspect of our lives and the annual outcry about 

the senior certificate results in South Africa is just 

but one example of how people are concerned 

about the quality of education. The national higher certificate results were expected to come 

out very badly after the public service strike of 2010 which left government services, including 

education, paralysed. Everyone has been surprised by the comparatively very high pass rate for 

the class of 2010. This was never anticipated. Disastrous results had been predicted. Somehow 

we could not get what we enjoy the most-bad news and failure. South Africans, being so used 

to complaining, started finding every reason why the results could not be a true reflection of 

the ability of the learners. We are a very funny nation at times. We complain when things go 

bad and we also complain when there is an improvement!!  When things do not turn out the 

way we expected them we easily challenge even the autonomous structures we have set up like 

Umalusi which are made up of professional academics.  

The higher pass rate has led to higher demands for spaces in higher education institutions. This 

is putting severe pressure on both academic and residential infrastructure which is not 

prepared for these massive numbers. The Ministry has called on students to use other 

alternative routes to higher education including Further Education and Training Colleges. There 

have been subsequent vigorous debates about the nature and quality of our education system 

with questions raised about government’s capacity and willingness to change the education 

system for the better. Questions have been raised about educators and learners when it comes 
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to the culture of teaching and learning. I believe that there is not just one single solution to the 

problem this country faces when it comes to education. It is fortunate that each one of us 

admits there is a problem but the finger-pointing that happens when things go awry is not 

going to lead us to any fitting and long-lasting sustainable solution. Universities blame the 

schooling system whilst the educators that are involved in the schooling system are themselves 

products of the higher education system. Lecturers blame the “unprepared” students when 

throughput and pass rates are low whilst the students blame the “untransformed and ill-

equipped” lecturers for their inability to progress at university. The solution lies in a seamless 

comprehensive and integrated approach to improving the whole education system. Definitely 

large resources are being spent on education but the returns are not matching that investment. 

The pervasive corruption in government and the society at large runs these resources to waste. 

It is no use blaming only government all the time for this scourge when members of the 

community make every effort to benefit from the scholar transport system, the nutrition 

programme, the supply of learner support material, the school building programme, etc. Every 

opportunity is seen as a chance to get more for oneself rather that for the development of the 

people. Whilst dealing with the education system we also have to deal with the challenges 

facing society broadly as well, including ethical values and social cohesion with aspirations for 

higher goals than crass materialism. With South Africa being the most unequal society in the 

globe the education system is definitely going to affect different communities differently. We 

have to stop just blaming the history that led to that inequality but understand that history so 

as to change the situation for the better. 

Universities are still in the grip of the transformation process, and the change may be 

happening at a slower pace than was anticipated in the White Paper and the National Plan for 

Higher Education. The goals were noble but the drive and the will have not been commensurate 

when it comes to issues of equitable resourcing of education institutions. If the will and drive 

are there the results do not show. This can be seen in the fact that much as access to higher 

education has improved to the extent that 77% of students in undergraduate programmes are 

Black the success rates reflect the historical past of the national groups. One also has to drill 

down and analyse the programmes that various national groups gain access to and the patterns 
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of the past are still obtaining. These are not matters we should be moaning about but issues 

that need a deliberate national effort and resourced programme to deal with. 

The University of Fort Hare continues to have a small share of the approximately 800 000 

student population in higher education. Currently our share is 1.2% of that. However, it is 

pleasing to note that recent studies show that we contributed 1.9% of the total number of 

graduates from the 23 higher education institutions in 2008.  

The year 2010, with the Soccer World Cup and all that came with it, was a very busy year for 

the Institution and seems to have been very short. However, we got through our academic 

programme without any major hassles or disturbances. 

The governance of the Institution was stable with the new Council having finished its first year. 

The Minister of Higher Education and Training approved the University Statute which gives us a 

legal framework to reorganize our management structures and some of our governance 

structures like the Institutional Forum.  

The major activity that consumed the University in 2010 was the restructuring process which 

had actually started in 2009. This process was meant to address various issues emanating from 

the Ministerial Task Team whose report came out in 2009. Key amongst these was the financial 

viability of the Institution, especially with the then recorded high expenditure in personnel 

which fell far beyond the norm of 59-64% of Council-controlled income in the sector. The new 

structure of the university has also had to be aligned with the strategic plan. This restructuring 

process could not be finalized in the anticipated time during 2010. Consultations with 

stakeholders dragged and will be finalized this quarter. This has led to anxiety, tensions and 

uncertainty amongst staff members including management. 

Linked to restructuring, but having started as a separate process, was the academic review. This 

had also been an outcome of discussions to link the University’s academic programmes in 

teaching, learning, research and community engagement to the strategic plan. Senate had 

deliberated extensively on this matter before it actually kicked off. Much as staff members had 

serious anxiety about this process initially, it has been acknowledged by both academics and 
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deans of faculties as one of the most important and necessary processes this Institution had to 

go through in 2010. Some have described it as very refreshing. It has thrown light into what the 

academic enterprise is currently busy with, what works and what doesn’t, what is viable and 

what is not, what assistance is required to ensure essential programmes succeed, whether 

viable or not, etc. It has also given us more accurate information on academic staff and student 

ratios. A final report will be tabled to the University Council this year. Where there are no 

contradictions between the academic review findings and the strategic plan or some of the 

findings in the restructuring process the information from the academic review process has 

been used to build the new structure. The results of the academic review will assist in the 

curriculum renewal and the intellectual development process. For some time now we have left 

the curriculum renewal process to the Life Knowledge Action (LKA) Programme whilst tinkering 

with the core programmes in our faculties without any significant fundamental changes. The 

LKA has done its part (and still continues to do so), in producing well-rounded students but it 

cannot do this alone. 

Part of academic planning has to do with the size and shape of the institution. A new enrolment 

plan for a 3-year cycle had to be discussed with the Department of Higher Education and 

Training in 2010. The 2010 figures exceeded our target set out in the previous cycle by about 

1000. The DHET had allocated the University 9 500 for the 2010 academic year and we had 

about 10 500 enrolled. Of these 85% were South Africans and 15% were international students. 

Our target is 80:20. This is one of the areas contested in South Africa but we have to 

understand that universities are by their nature universal and promote diversity at the same 

time. The international mix of students and staff is required to have a global view of things and 

share that international experience with a diversity of ideas. As an Institution that projects itself 

as a vibrant African university we cannot be antagonistic to the idea of having a significant 

presence of mainly African students from the rest of the continent. This is part of 

internationalization and we have seen various examples of international partnerships which are 

adding value to the academic project at Fort Hare like the Boston University collaborative 

learning project which deals with matters of race and identity, and involves the Faculty of 

Education, teachers in schools and students, the Syracuse University which partners us on 
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community engagement, University of Connecticut with various areas of collaboration including 

the national liberation archives, .  

The current projected enrolment is 10 500 for 2011 building 

up to 12 500 by 2016. The allocation for new registered 

students in 2011 is 2 220. The University received close to 13 

000 applications for this limited number of spaces. The 

registered students as of now are 2158 out of an expected 2 

220 new and 5 766 out of an expected 8 280 returning. The 

major challenge is to ensure that the post graduate and 

undergraduate ratios fit in with the projected growth. Our 

target is 80% undergraduates and 20% postgraduates. Last 

year we achieved 82.9% and 17.1% respectively. The national 

ratios are 84% undergraduates to 16% postgraduates. The 

Faculties of Management and Commerce, and Science and Agriculture both attained the 20% 

postgraduate enrolment in 2010 whilst Law is still way back with 8% and the two other faculties 

(Education and Social Sciences and Humanities) fall between these extremes. Of the registered 

students currently we have 89% undergraduates and 11% postgraduates. The gender 

distribution of the students in the current registration process is 4 601 (58%) females and 3 323 

(42%) males. The national gender distribution is 54% female and 46% male. There are also 

priority areas identified for growth in line with the responsiveness and relevance of higher 

education to societal needs. This is one of the contested terrains in universities- the notion of 

relevance and responsiveness. Many institutions and academics feel there is interference with 

academic freedom and autonomy when institutions have to meet the priorities of government. 

Whether we like it or not the institutions that depend on government funding end up having to 

be accountable to the government to some extent or the government will simply fund 

programmes it deems relevant. This is already happening when one looks at the block grant 

and earmarked grant from government. The block grant which universities can use as they 

deem fit has been declining whilst the earmarked grant which is for specific priorities has been 

increasing. 
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Access to higher education has to be accompanied by success. The graduation rate in 2010 was 

20.6%. This is used as a proxy for throughput rates and our achievement exceeds the national 

average of 16%. The pass rates vary from faculty to faculty and we shall have a more accurate 

reflection of that once the supplementary examinations have been finalized. The University has 

a tracking system that assists it in enhancing teaching and learning. This system had technical  

problems last year and should be used effectively this year to identify students at risk so that 

assistance can be given to them. The Teaching and Learning Center is available to help students 

and staff with challenges they meet in the classroom. 

The research culture in the institution is continuously improving. We have not yet attained our 

long term ideal target of 1.25 research output units per FTE academic or a total of 433.75 units 

for the Institution but we are gradually approaching our short term target of 1.02 units by the 

year 2012, having attained 0.84 units per capita in 2009 with a total of 291.75 units produced. 

This is a very significant increase compared to the 86.75 units in 2008. This is due to the great 

work done by the GMRDC in preparing our academics to research and publish. Many research 

writing workshops and seminars were held last year. We have to make sure that our 

postgraduate students turn their dissertations and theses into publications. The GMRDC has 

also done sterling work to ensure we get maximum benefit from NRF funding. The preliminary 

indications regarding our research output for 2010 are that the upward trend will be 

maintained.  

The research equipment and infrastructure efficiency grant received in the second cycle from 

the DHET has been utilized effectively and efficiently. The Department has recognized this and 

willingly gave us an advance from the 2011 allocation to finish some of the projects in 2010. 

The only delays have been with the Agriculture Auditorium which awaited technical evaluations 

from professionals in the architectural and quantity survey fields, and the research piggery 

which required an environmental impact assessment to be done.  

The University is committed to improving student life and experience inside and outside the 

classroom. Student residences were the primary target for refurbishment and renovations in 

the last grant and all the funds were utilized and a number of residences have been 
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modernised. Careful monitoring and maintenance of the buildings is required to ensure any 

building defects from workmanship are picked up early and any act of vandalism is also dealt 

with speedily. Delays in finalizing the procurement process for the 1 000 bed residence in Alice 

were experienced and that process will only be finalized this year. The East London Campus is 

still without university-owned residences. However, the Strategic Development Unit and the 

Student Affairs Department have worked tirelessly to ensure we get sufficient rented space to 

accommodate all the students who qualify to be in residences in EL. We hope one day we shall 

achieve our dream of accommodating 1/3 of our students in EL in university-owned residences 

and similarly 2/3 of our Alice students in university residences. The work being done in 

improving student life is reflected in the continuously improving student satisfaction index (30% 

in 2007, 38% in 2008, 46% in 2009 and 52% in 2010). These are percentages of students who 

said they would definitely recommend UFH to others as a good place to study.  

Financial management improved significantly last year. Much as we still have to manage the 

perennial deficit, we are confident that we are turning the corner. The major causes of the 

deficit have always been related to infrastructure (Depreciation), accumulated leave and post-

retirement medical aid. The leave records have been accurately updated and accumulated 

leave has started being paid up after having capped. The deficit due to accumulated leave is, 

therefore, being wiped out. The members of staff who are still to benefit from the post-

retirement medical benefits are drastically reduced. The area that will still be problematic is the 

depreciation. Until government commits to wiping out the infrastructure backlogs and we are 

able to maintain our buildings properly we are not going to rid ourselves of this portion of the 

deficit. Cash flow management was excellent in 2010. The student levy was also ring-fenced to 

be used for student activities and societies, and this brought relief from ad hoc requests from 

students. However, there is enormous room for improvement in how students manage these 

funds. 

The University continues to engage with communities so that it can strengthen its teaching and 

learning, and research mission. We have now gone beyond thinking about a model of 

community engagement but have started implementing it.   
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There are various unique units and centers that the University must ensure are utilized to their 

maximum capacity and supported. Amongst these are the National Liberation Archives, the 

IsiXhosa National Lexicography Unit, Fort Hare Institute of Technology, Eastern Cape 

Audiovisual Centre, Agri-Parks, etc. It is amazing to note that about six provinces in South Africa 

have IsiXhosa as one of their official languages and we are not capitalizing in that opportunity 

for our IsiXhosa National Lexicography Unit. 

With all these achievements we need to be cognizant of various challenges that we must 

anticipate and deal with we enter 2011. At times we take these for granted and as a result 

there is no conscious effort to address them. Amongst these are the following: 

 Ensuring we do not drift from our main reason for existence as a place where 

knowledge is created, disseminated and applied. We have to constantly remind 

ourselves of our core function and ensure the resources are deployed to raise its 

quality. 

 Ensuring steady streams of income for the University to maintain financial viability. This 

should be strengthened in all areas- subsidy, fees and third stream income. 

 Managing costs to reduce expenditure- contracts, utilities, ad hoc personnel costs 

outside the normal foreseen expenditure, etc  

 Efficiency and effectiveness in human resources management- attraction and retention, 

administering and maintaining those who are already in the institution.   

 Infrastructure- new and old (maintenance of the old and putting up new ones) 

 Information technology- hardware, software, bandwidth (especially for Alice), using all 

capabilities of the system to assist the organization to effectively and efficiently 

operate.  

 Ensuring individual ownership of the Institutional Ethical Values and Principles, and 

building a Fort Hare culture that is befitting the iconic nature of the Institution. 

 Building the UFH organizational corporate culture and ensuring organizational 

communication is improved 

 Improving services for staff and students- humane and humanizing approach. 
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 Managing the external environment so as to benefit the Institution 

 Linking up with our alumni 

 Ensure that the Institutional Improvement Plan is implemented, monitored and 

evaluated. Most of the items in that plan are in the Strategic Plan. The University must 

make sure these are appearing in performance agreements of relevant staff. 

In conclusion, as we move closer and closer to the centenary we  need to have a Centenary 

Building. This has been identified as the University “Centenary Library”. After the 

disappointment we had from the man who attended our official opening last year we have now 

developed the library plan and have a brochure that will start to be used for fund raising. A 

tentative attempt has been made to improve the capacity of the EL library but that is a short 

term measure. 

The 95th Anniversary of the University should be used as a year to mobilize our alumni. With the 

recruitment of the DVC for Institutional Support and the finalization of our new structure I am 

going to free my hands a bit to attend to this very important organizational matter.  

The year has seen our Blues Rugby team playing in the Varsity Shield. We lost our first match 

against Wits at Davidson Stadium but that should not make us despondent. We should set our 

eyes on winning the Shield in its inaugural year. We shall also be hosting the Intervarsity for all 

Eastern Cape universities later this year. We should use these occasions to market and promote 

our Institution.  

We must use the 95th anniversary of the University to re-launch our centenary celebrations. The 

priorities of curriculum renewal, intellectual development and re-connecting with our alumni 

are still relevant. 

I opened by giving you a glimpse of what is happening in the world around us. Fort Harians 

played a role in changing the African continent under the yoke of colonialism. Do Fort Harians 

of today understand the wave of democratization that is taking place in the northern parts of 

the continent? We expect Fort Harians to be well-rounded citizens of the world who analyse 
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carefully the future of our planet and the continent, prepared to participate fully in their 

economy, their society and their globalised world.  

Let the celebrations begin! 

 

HAPPY BIRTHDAY FORT HARE! LONG LIVE NOKHOLEJI! 

DR MVUYO TOM 

VICE CHANCELLOR 


