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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

This paper was commissioned by the Human Resource Development Council Technical Task Team (TTT), which is responsible for 

identifying the challenges related to the expansion of professionals in South Africa, and for the development of interventions that will 

address these challenges. The Technical Task Team recognises that South Africa is faced with a situation in which massive 

unemployment exists alongside serious skills shortages, particularly in areas that are key to economic development.  The issue of 

the shortage of professionals in some of these key economic areas has been highlighted in various documents (New Growth Path 

etc), and the Technical Task Team is focused on understanding where the key blockages are in relation to the supply of 

professionals, and what mechanisms are necessary to unblock these areas. 

 

The shortage of professionals has historical roots in South Africa, but the challenge is to understand what can be done within the 

current policy and institutional environment, as well as to determine whether any changes are required in this regard to address the 

issues which underpin this shortage, such as the poor quality of basic education, particularly with regard to mathematics and science 

teaching, poor throughput rates in higher education institutions and the changing nature and demands of the economy.  

 

Producing a ‘professional’ has a long lead-time and involves a number of complex and complementary inputs.  However, as they are 

a critical component of our society and of our economy, there is a need to investigate ways of ensuring greater levels of effectiveness 

and efficiency with regards to the production of professionals with the requisite skills and knowledge in South Africa.  

 

The TTT selected to focus on a number of professions taking into account the needs as indicated in the NGP, as well as the levels of 

scarcity of these professions (and the paper provides a comparison between the numbers of each of these professions against the 

population size, and, while there are many caveats made about the data, it is clear that there is a large gap with respect to the 

numbers of these professions in SA, which needs to be addressed). In addition to the comparative study, the report also drew on 
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previous research completed, interviews that were conducted with professional bodies as well as other reports produced by varied 

forums. 

 

1.1 Challenges and Bottlenecks 

Based on this research and consultation, the following broad challenges were identified: 

• Limited pool of school leavers who meet the requirements for entry into professional qualification due to the poor quality of 

basic education – many school leavers, particularly African children, do not have the requisite mathematics and science pass 

marks to enter post-school educational institutions to study in professional areas.   

• Low levels of understanding of basic concepts handicap even those graduates that do manage to access institutions making 

the successful completion of qualifications very difficult. 

• Poor career guidance – the lack of focused career guidance in schools means that many learners are unclear about what is 

involved in the different professional careers, and they are unsure as to what subject choices and marks are required to access 

these professions. 

• Negative perceptions of school leavers – in some of the professions (particularly nursing, social work and teaching) negative 

perceptions about the job, career and earning prospects means that school leavers are unlikely to choose these professions. 

• Poor calibre of graduates – many employers in key professions argue that even those that do manage to graduate are 

insufficiently prepared for the world of work. 

• Lack of opportunity for on-job training – small companies in particular do not have the capacity to train, coach or mentor 

graduates to overcome the poor quality of post-school education.   Even in large companies, there are very limited 

opportunities for focused on-job training.   

• Selecting to leave the profession, the public sector and the country (emigration) – the demand for professionals internationally 

means that South African professionals, particularly in the health, engineering and veterinary sectors, are able to emigrate 

relatively easily.  Many choose this option due to poor working conditions (health and social workers) and perceived lack of 

opportunity for career development (engineering).  Compounding this, for all professionals, dissatisfaction with various social 
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factors (crime, perceptions around affirmative action, education etc) is leading them to take advantage of perceived ‘greener 

pastures’ both with respect to other professions and other countries. 

 

For the purposes of the paper, these challenges were grouped, and then considered in terms of how they broadly manifest 

themselves and how they affect particular professions.  

1.2 Addressing these Challenges: locating the Roles and Functions of Professional Councils  

The paper this considers the range of players responsible for addressing many of the challenges identified. It explains that the 

Department of Basic Education has principal responsibility for addressing the quality of schooling; the Department of Higher 

Education and Training has primary responsibility for addressing the imperatives pertaining to further and higher education 

institutions, though other Departments such as Science and Technology share responsibility for certain post-graduate qualifications. 

The Department of Health also carries responsibility for the nursing colleges and contributes directly to medical schools. There are 

also agencies that play an important role in this regard, including the provision of bursaries – for example, the National Student 

Financial Aid Scheme is important here. Companies also play multiple roles with respect to the areas outlined above.  

It then focuses on the role of the professional councils both with respect to their existing mandate and in terms of additional roles that 

many have begun to play. In providing this analysis the paper talks to the challenges that the professional councils face in playing 

their regulator role as well as in taking on a broader mandate.  It also highlights the existing work that many of the councils are doing 

to address these challenges already. 

1.3 Recommendations 

The paper concludes by providing a set of recommendations organized in terms of the following categories:  

Entering education and training 

• Supporting basic education (especially mathematics and science) 

• Enabling career guidance 
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• Supporting a process to increase the number of places where learners can study an occupation 

Sustaining learners through post-school education 

• Assist with preparation for tertiary education 

• Support relevant curriculum, appropriateness of qualification and adequate infrastructure 

• Adequate teaching staff 

Entering the world of work 

• Access to practical training opportunities required to graduate  

• Assist to prepare for the world of work 

• Encourage increased take up of available jobs 

• Encourage graduates to work in the public sector 

• Encourage graduates to work in SA 

Career Progression and Development 

• On-going CPD  

In outlining these recommendations, the paper notes that for these to be implemented in a manner that achieves the anticipated 

results assumes that the HRDC will drive this process working closely with the Department of Higher Education Training, 

professional councils and their associated departments.  

It is further anticipated that other role players will be brought on board for specific thematic areas, and even in some cases to 

coordinate specific work. For example, whilst HRDC and DHET will facilitate the discussion on career guidance, it may be that SAQA 

takes on the on-going responsibility for coordinating the work flowing out of these recommendations and provides the HRDC with 

reports. 
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It is noted that these recommendations require that DHET play a coordinating role in the overall process. The recommendations also 

emphasise the expectations regarding the role of the professional councils. Thus a key component of this strategy is the need to en-

gage initially with DHET to establish whether they are disposed to take on the anticipated role in taking forward this strategy, and to 

then discuss with the professional councils the extent to which they are willing to take forward the recommendations and play a more 

active role in enabling individuals to enter the profession. This will in many cases expand their functions:  Yet, some of the profes-

sional councils are currently struggling with capacity, and are unable even to undertake their existing functions, let alone an expand-

ed role as suggested in this paper.  There is a need to recognise this, and couple these decisions with discussions as to how these 

bodies can be strengthened to both undertake their regulatory functions more effectively as well as the additional activities proposed 

in this document.  

In summary it is suggested that the following activities should be undertaken: 

HRDC should review the recommendations and endorse those it agrees with 

DHET be requested to coordinate this initiative (process of taking forward these recommendations)  

If DHET agrees then the following steps are suggested: 

I. DHET convenes the relevant professional bodies and their associated departments to form the professional Task Team (so 

the current TT is reconstituted); 

II. The TT consider the capacity implications of the recommendations and develops a strategy to enable the professional coun-

cils to effectively play the agreed upon roles (this may require a consideration of other models of resourcing the professional 

bodies and if needed this should be supported by research which provides an indication of how professional bodies are re-

sourced in other countries); 

III. The TT should determine which recommendations should form the focus of the work for the next year and then develop an 

overarching action plan with clear milestones and a monitoring process. 
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IV. The TT should then establish who should be on the committees that are formed for each of the agreed upon priority areas – 

these will need to include other players that are important to the area – for example if bursaries are to be reviewed SETAs 

and NSFAS must be in the committee. The TT should also determine who should coordinate each committee (priority area); 

V. Each of the committees must then develop a detailed plan, taking into account the milestones identified in the overarching 

plan. The plan should have clear actions and measures, which should form the basis of the committees report to the TT. 

VI. The TT would in turn, through the DHET, report to the HRDC 

The following diagram illustrates this structure: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 TERMS OF 

REFERENCE 
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This project was intended to consolidate the work of the ‘Production of Professionals Technical Task Team’ of the HRD Council by: 

• consolidating all the information and research collected thus far 

• undertaking some desktop research where gaps exist in order to augment what currently exists  

 

The Research Objectives outlined in the Terms of Reference were: 

• To identify exactly what the pipeline blockages are for each of the professions identified for prioritization 

• To make recommendations regarding what must be done by relevant stakeholders along the entire skills pipeline to un-

lock the blockages 

• To use the report as a point of departure for the development of a fully costed project plan for acquiring professionals in 

sufficient quantities in priority professions that are linked to the skill requirements of the New Growth Path.   

 

The Scope of Work was as follows: 

• The appointed service provider will be required to develop a report that includes the following: 

o Introduction to the TTT, reason it was constituted and what its objectives are  

o An explanation of the definition of the term ‘professional’ (The TTT agreed that the SAQA definition should be 

used.) 

o A table outlining the list of professions that the TTT has selected for immediate prioritization  

o A section on each of the selected professions outlining the following: 

▪ Learning pathways including entry requirements, length of time to complete the course, internship and learn-

ership availability and requirements, role of the professional body in facilitating entry into the profession; inter-

national benchmarking comparison comparing the number of professionals in the selected profession in SA 

compared to other countries; list of blockages along the entire skills pipeline that are unique and relevant to 
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each specific profession as well as a list of common and recurring blockages that occur across all the profes-

sions;  

o Where possible and where information exists an overview of each of the priority professions should be provided in-

cluding current numbers, future numbers required, challenges and blockages faced and recommendations made 

for addressing the challenges outlined. Documents and reports that should be consulted include but are not limited 

to the following: HSRC case studies on doctors, nurses, engineers and social workers; JIPSA engineering close out 

report, ECSA report on Engineers; questionnaires completed by various TTT members; HSRC study on skills 

shortages in South Africa. 
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3 OVERVIEW AND INTRODUCTION 

 

This paper was commissioned by the Human Resource Development Council ‘Production of Professionals’ Technical Task Team, 

which is responsible for identifying the challenges related to the expansion of professionals in South Africa, and for the development 

of interventions that will address these challenges. The Technical Task Team recognises that South Africa is faced with a situation in 

which massive unemployment exists alongside serious skills shortages, particularly in areas that are key to economic development.  

The issue of the shortage of professionals in some of these key economic areas has been highlighted in various documents (New 

Growth Path etc), and the Technical Task Team is focused on understanding where the key blockages are in relation to the supply of 

professionals, and what mechanisms are necessary to unblock these areas. 

 

The shortage of professionals has historical roots in South Africa, but the challenge is to understand what can be done within the 

current policy and institutional environment, as well as to determine whether any changes are required in this regard to address the 

issues which underpin this shortage, such as the poor quality of basic education, particularly with regard to mathematics and science 

teaching, poor throughput rates in higher education institutions and the changing nature and demands of the economy.  

 

Producing a ‘professional’ has a long lead-time and involves a number of complex and complementary inputs.  However, as they are 

a critical component of our society and of our economy, there is an urgent need to investigate ways of ensuring greater levels of 

effectiveness and efficiency with regards to the production of professionals with the requisite skills and knowledge in South Africa.  

 

The terms of reference for the Technical Task Team are to1: 

 

• Provide a definition for professionals that will guide the work of the Technical Task Team, taking into consideration the skills 

pipeline 

                                                            
1 Note that the following have been adapted and integrated from a number of documents provided to the team 
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• Develop bold recommendations for the approval of the Human Resource Development (HRD) Council, via the Technical 

Working Group, outlining practical ways in which the Council and its social partners can support the production of professionals 

in priority fields. 

• Reach agreement on fields that need to be prioritised and provide a rationale for such, guided by the New Growth Path2. 

• Understand what measures will need to be taken by various project owners in order to address blockages identified in this 

paper and develop recommendations as to how best these should be taken forward and monitored. 

• Critically analyse, quantify and better understand the business, donor and government contribution to offer bursaries, 

scholarships and placements in terms of: who is offering what, to whom, why (the purpose), duration, obligation, structure, 

areas/sectors, management and institutional arrangements, costs.  

• Share lessons learnt with regards to the offering and management of bursaries and scholarships and placements as well as to 

analyse best practice. 

• Develop a set of recommendations regarding the feasibility of either funding the development and management of a website or 

enter into an agreement with an organisation such as Sangonet to host information on offers of scholarships, bursaries and 

placements. 

• Flag areas of overlap with other Technical Task Teams in developing the recommendations to Council and to the Technical 

Working Group. 

The Terms of Reference for the Technical Task Team commit the team to carry out the following activities in this regard: 

• Develop a paper, which addresses the following: 

                                                            
2 It is noted that initially the Technical Task Team sought to indicate the targets that would be required in each profession; however this was reviewed in the light of the 

discussion in the HRD TTT which considered the alignment of the HRD with the National Growth Path (NGP) and which recommended that priorities are identified rather than 

actual numbers be stipulated. It was also agreed that professional councils should be encouraged to develop learning pathways rather than that the TTT should develop these 

pathways. 
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o Analyses available data in terms of the requirements for each profession and review the extent to which current 

provision addresses these requirements 

o Meet with project owners for each profession and facilitate consensus regarding what key blockages are impacting 

negatively on the acquisition of skills for each of the respective professions (the skills pipe line) and to ascertain their 

proposals for addressing these challenges. 

o Determine the alignment between offers of scholarships, bursaries and placements and the skills objectives goals of 

the New Growth Path.  

o Develop a comprehensive set of recommendations as to how the challenges relating to each of the priority professions 

should be addressed so as to increase the numbers of professionals enrolling, graduating, registering and selecting to 

work in the profession in South Africa (in both the public and private sectors). 

 

• Thereafter the TTT will conduct a cost analysis to determine the budget necessary to obtain the skills required for each of the 

professions identified in this process. 

• In addition the TTT will develop a scholarship and placement assessment tool which may be used to assist Government to 

assess offers of scholarships and placements and make an informed decision as to whether it should support these offers or 

not.  

Thus, as described, this paper contributes to the work of the Technical Task Team: it indicates why certain professions have been 

selected as the focus of this Team and outlines the number of each of these professions available in South Africa as compared to 

elsewhere in the world. It then looks at the issues, blockages and challenges related to ensuring that there are sufficient numbers of 

individuals entering and being retained within each of the following sectors: health, engineering, education, finance, agriculture and 

social. Finally it offers a set of recommendations to address these challenges and suggests the role of each of the role players in this 

regard. 
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3.1 Rationale for Selecting the Professions 

 

It was indicated that the Technical Task Team identified the broad categories that are suggested within the NGP as critical to the 

drivers for economic growth in South Africa. These initially included:  

  

• Engineering and the Built Environment; 

• Health; 

• Education; 

• Agriculture and  

• Finance (including accounting and actuaries).  

 

Subsequently the Social Sector was added to this through a process of engagement with the professional councils in the sector. 

  

Once the professions were identified, the Technical Task Team reviewed a number of documents in order to understand the level 

and nature of the shortages in the various sectors.3 The Technical Task Team then convened a meeting of representatives from all of 

these sectors that considered which specific occupations within each of the professions should form the focus for the immediate 

term. Once this was done, the selected professions were mapped against the NRF/NSF bursary funding that is available for studies 

in these areas. 

 

                                                            
3 For example, research undertaken in the accounting profession found that partners in accounting and auditing firms state that there are skills shortages in their client organisa-
tions as well as in their own. They also emphasised the fact that there is an interaction between quantitative shortages and qualitative skills deficiencies and that, owing to 
shortages of skills in the market, employees are appointed in positions for which they are not qualified or they are promoted beyond their own levels of functional competency. 
These observations were confirmed by the employment agencies that were interviewed as part of this study. The report states that a conservative quantitative estimate of the 
skills shortage indicates that there is a need for more than 22 000 additional people to fill financial positions in South Africa. The unsatisfied demand is relatively higher at NQF 
levels 6 and 7 (specifically people with degrees and postgraduate qualifications), although skills shortages also exist at the lower educational levels (Financial Management, ac-
counting and auditing skills shortage in South Africa, SAICA, undated, page x). 
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The following table indicates the professional sectors that were reviewed, the occupations that were identified, and the extent to 

which these are reflected in the NGP. The table also states whether there is NRF/NSF bursary funding attached to studying these 

occupations. 

 

Production of Professionals Priority Area Professional Occupation NGP NRF/NSF 

Engineering and the Built Environment Engineers ✓  ✓  

Health  Doctors   

Nurses   

Pharmacists   

Education  Teachers   

Social Sector Social workers ✓   

Agriculture Veterinary Science  ✓  

Bio-resource engineering  ✓  

Finance Chartered accountants ✓  ✓  

Accounting technicians ✓  ✓  

Actuaries  ✓ 

 

3.2 Methodology 

 

The approach agreed upon for this assignment was to rely on secondary research:  documents provided by the HRDC Technical 

Task Team were reviewed so as to understand the issues that have been identified pertaining to the observations and 

recommendations on the key challenges which exist in each professional area, and the various efforts which are being made to 

address them.  Primarily the documents were of two types: 

 



16 
 

• HSRC publications, which have been produced as part of the institution’s series of studies on professions and professional 

education.  These papers included: 

o Doctors in a Divided Society: The Profession and Education of Medical Practitioners in South Africa 

o Engineers in  a Developing Country: The Profession and Education of Engineering Professionals in South Africa 

o Nursing in a New Era: The Profession and Education of Nurses in South Africa 

o Social Work in Social Change: The Profession and Education of Social Workers in South Africa. 

• The papers provide a detailed review of the context of each profession (domestic and international); a historical review of the 

training and education for the profession and the changes which have occurred since 1994.  A very detailed analysis is 

provided in each document on the current institutions providing the education; the changing demographic profile of students; 

the success or otherwise of the graduation rates and the opportunities and choices facing graduates as they decide on which 

career opportunities to pursue.  Unfortunately, there is little discussion of the actual or potential roles of the Professional 

Councils in these studies. 

• In addition papers produced over the past few years, particularly in the accounting and engineering sectors were consulted. 

• Research reports compiled by members of the Technical Task Team based on interviews conducted 

• Reports from stakeholders submitted at the requests of the Human Resource Development Council for South Africa Production 

of Professionals Technical Task Team. These reports covered the following sectors: 

o Education (Department of Basic Education and the Zenex Foundation) 

o Engineering and the Built Environment (Engineering Council of South Africa and the Council for the Built Environment) 

o Health (Nursing Council of South Africa, Health Professions Council of South Africa) 

o Financial (South African Institute of Chartered Accountants) 

o Agriculture (Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries) 

o Social (Tshikululu Social Investments) 

o Actuaries (South African Actuarial Society) 
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The variety of respondents – government, professional council or industry-based funder that were included in the above-mentioned 

reports lends weight to the reports as they integrate these varied views.  However, it should be noted that the dates at which these 

reports were generated means that some of the points made in the various reports may since have been changed or been 

addressed. In some cases, it has been possible to identify these areas and make the appropriate corrections, but it is possible that 

there are some details within this report that may be out of date.  However it is hoped that this has been minimised through the 

research conducted by the Technical Task Team and provided to the writing team, as well as the extent to which different documents 

have been consulted.  

 

This document attempts to integrate the diversity of the responses and background information available across the professions and 

summarises the key issues and responses for professionals generally, whilst highlighting certain sector specific issues emerging 

from the documents and interviews.  
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4 INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON 

 

Having established the importance of these professional sectors, the study reviewed South African numbers of professionals against 

the population and compared these figures with those in other countries. This comparative data is provided within the understanding 

that there is a need to read this data taking into account a number of real caveats. This includes the reality that the contextual factors 

within each country vary, which has implications for the number of professionals that are required in a particular category: for 

example, the ratio of engineers to population size required may vary depending on the size of the economy and GDP (as well as 

other factors highlighted in the 2008 UNESCO report on engineering). In addition, definitions and inclusions may differ: for example, 

one country may provide figures for engineers while another focuses on registered engineers. Further, a review of the number of 

doctors in a country may not provide a real picture of health access as the extent to which there is access may relate to other factors 

such as the extent to which doctors range across the country or whether they are more concentrated in urban areas which could 

mean that rural areas continue to have little access to health professionals.  

 

Country 
and Popu-
lation  
(million) 

Engineers Doctors Nurses Pharmacists Teachers 
Social 

Workers 
Veterinary 
Doctors 

Agri engi-
neers 

Chartered 
Accountants 

Actuaries 
(*8) 

Canada 
34.5m 

169 512 65,440 348,499 30,553 PP & P: 
169,669 

S: 376,830 

 15,000  68 000 3318 (8*) 

Ratio to 
population 

47,88 per 10 
000 

1,89 per 1000 10,10 per 
1000 

0,88 per 1000   0,43 per 1000 
(another site 

25,0 to 
100 000) 

 19,7 per 10 
000 

0,96 Per 
10 000 

Australia 
22.7m 

44 767 62,800 201,300 21,800 P: 113 977 
S: 109 929 

 
 

19 300 7,700 to 12,000  110 488 2094 
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Country 
and Popu-
lation  
(million) 

Engineers Doctors Nurses Pharmacists Teachers 
Social 

Workers 
Veterinary 
Doctors 

Agri engi-
neers 

Chartered 
Accountants 

Actuaries 
(*8) 

Ratio to 
population 

19,72 per 10 
000 

2,76 per 1 000 8,86 per 
1000 

0,96 per 1000 P 18:1  0,33-0,52 per 
1000 

(another site 
33,0 to 

100 000) 

 48,67 per 10 
000 

0.922 per 
10 000 

Germany 
81.8m 

380 000 297,835 918,000 49,892 PP & P: 
458 249 

S: 595 043 

307 041 (but 
this includes 
social work-

ers and 
social care 

providers as 
defined by 
Gr labour 

office defini-
tion) 

35000 vets 
registered of 
which 25000 
were active 

 17 168 3766 

Ratio to 
population 

46,45 per 10 
000 

3,6 per 1000 11,22 per 
1000 

0,60 per 1000 PP: 11:1 
P: 13:1 
S: 13:1 

 0.42per 1000  2,0 per 10 
000 

0.46 per 10 
000 

United 
Kingdom 
62.7m 

189 406 218 153 613,201 58,363 PP & P: 
305,392 

S: 375,385 

 14, 000 to 
17,000 

 142 567 10 859 

Ratio to 
population 

30,20 per 10 
000 

3,4 per 1 000 9,7 per 
1000 

0,9 per 1000 P: 18:1 to 
19:1 

S: 14:1 

 0,22-0,27 per 
1000 (another 
site 21.3 per 

100 000)  

  1.73 per 10 
000 

United 
States 
311.7m 

1,6m (2008) 
762 000 

(2005) (*1) 
There are an 
est. 497 300 
(2008) 
technicians 

749,566 2,900,000 246 200-282 736 
(*9) 

PP & P: 
2,245,691 

S: 1,756,753 

642,000 60,000 to 
95,430  
61,400 

3400 334 635-1,3m 17 127-
22 678 (*8) 

 

Ratio to 
population 

51.3 - 24,46 
per 10 000 

2,4 per 1000 9,3 per 
1000 

0,78-0,90 per 
1000 

PP & P: 14 
and 15:1 
S:14:1 

 0,19-0,30 per 
1000 (another 
site 21,8 per 

100 000) 

 10.73 per 
10 000- 41.7 
per 10 000 

0.54 – 0.72  
per 10 000 
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Country 
and Popu-
lation  
(million) 

Engineers Doctors Nurses Pharmacists Teachers 
Social 

Workers 
Veterinary 
Doctors 

Agri engi-
neers 

Chartered 
Accountants 

Actuaries 
(*8) 

New Zea-
land 
4.4m 

31 599 (but 
includes archi-
tects and re-
lated profes-
sions) 
22 128 (includ-
ing science 
and engineer-
ing techni-
cians) 

13 883 44,491 2,889 PP & P: 
32,558 

S: 37,942 

 2,392  27 000 164 quali-
fied (over 
100 stu-

dent train-
ees 

Ratio to 
population 

71.8 per 
10 000 

And 50.29 per 
10 000 for 
technicians 

3,15 per 1 000 10,1 per 
1000 

0,65 per 1000 PP: 12:1 
P: 15:1 
S:14:1 

 0,5 per 1000  61,3 per 10 
000 

0.37 per 10 
000 

Hong Kong 
7.11m 

10 798 11 000 40 365  PP & P: 
33,144 

S: 30,311 

   20 174 492 

Ratio to 
population 

15,18 per 10 
000 

1,54 per 1 000 5,6 per 
1000 

 PP: 14:1 
P: 16:1 
S:18:1 

   28,3 per 10 
000 

0.69 per 10 
000 

Japan 
128.1m 

400 000 274,992 531,210 174,890 PP & P: 
504,823 

S: 524,086 

 32,000  14 235 1290 

Ratio to 
population 

31,22 per 10 
000 

2,1 per 1 000 4,1 per 
1000 

1,3 per 1000 PP: 28:1 
P: 18:1 
S: 12:1 

 0,2 per 1000  1,11 per 10 
000 

0.10 per 10 
000 

Ireland 
4.6m 

14 000 14 029 68,483 4,567 P: 31 549 
S: no data 

 2,078  16 468 555 

Ratio to 
population 

30,43 per 10 
000 

3.04 per 1000   P: 16:1     1.2 per 10 
000 

India 
1.2bn 

5 500 000 757,377 1,146 915 578,179 P: 3,387,905 
S: 2,586,211 

   133 317-
222 785 (*2) 

236 

Ratio to 
population 

45,83 per 10 
000 

6.3 per 1000   P: 40:1 
S: 33:1 

 

    0.01 per 10 
000 
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Country 
and Popu-
lation  
(million) 

Engineers Doctors Nurses Pharmacists Teachers 
Social 

Workers 
Veterinary 
Doctors 

Agri engi-
neers 

Chartered 
Accountants 

Actuaries 
(*8) 

Malaysia 
28.9m 

47 000 25,102 72,847 4,571 PP & P: 
344,054 

S: 170,637 

   23 168 90 

Ratio to 
population 

16,26 per 10 
000 

8,6 per 1 000   PP: 23:1 
P:15:1 

S: 14:1 to 
17:1 

    0.03 

Kenya 
41.6m 

1 176 regis-
tered with the  
Engineers 
Registration 
Board (ERB) 
of Kenya but 
they estimate  
6,000 active 
engineers in 
Kenya  

4,506 37,113 3,094 PP & P: 
245,403 

S: 107 970 

   5 200  (*3) 
and 20 000 
accounting 
technicians 

(*3) 

7 

Ratio to 
population 

1.44 per 
10 000 (based 
on 6000 esti-

mate) 

0,10 per 1000 0,89 per 
1000 

0,07 per 1000 PP: 21:1 
P: 47:1 
S: 30:1 

   1.2 per 10 
000 

0.001 per 
10 000 

Mexico 
114.8m 

 219,560 417,665 79,925 PP & P: 
708,249 

S: 650 513 

   6 186 568 

Ratio to 
population 

 1,9 per 1000 3,6 per 
1000 

0,69 per 1000 PP & P: 26:1 
to 28:1 
S: 18:1 

   0,5 per 10 
000 

0.04 per 10 
000 

Botswana 
2m 

2000 (but 
estimated that 
only 25% lo-

cal) 

 5,006 333 PP & P: 
14,456 

S: 12,798 

   1 127  

Ratio to 
population 

 40 per 
100 000(WHO) 

2,5 per 
1000 

0,166 per 1000 PP: 14 
P: 25 
S:14 

 
 

   5,6 per 10 
000 
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Country 
and Popu-
lation  
(million) 

Engineers Doctors Nurses Pharmacists Teachers 
Social 

Workers 
Veterinary 
Doctors 

Agri engi-
neers 

Chartered 
Accountants 

Actuaries 
(*8) 

Korea 
49m 

21 534 98 293 255,402 58,363 PP & P: 186 
504 

S: 221 689 

   8 949 330 fully 
qualified 
and 304 
partially 
qualified 

Ratio to 
population 

43,94 per 10 
000 

2,0 per 1000 5,2 per 
1000 

1,19 per 1000 P: 22:1 
S: 18:1 to 

20:1 

   1,8 per 10 
000 

0.06 

Portugal 
10.7m 

 23 131 56,709 7,467 PP & P: 
83,557 

S: 97,491 

 2,375  992 106 

Ratio to 
population 

 No divide by 10 
700 

5,2 per 
1000 

0,69 per 1000 PP: 16:1 
P: 11:1 
S: 7:1 

   0,9 per 10 
000 

0.09 per 10 
000 

China 
1.3bn 

10 000 000 
(10m)  

1,900,000 1,850,000 341,910 PP: 
1,089,778 

S:5,022,912 

   61 255 – 228 
023 

417 

Ratio to 
population 

76,92 per 10 
000 

14,6 per 1000 14,2 per 
1000 

2,6 per 1000 PP: 23:1 
P: 17:1 
S: 16:1 

   61.22 per 
10 000-

228.02 per 10 
000 

0.03 per 10 
000 

Pakistan 
176.9m 

 139,555 95,538 8,102 PP & P: 
550,118 

S: 197,082 

   3 509 35 

Ratio to 
population 

 7,8 per 1000 5,4 per 
1000 

0,45 per 1000 P: 40:1 
S: 42:1 

   1,9 per 10 
000 

0.001 per 
10 000 

Malawi 
15.9m 

 257 3,896 293 P: 17 262    275  

Ratio to 
population 

 0,01 per 1000 0,2 per 
1000 

 
 
 
 
 
 

0,01 per 1000     0,17 per 10 
000 
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Country 
and Popu-
lation  
(million) 

Engineers Doctors Nurses Pharmacists Teachers 
Social 

Workers 
Veterinary 
Doctors 

Agri engi-
neers 

Chartered 
Accountants 

Actuaries 
(*8) 

Brazil  
203m 

550 000- 
750 000 

 

527,625 116,126 104 098 1,9m 11958?? In 
mental 

health insti-
tutions (only 
figure could 

find) 

66 600 regis-
tered with Bra-
zil’s Regional 
Councils of 
Veterinary 

Medicine, but 
around 50 000 

working  

 292 201 830 

Ratio to 
population 

36.94 per 
10 000(larger 

number) 

2,5 per 1000 0.57 per 
1000 

0,51 per 1000 9,35 per 
1000 

 0,32 per 1000   0.04 per 10 
000 

Russia 
143m 

110 000 621 000- 640 
000 

1,3m – 
1.6m 

(*6)  
1,57m 

   3,5m (*7) 156 

Ratio to 
population 

7.69 per 100 
000 

4,3 per 1000 9.09 per 
1000 

(based on 
1,3m) 

 10.97 per 
1000 

    0.01 per 10 
000 

South Afri-
ca 
50,6m 

14 806 (*9) 31 214- 34 687 
(*4)  

 
 

212 806 
(*4) 

11 905 pharma-
cists were regis-
tered with the 
South African 
Pharmaceutical 
Council (SAPC). 

 

P: 232,160 
S: 187,162 

17 369  2000-2700 (*5) 26 101 (in-
cludes retired 
of 1 080 and 

excludes 
those working 

overseas 
which brings 
figure up to 

33 000) 

820 fully 
qualified 
and 45 
associates  

 

Ratio to 
population 

2,92 per 10 
000 

0,61 per 1000 4,2 per 
1000 

0,2 per 1000   0,03-0,05 per 
1000 

 5,15 per 10 
000 

0.16 per 10 
000 

 

Notes to the table: 

As indicated in the introduction to this table, there are a number of considerations that should be borne in mind when reviewing this 
data. Compounding these issues is the fact that the data has been obtained from a range of different sources: 
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• For data on teachers, UNESCO provides a set of global ratios: PP: 21:1, P: 25:1 and S:17:1: Where PP – Pre-primary, P – 
Primary and S – Secondary 

• The bulk of the engineering data has come out of Allyson Lawless’ study, though additional data was obtained by doing a 
country by country internet search. It should be noted however, that as a result of these different sources, there are instances 
where the figures vary and it has not been possible within the scope of this study to verify which of these figures are correct, 
or if both figures are right and the differences are on account of changes over time. For example in the case of engineers in 
the US (*1), the one set of figures comes from the US Bureau of Labour Statistics (2008) and the other from a study that 
Allyson Lawless conducted in 2005.   

• In addition, the original brief was to provide figures for engineers, engineering technicians and technologists.  Figures for 
technicians and technologists were, however, difficult to obtain, except in one or two instances.  

• In the case of the reported number of engineers in South Africa, it should be noted that there is no regulation that requires 
engineers to register after qualifying.  Hence, this figure reflects the number of engineers that are registered with the 
Engineering Council of SA, who have stated that there may very well be double the number of qualified engineers who are 
not registered with the Council and are practicing in South Africa, therefore the ratio might not reflect a true picture of the SA 
situation.  

• Engineers in Africa: there are some discrepancies in the numbers related to factors such as registration. For example, 
countries such as Kenya have mandatory professional registration but in practice the number of registered professionals 
represents only a small fraction of those providing engineering services and this may affect numbers that were provided.  

• The bulk of the data on doctors, nurses and pharmacists came from the WHO website and was then supplemented by a 
country by country search. 

• The data on teachers came from the UNESCO website and again was then supplemented by a country search to access 
information on certain countries that were not available within the broader UNESCO data – for example Russia and Brazil. 

• The data collected on social workers, veterinary science and agricultural engineering was generated through a country-by-
country study despite attempts to contact various international organisations, which deal with these categories of 
professionals. Organisations contacted as part of this process include: the SA Veterinary Council, the SA Veterinary 
Association, the Department of Agricultures’ Directorate of Animal health and the Faculty of Veterinary Science, University of 
Pretoria, Ondersterpoort. In the case of social workers, various organisations were contacted including the Department for 
Social Development, the Health and Welfare Seta; the General Social Care Council in the UK and the International Federation 
of Social Workers. The data for South Africa was provided by the SA Council for Social Service Professionals and is 
considered accurate to the date of 28 August 2012: The data is updated on a daily basis and hence could change periodically. 
This figure reflects the number of registered social workers within SA and illustrates that 16 552 of the total number of over 
17 000 social workers are in fulltime practice; Of these, 731 are over the age of 65, still in practice but not paying fees and 86 
are not practicing. The spread of the social workers ranges from academia to private sector (which includes private practice) 
and the public sector. 

• It is also noted that it was difficult to obtain exact figures on social workers against population size as each country defines 
social workers differently. For example, in the case of Germany, this category includes social care providers while in other 
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countries this category is not included. It is therefore, difficult to ascertain exactly how many individuals are actually trained as 
social workers. In the case of Russia (*7), for example, social work has only become a phenomenon in the 1990’s so it proved 
rather difficult to access such figures. 

• Some classifications, for example those used by the OECD in some of their reports, categorise health professionals to include 
dentists, pharmacists, veterinarians and other health professionals: these categories differ elsewhere which may distort the 
figures reported.  

• In terms of the data for pharmacists (*9) in the US, there is a discrepancy between the data with the National Association of 
Boards of Pharmacy (NABP) estimating a higher figure of 282 736 (2009) which includes those either retired or currently 
unemployed but still retain their license. Other estimates are in the 240 000 range. 

• Some of the accounting data came out of a study conducted by SAICA. However, when considering this data, it is noted that 
the accountant figure for Russia (*7) appears to include the broad range of accountants and there is no differentiation between 
chartered accountants and technicians.  In terms of the accounting figure for China, two different figures have emerged with a 
large discrepancy between them: the one figure is 61 255 and the other 228 023 with little explanation. The same concern is 
true for India (*2).   

• SA health care figures are based on a report published in 2009 (Human Resources for Health, A Needs and Gaps Analysis of 
HRH in South Africa, November 2009 (HEARD), University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, South Africa). The report provides the 
following figures for SA (*4): 34 687 medical practitioners were registered with the HPCSA in 2008, with approximately 30.7% 
(10 653) employed in the public sector; 103 792 professional nurses were registered with SANC in 2007, of whom 46% (47 
834) were employed in the public health sector; 40 582 enrolled nurses were registered with SANC in 2007, of whom 56% (22 
707) worked in the public sector and 11 905 pharmacists were registered with the South African Pharmaceutical Council 
(SAPC), of whom 15.5% (1 853) were working in the public sector.  

• Agricultural engineers (*5):  It has been extremely difficult to pinpoint numbers for this occupation. In South Africa the 
discipline of agricultural engineering is small relative to other engineering disciplines. By the end of 2003, degrees in 
agricultural engineering were offered through the Universities of Natal (NU) and Pretoria (UP). From 2004 the UP no longer 
offered a degree in agricultural engineering and the University of Natal merged with the University of Durban-Westville to form 
the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN). 

• Actuaries (*8): Data on actuaries was obtained largely from the International Actuarial Association website but supplemented 
with a limited country by country search on the internet, as well as some input from the Actuarial Society of South Africa. In 
terms of evaluating the data in countries such as the US and Canada,  there are often a number of actuarial organisations 
which makes it extremely difficult to determine actual figures as there is a problem of multiple membership and hence double 
counting. In the US, for example, there are five actuarial organisations and all members of the Society of Actuaries and the 
Casualty Actuarial Society belong to the American Academy of Actuaries (the disciplinary body), which invariably leads to 
double counting. In the case of Canada, their actuaries are qualified via the US so they will belong to both US bodies as well 
as their own, leading to further cross counting.  An added complication in terms of the data globally, is that the definition of 
actuary was changed. The initial definition, in use, of actuary meant a person who is fully qualified, that is, those individuals 
who have completed all the required exams. Based on this definition, in 2006 the global estimate of fully qualified actuaries 
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was in the region of 43 000. In about 2008-2009, the definition of actuary changed to include associate members (those who 
had not completed all their specialist subjects. As a result more recent data includes more than just fully qualified actuaries. 
The current global estimate is now in the region of 50 000. 

Further notes to this table are contained in Annexure 1. 
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4.1 Ratios per Profession 

 

The diagrams that follow show the ratios per country per profession, illustrating where South Africa stands in relation to other 

countries.  Note that in developing these diagrams an ‘average’ ratio has been taken where the data varied or was in a range. 

Further, unlike the table provided above, all ratios are shown per 1000: these ratios should therefore be read as indicative only.  

Never the less, they paint a stark picture when reviewing South Africa against international standards and highlight the need to 

increase the numbers of professionals in these categories, and this begins to point to the real work that needs to be done in South 

Africa to address this imperative. 
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5 CAREER DEVELOPMENT PATHWAYS 

 

The next table sets out the critical pathways, for each of the identified professions, for becoming a registered professional including: 

• Matric requirements (note that this table has not yet been updated to take into account the National Senior certificate, nor does it 

take into account specific institutions requirements’ thus the requirements should be read as indicative) 

• University Degree/Post Graduate work 

• Professional training/experience 

 

Profession Matric Requirements Higher Education 
Professional Experience or 

Training 

Education: Teachers 40% in English 
24 Admission points 
Passed 4 out of 7 
subjects 

Bachelor of Education 
4 year degree or 3 year 
academic degree plus Post 
Graduate Certificate in Education 

SACE registers all educators 
(teachers). Cannot practice unless 
registered with SACE 

Engineering & the Built 
Environment: Engineers 

60% or more in Higher 
Grade Maths and Science 

Bachelor Science Engineering or 
Bachelor Engineering Degree 
4 years 

Successfully qualified 
3 years post qualification practical 
engineering experience at 
appropriate level of engineering 
responsibility 

Engineering & the Built 
Environment: Technicians & 
Technologists 

Pass in Maths and 
Science but at lower rate 

B Tech Eng degree 
National Diploma in Engineering 

Successfully qualified 
3 years post qualification practical 
engineering experience at 
appropriate level of engineering 
responsibility 

Financial: Chartered 
Accountants 

Pass in Maths 
Matric exemption 

B Com Accounting 
Equivalent CA stream degree at 
a SAICA accredited University  
Certificate in the Theory of 
Accountancy 

Learnership with a SAICA approved 
training office to be completed in 36 
months; Complete relevant specialist 
courses; Obtain relevant practical 
experience; Complete second 
Qualifying Examination; Register 
with SAICA to practice as CA 
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Profession Matric Requirements Higher Education 
Professional Experience or 

Training 

Certificate: Accounting 
Technician (NQF Level 3) 
leading to Silver membership 
of AAT(SA) 

Open Access – no entry 
requirements and matric 
NOT required (although 
recommended)  

n/a At least one-year’s work experience 
in the relevant field  

FET Certificate: Accounting 
Technician (NQF Level 4) 
leading to Gold membership 

Matric with mathematics 
and English 

n/a, but work experience at a su-
pervisory level recommended 

At least one year’s work experience 
in the relevant field 

Certificate: Accounting (NQF 
Level 5) leading to Platinum 
or FULL membership of 
AAT(SA) (at this level the 
member may use the desig-
nation MAAT(SA) 

FET Certificate: Account-
ing Technician (we do not 
recommend anyone en-
ters this qualification di-
rectly without doing the 
previous level) 

 At least one year’s work experience 
in a relevant field (added to the pre-
vious year means at least two years 
in reality) 

MAAT(SA) – we recognise 
prior learning for member-
ship – each case is as-
sessed individually, on the 
basis of the criteria  

 An equivalent level to the Certifi-
cate: Accounting, usually a Di-
ploma in accounting or at least 
two years of a degree 

At least 5 years work experience and 
the right depth and breadth of the 
work as assessed by a skills check-
list 

Financial: Actuaries 80% pass for 
Mathematics 

Actuarial qualification, developed 
by Actuarial Society, international 
recognition in four countries, 
offered by six universities. 

Need to pass ‘board exam’ set by the 
Actuarial Society’s Board of 
Examiners.  To become a Fellow of 
the Actuarial Society, also need a 3-
year work based skills training 
period. 

Health Professions: 
Nurses 

Grade 12 with 
Mathematics, Physical 
Science and Life 
Sciences recommended 

Certificate, Diploma or Degree 
courses as relevant 
Community Service? 

Meet SANC registration 
requirements 

Health Professions: Doctors  Minimum of 60% in 
Mathematics, Physics; 
Life Sciences 

Bachelor of Medicine Bachelor of 
Surgery 
Internship 
Community Service 

Professional Registration 

Health Professions: 
Pharmacists 

Grade 12 with Maths and 
Physical Science 

B Pharm (4 year degree) Internship and community service; 
Registration with SAPC 
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Profession Matric Requirements Higher Education 
Professional Experience or 

Training 

Agriculture: 
Bioresource Engineers 

70-79% Maths and 
Science and successful 
Grade 12 completion 

Degree at University of KZN Not available 

Agricultures: Veterinarians An APS score of 35, at 
least 60-69% in 
Mathematics, Physical 
Science and English and 
at least 50-59% in a 
second language and any 
two other NSC subjects 

Bachelor in Veterinary Science at 
University of Pretoria 

Meet requirements of South African 
Veterinary Council 

Social Sector: Social 
Workers 

Pass in English first 
language and in two other 
designated subjects 

Bachelor of Social Work and 
Bachelor of Social Science (4 
year degree) 

Register with SACSSP 
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6 CHALLENGES AND BOTTLENECKS 

 

The challenges to expanding the number of professionals in South Africa havebeen extensively documented, and broadly include the 

following factors: 

• Limited pool of school leavers who meet the requirements for accessing professional qualifications due to the poor quality of 

basic education – many school leavers, particularly African children, do not have the requisite mathematics and science pass 

marks to enter post-school educational institutions to study in professional areas.   

• Low levels of understanding of basic concepts handicap even those graduates that do manage to access institutions, making 

the successful completion of qualifications very difficult. 

• Poor career guidance – the lack of focused career guidance in schools means that many learners are unclear about what is 

involved in the different professional careers, and they are unsure as to what subject choices and marks are required to access 

these professions. 

• Negative perceptions of school leavers – in some of the professions (particularly nursing, social work and teaching) negative 

perceptions about the job, career and earning prospects means that school leavers are unlikely to choose these professions. 

• Poor calibre of graduates – many employers in key professions argue that even those that do manage to graduate are 

insufficiently prepared for the world of work. 

• Lack of opportunity for on-job training – small companies in particular do not have the capacity to train, coach or mentor 

graduates to overcome the poor quality of post-school education.   Even in large companies, there are very limited 

opportunities for focused on-job training.   

• Selecting to leave the profession, the public sector and the country (emigration) – the demand for professionals internationally 

means that South African professionals, particularly in the health, engineering and veterinary sectors, are able to emigrate 

relatively easily.  Many choose this option due to poor working conditions (health and social workers) and perceived lack of 

opportunity for career development (engineering).  Compounding this, for all professionals, dissatisfaction with various social 
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factors (crime, perceptions around affirmative action, education etc) is leading them to take advantage of perceived ‘greener 

pastures’ both with respect to other professions and other countries. 

 

For the purposes of this paper, these challenges have been grouped into the following four generic areas: 

• Entering post-school education and training in the professional areas 

• Sustaining learners through post-school education and training 

• Entering the world of work  

• Career progression and development 

 

In the table below, the generic challenges are outlined first, followed by an indication of the way in which these generic challenges 

have been framed by particular professions as a concern relating to their profession.   However, when reviewing the examples 

provided in this table it should not be assumed that the particular challenge does not also effect other professions in similar ways: 

rather the specifics that are cited include those where the particular professional body has specifically raised this issue as a concern 

in their documents or in engagement with the Technical Task Team. 

Generic Challenges Manifestation in Specific Professions 

Entering education & training 

Limited pool of graduates that meet the 
requirements, as a result of poor quality of 
basic education – many learners are unable to 
access further education and training due to 
inadequate pass marks, particularly in 
mathematics and science.  This problem is 
particularly acute for Black learners from 
historically disadvantaged schools. 

For Nurses: • This problem manifests itself in relation to accessing the 
‘Professional Nurse’ qualification offered by Universities, as 
there are too few learners with the requisite matric entering 
this programme.  This is a real concern as graduates with 
this qualification are in particularly short supply. 

For Accountants: • The poor quality of matriculants, the declining number of 
African learners taking mathematics as a matric subject and 
the declining number of quality maths passes (more than 
60%) all have major implications for the number and type of 
learners able to access post-school education in this 
profession. 

For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• Insufficient numbers of, particularly African learners, taking 
maths and science and achieving quality passes. 
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Generic Challenges Manifestation in Specific Professions 

For Veterinarians 
 
 
 

• The Faculty indicated that, of approximately 180 
applications by Black students in 2011, only 44 met the 
entrance requirements for the Faculty, based on Grade 11 
and NBT results. Though it is indicated that it is possible to 
access the programme through completing a BSC with 
veterinary subjects, which with sufficiently high marks 
enables you to receive exemption for certain subjects at 
Onderstepoort (though this route clearly extends the length 
of the programme) 

 For Pharmacists • It was noted that there is fierce competition between 
different professions for a very small pool of matriculants 
with good science and maths marks. It was suggested that 
this means there are an inadequate number of appropriate 
graduates and that school level solutions need to be sought 
to ensure an adequate supply of learners meeting the 
criteria. 

 For Actuaries: • Learners are not prepared for the challenges of studying 
mathematics at HEIs, and it is reported that there are 
insufficient numbers of particularly African learners who 
meet the requirements for the qualification. 

Lack of career guidance – the poor quality of 
career guidance in many schools (again 
particularly historically disadvantaged schools) 
mean that learners make incorrect subject 
choices, or do not obtain adequate pass rates 
in the required subjects.  Many learners are 
also unaware of the different career paths and 
opportunities within various professions. 

For Nurses: • The SACN reports that there is no organisation responsible 
for either the systematic recruitment of nurses, or for 
providing career guidance in this regard. 

For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• Many learners are reportedly unaware of the numerous and 
varied opportunities within this profession. 

For Accountants: • A lack of career awareness, coupled with inadequate sub-
ject choice guidance, means that insufficient learners are 
aware of accountancy and related positions in the profes-
sion. It is felt that this is a particular challenge in historically 
black areas (where there may be fewer role models in the 
profession).  

 For Actuaries: • The Society notes that the profession is unknown to most     
learners. 
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Generic Challenges Manifestation in Specific Professions 

 For 
Veterinarians: 

• Onderstepoort notes that over the last five years, 60% of 
their students have come from Gauteng.  They realise that 
this needs to be addressed, particularly in light of the 
extreme shortage of Vets operating in rural areas. 

Poor perceptions of particular professions – 
linked to the above, perceptions of poor 
working conditions and the low social status of 
some of the key professions mean that 
learners choose not to pursue careers in these 
areas. 

For Nurses: 
 
 
 
 
 

• The South African Council of Nurses indicates that the 
average age of ‘starters’ in nursing education and training is 
26, indicating that this is not the first career choice of many 
learners.The implications of this are that people who may 
not have an interest or the aptitude for nursing are entering 
the profession, leading to a declining quality of service. 
There is the corollary that people who may have the 
aptitude disregard the possibility of entering the profession 
because of its stature and limited earning potential and so 
don’t sign up. So good candidates are also lost 

 For Teachers: • There is a perception that teachers are inadequately paid 
and do not enjoy much status in society.  The real 
experience of many learners, particularly in historically 
disadvantaged schools, of unmotivated and poorly skilled 
teachers reportedly exacerbate this.  

 For Social 
Workers: 

• Again, it is suggested that there are perceptions of poor pay 
and poor working conditions, although the Council for Social 
Service Professionals indicates that there are no issues 
around attracting sufficient numbers of students to study 
social work. 

Insufficient places – for some of the 
professional areas, there are insufficient places 
for learners to enter education and training.   

For 
Veterinarians: 

• There is only one accredited facility (Onderstepoort) offering 
full professional training.  They are currently only able to 
train 140 professional vets per annum, although they are 
planning to increase this to 190.  Para-professionals 
(Veterinary Nurses, Animal Health Technicians and 
Veterinary Technologists) can access training at the Uni of 
Pretoria, North West Uni, UNISA and the Tshwane 
University of Technology. Though as indicated there is also 
the possibility of entering through the BSC but this extends 
the length, and with this the cost, of undertaking the 
programme. 
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 For Pharmacists: • The SAPC has noted that there are simply not enough 
lecturers to meet the demand for places in tertiary 
institutions, largely due to very poor salaries (pharmacists 
doing community service earn more than a lecturer at a 
university.)  It is indicated that the universities that are 
currently accredited will not be able to take on any 
additional students, as they are already meeting enrolment 
targets set for the next 3 – 5 years. 

 For Doctors • The Heath Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA) 
notes that there are only 8 facilities currently accredited to 
offer the MBCH, which means that there are an extremely 
limited number of places available to study. 

 For Accountants: • Many university accounting faculties have reached their so-
called ‘ceilings’ for intake: exceeding these ceilings means 
that excess students do not receive government subsidies. 

 For Nurses: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• The Nursing Council noted that universities simply do not 
have enough staff members to cope as college lecturers are 
apparently paid much higher salaries than those at 
universities, leading to retention problems. This impacts 
adversely on the training of sufficient number of 
professional nurses. 

 For Veterinarians • There is an urgent need in the veterinary field to establish 
the actual human resource requirements related to the 
profession. In other words how many veterinarians do we 
minimally or optimally require to meet the veterinary needs 
in South Africa and the related ratios with the para-
veterinary professions. 

Inadequate funding to access and complete 
higher education– the vast majority of learners 
entering post-school education require some 
degree of financial aid to enable them to 
undertake their studies.  In some professions, 
this is extremely limited, and particularly affects 
the access of learners from rural areas to post-

For Nurses and 
Social Workers 
 

• Interestingly these two professions note that this challenge 
does not affect them:  funding is not perceived to be a 
problem as generous bursaries in these two areas are 
available from the Departments of Health and Social 
Services respectively 

For Pharmacists: • A number of bursaries are available, including generous 
bursaries from provincial Departments of Health, not all 
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school institutions, as many bursaries do not 
cover travel and/or accommodation costs. 

bursaries cover all of the students’ expenses, particularly 
accommodation and books. 

For Accountants: • SAICA has set up an extensive bursary fund, but it still does 
not reach the required number of students. It states that it 
would only be able to increase the reach of this fund with 
additional funding contributions. 

• This lack of funding leads to many students studying on a 
part-time basis, which in turn means that they take longer to 
obtain a tertiary qualification or may not obtain such a 
qualification at all.  

For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• Although bursaries are available, these are insufficient to 
cover all the costs associated with higher education (fees, 
accommodation, textbooks and meals) 

 For Doctors • The HPCSA notes that many bursaries available for doctors 
are insufficient to cover the full cost of the training, and 
further that the costs of getting a student through medical 
school are extremely high 

 For Actuaries: • There is insufficient funding available for bursaries, and 
many of the bursaries do not cover all expenses related to 
obtaining the qualification.  This is compounded by the fact 
that few universities do offer the qualification, which means 
that students who wish to take it often have to move out of 
their home cities. 

 For 
Veterinarians: 

• The Department of Agriculture offers substantial bursaries 
for African students, but they lose these immediately on 
failing a year.  The fact that many of these students have a 
poor basic education background (as described above) as 
well as challenges learners experience relating to the 
culture of the institution are obstacles to completion. 

Sustaining learners through post-school education 

Inadequate preparation for tertiary education – 
many learners who do succeed in accessing 
places in post-school institutions struggle to 
meet the academic requirements in these 
institutions 

For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• Higher education practitioners indicated that while 
engineering courses, along with other disciplines, attracted 
learners who had achieved acceptable – and often good – 
academic results at school, many of them struggled to 
cope with the academic requirements of the course.  In the 
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document “Improving Throughput in the Engineering 
Bachelors Degree – a report to the Engineering Council of 
South Africa” it is noted that  “another (challenge) may be 
student performance in first year mathematics and physical 
science courses, which in turn is likely to be related to 
student’s school backgrounds, matriculation results and 
university entry points.” The document suggests that there 
are, however, differences in student performance across 
institutions: they argue that this could also relate to “the 
diversity of the student intakes and levels of student under-
preparedness, as well as possible variations in 
assessment, student support and teaching quality.”  It also 
stated that “for all students, of all races and backgrounds, 
there is a huge ‘gap’ between the demands and 
expectation of school and university, and this poses a 
significant challenge for high-achieving students as well as 
for those who are academically under prepared.” 

• At present, less than a 1/3 of all engineering students 
enrolled in Bachelor programmes graduate within the 
prescribed time, and less than 2/3 graduate within 6 years 

 For Doctors: • Respondents noted concerns about the changing length of 
academic degrees, changing curricula and the changing 
profile of learners.  It was indicated that for example, the 
six year degree for medicine is being reduced to five years 
– with two years then spent undertaking internships.  The 
HSRC report notes that, “The move to introduce a five year 
degree has been sharply criticised by academics from 
other universities who argue that students on such 
programmes may be deprived of essential clinical and 
theoretical training time with no guarantee that adequate 
additional training would be provided in the internship 
years.  Furthermore, many black students in South Africa 
come from disadvantaged schools and are under-prepared 
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for tertiary study. Even a six year degree may not give 
them enough time to catch up”.4 The report also suggests 
that there has been significant transformation of the 
student demographics but states that there are real 
challenges in terms of the number of learners who 
graduate.   

 For Pharmacists: • The average annual intake of new Pharmacy students is 
about 720 per annum, but only between 440 and 500 
students graduate annually.  This very high dropout rate is 
believed to be due to the poor basic education of the 
entrants, as well as the limited resource support for 
learners (including insufficient numbers of text books 
because of a lack of funding).  

 For Accountants: • SAICA reports that many lecturers have to provide 
remedial support to assist learners from disadvantaged 
educational backgrounds to cope with the rigours of 
university courses:  many learners are not able to pass all 
four subjects (a requirement for graduation and thus a 
serious challenge to learner completion rates.)  This is also 
impacting on the amount of research, which lecturers are 
able to undertake, and which is necessary for the 
progression of the profession, as so much student contact 
time is required. 

 For Veterinarians: • First year students, in particular African students, struggle 
to cope with university level mathematics, science and 
chemistry and the large first year classes mean that they 
are not able to get the individual attention they require.  
The faculty also reports that first-year students additionally 
require socio-economic and emotional support, and it was 
acknowledged that black students struggle with what they 
perceive to be a hostile environment.  It was indicated that 
the additional cost of offering these different forms of 
support, and particularly in relation to the costs of 

                                                            
4 Doctors in a Divided Society, The Profession and Education of Medical Practitioners in South Africa, Mignonne Breier with Angelique Wildschut, p23 
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employing additional lecturers, should be weighed up 
against the fact that if this kind of dedicated support is not 
provided, these students are lost to the system and are 
unlikely to qualify at all. 

 

Relevance of curriculum, appropriateness of 
qualification and/or inadequate infrastructure – 
in some of the professional areas, there are 
concerns that the curriculum and the resulting 
qualification are not sufficiently relevant for the 
demands of the profession.  In some cases, 
this is exacerbated by inadequate infrastructure 
for effective teaching and learning. 

For Teachers: • Education stakeholders raised concerns about whether the 
curriculum for teacher training was consistently relevant, 
and the fact that that the professional body does not play a 
role in reviewing this curriculum to determine its 
appropriateness. 

For Pharmacists: • Currently the only qualification available to those wishing to 
become Pharmacists is the 4-year BPharm degree, offered 
by eight Universities (the University of Limpopo MEDUNSA 
campus qualification is offered jointly with the Tshwane 
University of Technology).   

• The South African Pharmacy Council reports that it is in the 
process of introducing a mid-tier Technician qualification at 
NQF Level 6, in order introduce pharmacy technicians who 
will relieve the work burden of pharmacists. The WHO 
norm suggests that South Africa needs double the number 
of pharmacists that are currently available. Difficulties are 
currently being experienced in obtaining permission for 
interested universities to obtain recognition of what is 
essentially an undergraduate diploma qualification. It would 
be enormously expensive to offer this qualification through 
private providers, who do not necessarily have the 
appropriate human or physical resources to provide the 
necessary education. 

 For Nurses • There is a concern that the current levels of resourcing of 
the nursing colleges, which ensures that there is adequate 
infrastructure in place, may be reduced if the colleges are 
transferred to the Department of Higher Education and 
Training. This may impact negatively on the quality of 
provision.  
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 For Social 
Workers: 

• The SA Council for Social Services Professionals indicates 
that it is currently re-evaluating the norms and standards 
for education and training of social workers as there is an 
issue around mass production but very little quality. 

 For Accountants: • Many institutions have insufficient infrastructure, 
particularly computer facilities and tutorial rooms, to offer a 
high quality education for this profession.  Historically 
disadvantaged institutions in particular are completely 
underfunded and major infrastructure development needs 
to be undertaken to improve their standards. 

 For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• The current Engineering curriculum needs to be re-
evaluated to ensure that it remains relevant and responsive 
to the demands of professional practice in a changing 
world, while at the same time being flexible enough to cater 
successfully for a diverse student intake. 

• It was also stated that not all of the Engineering faculties 
are sufficiently funded so as to ensure that the current and 
future demand for engineers is met and that quality and 
standards are monitored to meet the needs of a diverse 
student intake. 

Insufficient quantity and quality of teaching staff 
– the number of staff available (usually due to 
the comparatively low salaries paid to 
academic staff versus their counterparts in 
practice) and, in some professions and some 
institutions, the poor quality of those staff, 
compromises the learning process. 

For Doctors: • The HSRC report notes that the HPCA guidelines 
emphasise medical schools need to adopt a Problem 
Based Learning (PBL) approach.  Medical schools have 
taken this requirement seriously but suggest that it 
introduces new challenges. The report notes “Staff who are 
used to lecturing find PBL facilitation frustrating and 
students who are used to being lectured find it difficult to 
adapt to the new model.”5 

• The HPCSA further notes that a large number of highly 
skilled people are required to teach to a relatively small 
number of students. 

                                                            
5 Ibid p 36 
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 For Social 
Workers: 
 

• Historically disadvantaged institutions in particular are 
unable to attract and retain suitably qualified staff, primarily 
due to the low salaries that are paid.  This has lead, in 
many cases, to an unacceptably high staff: student ratio. 

 For Accountants: • Insufficient funding is available to attract and retain 
sufficient numbers of academic staff in the institutions.  
SAICA has tried to address this with a subvention scheme 
intended to close the gap between academic and private 
sector salaries, but this has only had limited success as 
there isn’t enough funding to make a real impact. 

 For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• It is difficult to attract professionally qualified engineers into 
the academic profession as the packages offered at higher 
education institutions do not come close to matching what 
could be earned in commerce and industry. This has 
resulted in an ‘aging’ academic workforce. 

 For Veterinarians: • Because of the extremely limited pool from which teaching 
staff can be drawn, and the fact that pursuing a career in 
academia is not seen as ‘the most exciting option’ it is very 
difficult to attract veterinarians with post graduate training 
into academic positions. 

 For Pharmacists • Universities are unable to attract and retain suitable 
academic staff because of inadequate salary scales that 
cannot compete with those in either the public or the 
private sector. 

Entering the World of Work 

Insufficient access to practical training 
opportunities required to graduate and/or to 
register with the professional body – 
increasingly the professions require some 
degree of hands-on experience by students 
before they graduate.  Institutions are 
struggling to both find places for this practical 
experience for students, and to fund this 
component. 

For Nurses: • Again, the problem here manifests itself specifically with 
regard to university training of nurses – the Nursing 
Council noted that university trained nurses are much 
better prepared academically than their College 
counterparts, but that they lack ‘hands-on’ exposure due to 
insufficient access to practical training.  All college nursing 
schools are attached to hospitals, and thus trainee nurses 
receive intensive exposure. 
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For Pharmacists: • Pharmacy students need to gain practical exposure during 
their undergraduate programmes, and it is often difficult for 
students to find these places.  After graduating, and before 
undertaking their community service, they also need to 
complete a one year internship under an approved tutor, 
and in some areas suitable facilities are difficult to access.  

 For Doctors • The HPCSA notes that newly qualified doctors need 
extensive mentoring when they begin to practice, but this is 
often unfeasible as it requires extensive financial and 
human resources. 

 For Social 
Workers: 

• Practical work is a requirement in the undergraduate 
programme, but there is insufficient funding for this, 
particularly in relation to the payment of mentors to guide 
the students during their practical training. 

 For Actuaries: • There is no real incentive for students to go through the full 
work-skills programme necessary for writing the Board 
Exam and qualifying as a Fellow unless the student is 
working for an actuarial employer.  This means many 
people are lost to the profession. 

 For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

This is an issue from two perspectives:  

• Many engineering diplomas still require work integrated 
learning prior to learners being awarded the qualification.  
In the first place many students who wish to complete their 
diplomas can only graduate if they have completed the 
required field work requirements. Therefore, where 
students cannot access the appropriate field-work 
experience, they are unable to qualify.  

  •  Moreover, all engineering graduates require workplace 
learning before being registered as a professional 
technician, technologist or engineer. This is made more 
difficult by the fact that there are no formal learnerships in 
place despite considerable work completed to try and 
formalise the candidate phase into a learnership or an 
internship. It was reported that there is now a process in 
place to develop a qualification with QCTO to enable this to 
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be structured as a formal learning programme. These 
interventions are considered critical as it is noted that the 
time span for obtaining this experience could vary from 4–
12 years, yet this is a requirement prior to an individual 
being able to be certified by ECSA as competent so as to 
register as a professional engineer.  

• It was found that these challenges also relate to the 
difficulties that smaller companies face in terms of their 
ability to train, coach and mentor students.  It was also 
indicated that the reduced role played by SoEs in this 
regard has placed further strain on the ability of learners to 
attain workplace experience. Similarly, it was indicated that 
there is limited supervisory capacity within the public sector 
making it difficult for graduates to attain the necessary 
experience. 

• It is noted though that, while this issue is recognised as a 
challenge, there are some concerns about actual numbers. 
The profession indicates that there is an understanding of 
how many individuals graduate and how many ultimately 
register: but there is limited data available about the 
attrition rate of these graduates. That is, there is 
uncertainty about the number of these graduates that leave 
the country and industry, and the number remaining that 
are still trying to complete the training/competency 
requirements.  

Lack of preparedness for the world of work– 
again, largely due to poor basic education, 
many graduates experience difficulties in 
looking for work, and also experience 
difficulties in their initial period of employment 
due to insufficient levels of work-readiness or 
‘soft skills’ (this includes skills such as 
teamwork, communication and problem solving 
as well as understanding of what is required in 
the world of work).  This problem is confounded 

For Doctors: • Many learners are not ready to deal with the rigours of 
internship and that this can cause high levels of stress and 
in some cases decrease a learner’s likelihood of 
graduating.  The additional requirement of Community 
Service, and the increasing amounts of time it is taking 
some learners to complete their course, means that some 
graduates have been “learning” for over ten years by the 
time they are ready to start formal work.   

• The HPCSA notes that there is insufficient training capacity 
in hospitals: interns are being used as part of the workforce 



48 
 

Generic Challenges Manifestation in Specific Professions 

by an often hostile and extremely stressful 
work environment (particularly health and 
social sectors) 

with insufficient supervision. 

For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• Reports highlight that significant challenges are 
encountered within the engineering field as graduates are 
not consistently ready to apply their theoretical knowledge 
to the work place: it was indicated that employers are 
reluctant to “pay the costs of bringing their graduate up to 
an acceptable standard”.   

 For Nurses and 
Social Workers: 

• Graduates moving into the public sector are confronted 
with environments where they work under duress, and as a 
result where the workforce is stressed and under pressure.  
Work entrants need significant support to enable them to 
manage this situation. 

 For Social 
Workers 
specifically 

• Because of the heavy workloads of the various 
Government departments, they are unable to provide the 
necessary time and guidance to new entrants.   

Lack of take-up of available jobs in the 
profession – this is a particular problem in the 
public sector as discussed below but is not 
limited to working in the public sector as it was 
found that there is a challenge where people 
complete the training but then choose to 
develop their careers in completely unrelated 
fields. 

For Nurses: • Nursing in a New Era notes “our interviews with nursing 
students revealed that many did not really want to become 
nurses but had been attracted to studying nursing by the 
bursaries (or) salaries offered.  For many, nursing was a 
second choice at best.” The article continues by stating 
that further research is required to establish how many are 
paying back rather than working out their bursaries.  

 For Social 
Workers: 

• The SA Council for Social Service Professionals indicates 
that ‘most’ graduates do not remain in the social work 
profession. That is, that they enrol for the programme 
because of the bursary but then, once qualified, are 
reluctant to enter or remain in the profession because of 
the working conditions. 

 For Engineering 
Practitioners and 
Accountants: 

• There is considerable research (for engineering under the 
auspices of JIPSA) which highlights the reality that many of 
these professionals select to work as managers rather than 
remaining in the technical stream as there are considered 
to be more career options in the management stream 
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Graduates are resistant to working in the public 
sector – in the health, social and education 
sectors, it is noted that while there is a general 
scarcity, the really critical shortage is in rural 
and poor urban communities, and this is where 
most professionals least want to work. 

For Nurses, 
Doctors and 
Social Workers 

• Graduates appear to be reluctant to take up opportunities 
in these professions where it is in the public sector. This 
appears to relate to: relatively low salaries (with the 
exception of social workers, where state salaries tend to be 
higher than those paid by NGOs) and very poor working 
conditions – extremely high numbers of people requiring 
their services, very stressful and often dangerous working 
conditions, inadequate access to basic resources (from 
inadequate drug supplies to IT equipment and stationery). 
It is noted that this is despite the reality that many of these 
students have received Government bursaries to 
undertake these programmes.  

 For Doctors 
specifically 

• Salaries for interns are not seen to be problematic 
according to the HPCSA.  However, when doctors 
complete their community service and then want to 
specialise, salaries in the public sector become extremely 
uncompetitive.  The OSD was supposed to have 
addressed this, but there are still problems. 

• In addition, doctors are reluctant to take up work in the 
public sector because of insufficient supplies and generally 
poor working conditions. 

 For Nurses 
specifically: 

• The SANC raised a particular concern with regard to the 
role of nursing agencies, where they have noted an 
increasing trend of nurses in government hospitals also 
registering with agencies, which offer short term contracts, 
resulting in state nurses taking leave to ‘moonlight’ in the 
private sector and thus earn additional income. 

 For Accountants: • Public practice firms have to compete with commerce and 
industry to fill management positions (specifically in terms 
of attracting black accountants as private companies com-
pete to comply with the B-BBEE charters)  

 For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• There is a reluctance amongst some engineers to work in 
the public sector as, without supervision and mentoring 
they do not learn at the required pace, and they thus make 
slower progress than they would in the private sector. 
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 For Veterinarians: • While there is an overall shortage of Vets in South Africa, 
there is a particular shortage of vets in the state sector, 
especially in the areas of food security, border control and 
bio security.  The state is seen as the ‘employer of last 
resort’ as the roles that are available in the public sector 
are seen as very administrative. It is noted that this is 
perceived to be in contrast to some European countries, 
where these are seen as very prestigious posts. 

Encouraging graduates to work in South Africa 
– the prospect of emigration is particularly 
prevalent amongst professionals in South 
Africa. 

For Doctors and 
Nurses: 

• A 2000 study by the Centre for Global Dialogue found that 
21% of SA Physicians and 5% of Nurses were living 
abroad – these figures are quoted in the 2007 Southern 
African Migration Project study entitled “The Haemorrhage 
of Health Professionals from South Africa”.  The reasons 
given for dissatisfaction are wide ranging, from conditions 
of service and poor working environment, to personal and 
family living conditions.  They point to a very disturbing 
trend relating to the emigration of health professionals. 

 For Engineering 
Practitioners and 
Accountants: 

• Respondents from these professions also noted a very 
significant portion of learners entering the field intend to 
work overseas. 

Career Progression & Development 

Ongoing Continuing Professional Development 
– while some of the professions have a CPD 
requirement, some of the Councils are 
struggling to reach all of their constituent 
members.  Other Councils are trying to 
implement a CPD programme 

For Teachers: • CPD will become compulsory for teachers from 2013.  
However, at the moment, due to funding limitations, the 
South African Council of Educators notes that educator 
(teacher) development is fragmented and dysfunctional.   

• The SACE notes that they will have to undertake a proper 
needs analysis, as well as develop an efficient system to 
monitor and record CPD activities. It is suggested that this 
is particularly critical given there is a perception that 
despite the considerable training that is provided to 
teachers, the quality of education remains a real challenge, 
and studies that are being conducted continue to state that 
one of the real challenges is the competence and 
commitment of teachers. 
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On-the-job training For Social 
Workers: 

• There are very few opportunities for on the job training for 
state social workers, while NGOs train their people well on 
the job but pay much lower salaries.  Government is 
therefore simply poaching these employees, and this is 
beginning to lead to NGOs offering less training. 

 
 
 
 

For Accountants: • SAICA reports that the way in which the SETA landscape 
is currently organised creates a huge blockage as far as 
gaining access to funding for workplace training is 
concerned. Many of the professional councils’ members 
perform functions across all SETAs yet can only access 
funding and not always successfully from FASSET. 

Career pathways For Accountants: • It is suggested that there are challenges in terms of career 
pathing and that in particular that black partners are re-
quired to play a disproportionately large role in business 
development and marketing, which leaves them with little 
time to focus on technical input and personal development  

 For Engineering 
Practitioners: 

• As per previous comments it is noted that there are a num-
ber of environments in which there is insufficient capacity 
to support on-the-job training and this limits the growth of 
individuals.  

 

7 ADDRESSING THESE CHALLENGES: LOCATING THE ROLES AND FUNCTIONS OF PROFESSIONAL COUNCILS  

 

In South Africa, there are a range of players responsible for addressing many of the challenges outlined above: specifically, the 

Department of Basic Education has principal responsibility for addressing the quality of schooling; the Department of Higher 

Education and Training has primary responsibility for addressing the imperatives pertaining to higher education institutions though 

other Departments such as Science and Technology share responsibility for certain post-graduate qualifications. The Department of 

Health also carries responsibility for the nursing colleges and contributes directly to medical schools. There are also agencies that 
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play an important role in this regard, including the provision of bursaries – for example, the National Student Financial Aid Scheme is 

important here. Companies also play multiple roles with respect to the areas outlined above.  

The professional councils have a specific mandate with regards to addressing these challenges: critically, professional regulation is 

intended to protect the public against incompetent practitioners and unprofessional behaviour.   Under the current legislation 

governing the professional councils, their main functions are the accreditation of educational programmes, the registration of 

professionals, and providing advice to government on matters relating to their respective professions. They are also responsible for 

enforcing their respective codes of conduct and for acting against unscrupulous professionals.   

While in terms of a strict interpretation of the law, statutory professional councils are not required to promote their professions and 

address skills shortages, the reality is that they form part of a complex and interconnected pipeline of producing the necessary skills 

to improve economic growth, while also responding to issues relating to poverty and unemployment. Thus, within their broad 

mandate, some professional councils have increasingly begun to engage in activities related to the supply of skills within the various 

professions, mainly as this relates to access to tertiary education (the quantity of people available for the professions) and throughput 

and quality of higher education programmes (the quality of the people who enter the professions).  The work of the Engineering 

Council of South Africa (ECSA) and the South African Institute for Chartered Accountants (SAICA) is particularly notable here.  

However, this is not to say that there are not challenges related to professional councils taking on this broader mandate:   

• None of the councils have spare capacity to take on extra responsibilities – in fact, some of the councils are not even able to 

fulfil their current responsibilities and in particular there are challenges with the way in which some of the professional 

councils manage the registration process – this is in part linked to the lack of places for undertaking practical training, but 

there are other challenges. For example, in the nursing profession, stakeholders report that both students and professional 

nurses have difficulty in registering with the SANC.  These difficulties largely relate to the slow registration process, the 

misplacement of application documents, the capacity and competency problems of the SANC administrative staff dealing with 

registrations, poor communication regarding registration issues, and limited support with the registration of foreign nationals. 
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This is compounded by the fact that the SANC still uses a manual process to fulfil its registration function. The SANC needs 

support to improve its technology and skills in order to improve the turnaround time for the registering of students and 

professional nurses and the accreditation of providers. The council urgently needs an electronic registration process. 

Similarly, with teachers it was indicated that although registration with the South African Council of Educators is a 

requirement, SACE does not have the resources to ensure that all educators (teachers) are indeed registered and have the 

necessary qualifications; 

• There are a host of voluntary (professional and other) associations that are already involved in initiatives to stimulate the 

supply of professional skills and there will be concerns if the professional councils attempt to replicate these activities and 

• Related to this, there is the challenge of ensuring the appropriate balance between stimulating the supply of skills on the one 

hand and playing the regulatory role required of the statutory bodies on the other. 

Despite these challenges, it is suggested that evidence has shown that where professional councils have invested in improving the 

crop of potential professionals, as it is the case in SAICA through the Thuthuka programme, not only do statutory bodies stand a 

better chance of a larger pool of potential professionals but also that they would be of the quality that the profession needs.   This 

statement though must be read within the context of an understanding that professional councils do not all have the same 

responsibilities with regard to managing the profession, nor are all of the professional councils at the same level of capacity with 

regard to carrying out their statutory or expanded functions. 

The remainder of this section details each of the functions of the professional councils which may impact on the supply of scarce 

skills. This is followed up by an analysis of the type of interventions that some of the professional councils are implementing to meet 

the challenges and bottlenecks outlined in Section 6 above. 

7.1 Accreditation of Education Programmes 

 

Many of the professional councils are required by law to accredit education programmes. Examples of this include the engineering, 

and accounting professions, where the professional councils are required by law to accredit education programmes, and in both of 
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these areas, the accreditation processes appear to now be running smoothly (though this has been a lengthy process with numerous 

issues highlighted that have had to be addressed by these professional councils) and most of the educational programmes are now 

fully accredited.  Efforts have been made; at least in the accounting profession (see table below) to bring previously un-accredited 

programmes at historically disadvantaged institutions up to the required standard.  Work has also been done to ensure that different 

higher and further education institutions can offer different levels of qualification within the various professions. 

 In the broad medical profession it was found that the Health Professions Council of South Africa is responsible for accrediting all 

education programmes relating to the training of doctors and related professionals, the South African Nursing Council is responsible 

for the accreditation of educational programmes for nurses (at universities, colleges and schools) and the South African Pharmacy 

Council is responsible for accrediting programmes for registered Pharmacists (currently only at university level but attempts are being 

made to introduce a mid-tier qualification – see below).  The SANC does not report any problems with the process of accreditation, 

except for the fact that universities offering nursing programmes obviously fall under the DHET, while nursing colleges and schools 

fall under the Department of Health.  Funding for these latter institutions is much better than for the universities, which means that the 

quality of training offered is higher and more relevant. The Pharmacy Council also reports no problems, and states that they 

undertake the ongoing monitoring of the quality of delivery of accredited programmes.  

According to the South African Council of Social Service Professions, the Department of Social Services determines the education 

and training requirements for social workers, but it is unclear how this works in practice.  The SACSSP also reports that they are 

currently involved in re-evaluating the norms and standards for education and training, with a view to improving the quality of training.   

The South African Council for Educators (SACE) is responsible for determining the minimum requirements for professional 

registration, which obviously has an impact on the education and training offered, but they do not accredit programmes or monitor 

provision, rather relying on the CHE to play this role. 

The South African Veterinary Council accredits all faculties in which veterinary and para-veterinary education and training takes 

place.  In practice, only the Faculty of Veterinary Science at the University of Pretoria offers veterinary and veterinary nursing 
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education and training, while two other universities and one university of technology offer para-professional training opportunities, in 

particular Animal Health Technician and Veterinary Technology training. 

In all the professions the accreditation function is executed with the assistance of volunteers from the professions. Although a small 

honorarium is paid, it does not fully compensate the volunteers for their professional time spent on this activity. In the engineering 

field the capacity has come under strain because of the current economic situation. Whilst on the whole the volunteer system seems 

to be working well in some professions it is not without risk, though it does have the benefit that the professionals who take part in the 

accreditation of programmes and registration of professionals are themselves service providers or mentors for candidate 

professionals.  

In addition, to ensure consistency across the professions, all the professional councils have MoUs with the HEQC. This means that 

the HEQC, as the body responsible for the accreditation of all higher education institutions, has the responsibility for the accreditation 

of the undergraduate professional programmes in the respective fields. The HEQC also supports the process of accreditation of other 

professional programmes. It was found that while this does, as indicated, support consistency across the professions, the study 

carried out by JIPSA found that the educational institutions experienced frustration with the dual accreditation processes and stated 

that the accreditation requirements of the HEQC and the professional councils are not aligned. Institutions observed that this leads to 

a duplication of effort.   

7.2 Registration of Professionals 

 

The promotion of registration is the responsibility of the statutory professional councils. In five of the fields that were studied – 

namely, teaching, veterinary, medicine, pharmacists and nursing – registration is compulsory and practitioners are not allowed to 

practice their respective professions unless they are registered.  It is unclear whether social workers need to be registered in order to 

practice.   In the accounting field the registration of public auditors is also compulsory but other accountants may practice without 

being registered and without necessarily being a member of a professional body.  
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The JIPSA report stated that in engineering, professional registration is only required in certain instances – i.e. where health and 

safety legislation and regulations require a registered professional to perform or oversee certain functions. However, there are 

increasing calls, and this is reflected in emerging legislation developed by the Department of Public Works, for registration to be 

made compulsory: for this to occur, functions need to be reserved for a particular profession in legislation. Between 2002 and 2004 

all the Acts regulating the built environment professions were revised and all the new Acts make provision for the reservation of 

functions by the professional councils. Subsequently these professions embarked on a process of the identification of work to be 

reserved for the professions.  The JIPSA study notes that the debate about the pros and the cons of the reservation of work falls 

outside of their study, and a similar point could be made with respect to this study, however it is an issue that warrants a focused 

investigation. It is argued that the reservation of functions for professions has both advantages and disadvantages. Compulsory 

registration provides better protection of the public. However, it may inhibit access to professional services, especially if the 

profession in some way or another controls the fees charged by professionals. Of particular import for this study is that if registration 

is made compulsory, then this will clearly have implications on the process and the ability of the professional body to meet this 

increased demand. 

7.3 Institutional Capacity 

 

The JIPSA study found that the professional councils differ in terms of institutional capacity to fulfil their functions. At one end of the 

spectrum there is ECSA, SAICA and the HPCSA that state that they have sufficient capacity to perform their functions, although, as 

indicated throughout this report, this may change if their roles are extended. Further, as indicated previously, in ECSA’s case the 

institutional capacity may come under pressure if registration becomes compulsory and large numbers of applications are submitted. 

On the other end of the spectrum are SACE and the SANC, which both state that they encounter serious problems with regard to 

capacity. Both these organisation indicate that they are in the process of addressing these problems.  The SANC’s problems include 

the lack of staff capacity and the fact that it still uses a manual system for registration. As registration of nurses is compulsory, the 

SANC’s problems have a direct effect on the supply of skills to the labour market as well as on the lives of individual nurses who are 

dependent on registration to earn their livelihoods. 
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7.4 Relationship between Professional Councils and Voluntary Associations  

 

Again in the JIPSA study it was found that in most instances the voluntary and statutory bodies work closely together and that the 

voluntary bodies play an important supportive role to the statutory bodies. It is strongly suggested that while some have raised 

concerns about these relationships, they should be fostered as far as possible, particularly where opportunities exist for unblocking 

areas in the skills delivery pipeline by leveraging these relationships. 

7.5 Practical Training before Registration  

 

In all professional training there is a practical component before registration, and in most cases, professional councils play an 

extremely important role in enabling this practical training to take place.  Some of the challenges in offering this training have been 

highlighted above, and some interventions that specific professional councils are implementing to address these challenges are 

outlined in the table below.   

In the accounting profession the practical component is registered as a learnership with the effect that employers who provide 

practical training opportunities receive financial incentives for learnerships – i.e. the tax deductions allowed for learnerships and 

learnership grants awarded by SETAs.  The JIPSA study found that one of the major problems associated with registration in the 

engineering field is a lack of practical training opportunities during the candidacy phase. It suggested that the extension of the 

learnership model to the engineering field may help solve these problems.  However, this creates a set of practical implications 

including that the practical component has to be registered as a qualification. The new Occupational Qualifications Framework (OQF) 

provides an opportunity for the engineering profession to follow this route, though this will need to be tested within the context of the 

changing qualification requirements of the QCTO with respect to an occupational qualification.   
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The problems related to practical training in the medical and nursing fields relate to the lack of clinical facilities in the state hospitals. 

This, in turn, is reportedly as a result of the state of secondary health care in general in the country. The situation must be addressed 

by the national Department of Health.  

This study also indicates that in the nursing field the way in which clinical facilities are accredited poses specific problems for the 

distance education institutions. It was explained that the clinical facilities are accredited to provide practical experience to the 

students of specific educational institutions. Thus if another educational institution wants to use the same facility it has to re-apply for 

accreditation for the same facility.  

7.6 Qualification Frameworks and Development  

 

Although the standards that professional councils set have an effect on the structuring of qualifications, the development of 

qualifications and the articulation between qualifications is not specifically the terrain of the statutory professional councils. These 

were the responsibility of the standards generating bodies (SGBs). However, even prior to the de-establishment of SGBs, SAQA was 

able to establish Technical Task Teams to write qualifications, and in some instances professional councils have played this role and 

become involved in the writing of qualifications (for example, ECSA provided infrastructure and administrative support to the 

engineering SGB). With the advent of the QCTO there are new processes for establishing the bodies that will generate these 

qualifications and this may increase the extent to which professional councils begin to play this role in the future. 

Some of the respondents in the JIPSA study viewed the lack of articulation between qualifications and levels of registration as an 

impediment in the supply pipeline. The fields in which this is most relevant are engineering and planning, which have different levels 

of registration linked to different qualifications.  ECSA has already tried to address this issue but has not yet found a solution. The 

articulation issue is not only an issue for the professional councils but also for the education and training institutions and could be 

further investigated.  
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7.7 Specific Initiatives undertaken by Professional Councils 

 

The next section of this report takes the generic challenges listed above and outlines any initiatives which have been undertaken by 

the various Professional Councils and others to try and overcome some of the challenges, within the context of their overall roles and 

functions: 

 

Generic Challenges Initiatives 

Entering education & training 

Limited pool of graduates that meet the 
requirements as a result of poor quality of basic 
education  

The South African 
Institute for 
Chartered 
Accountants 
(SAICA) 

• Has initiated a programme with the Department of Basic 
Education to determine which schools are funded by 
which donors. This information will then be used to map 
the success of the funding/interventions in terms of the 
quality of the matric passes.  

• They are also starting conversations within relevant 
communities with parents, schools, principals and 
educators (teachers). “It is time that parents become as 
vocal about the education that their children receive as 
they are about service delivery.  We intend to involve 
various SABC television and radio stations. This will start 
with a pilot in three communities.” 

Lack of career guidance  SAICA • Employs project managers in each province, responsible 
for various programmes related to career guidance 

Engineering 
Council of South 
Africa (ECSA) 

• Runs a programme called Engenius: the programme 
involves ECSA working extensively with other partners 
across the education and training and employer 
spectrum. Its purpose is to attract high school learners 
into the field in such a way that it contributes to changing 
the racial dynamics of current enrolments. 

 South African 
Council of Social 
Services 
Professionals 
(SACSSP) 

• The SACSSP participated in a project initiated by the 
Department of Social Development (DSD) in which career 
fairs were held to recruit students to the social work 
profession. 

•  DSD recruits learners from rural areas and child headed 
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Generic Challenges Initiatives 

households for social work  training 

Poor perceptions of particular professions  SACSSP • The strategic objective of the Council is geared towards 
improving the image of the profession and it had thus 
developed a stakeholder engagement management plan, 
which includes National and Internal Professional 
Associations. 
 

Inadequate funding  
 

SACSSP • The Council is embarking on a process of ensuring that 
social work is recognised as a priority scarce skill in order 
for the funding to universities to be improved so that they 
can expand the number of places that are available.  

 SAICA • The Thuthuka Bursary Fund is currently funding 900 
students at eight institutions.  They are currently looking 
at various options for ensuring the sustainability of 
funding for this programme. 

Sustaining learners through post-school education 

Inadequate preparation for tertiary education –  SAICA • In 2011 Johannesburg-based volunteers ran a 
mentorship programme for post-graduate students at the 
University of Johannesburg, with outstanding results.  
The Thuthuka students achieved an 85% pass with the 
remainder of the University’s class achieved a 70% 
throughput pass. “Clearly this is something that works 
and we would like to extend this to all other post-graduate 
programmes. The challenge is to find committed people 
in all provinces and advice would be welcome on how we 
can involve volunteers with the necessary enthusiasm 
and commitment to make such a programme work.” 

• They are also introducing a CA Connect programme for 
distance education students who are completing their 
post-graduate studies on a part-time basis. This 
programme is run exclusively in Cape Town and has 
been very successful. However programmes for distance 
education students will have to re-evaluate in view of the 
fact that UNISA has introduced a two-year CTA 
programme. 
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Generic Challenges Initiatives 

 SACSSP • Has introduced an NQF level 5 qualification that is a 
certificate course in Social Auxiliary Work with the 
intention of preparing social work students better as they 
would be accredited for modules and it would ensure 
career pathing. 

 
 

Relevance of curriculum, appropriateness of 
qualification and/or inadequate infrastructure 

SAICA • Has undertaken capacity-building projects with two so-
called historically disadvantaged institutions, namely the 
University of Fort Hare and the University of Limpopo.  
The University of Fort Hare was accredited in 2006 and 
the University of Limpopo in 2011.  Both these projects 
cost in the vicinity of some R80 million and were carried 
out over periods of five to six years.  

• To ensure that these universities remain accredited they 
have set up “twinning”  partnerships, in terms of which 
some of the larger universities provide academic advice 
and assistance as and when necessary.  These 
arrangements have all been formalised in memoranda of 
understanding and are continuously monitored to ensure 
their continued smooth operation. 

• In 2012 they have started to work on two new capacity-
building projects, with the Walter Sisulu University 
(funded by the National Skills Fund through the DHET) 
and the University of Zululand (funded by Bankseta).  The 
University of Cape Town is the capacity-building partner 
of both these universities, with the projects both expected 
to cost in the vicinity of R80 million. Extensive time and 
effort was spent in putting these funding proposals 
together. They are also working with the University of the 
Western Cape on a capacity-building project.  This project 
is now in its third year. 

SA Pharmacy 
Council 

• Has developed a mid-tier qualification: however, as 
described above, it has not yet been implemented. 

 SACSSP • Is embarking on research regarding the qualifications of 
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Generic Challenges Initiatives 

social science students in order to determine what 
modules they would require to enable them to obtain the 
social work qualification. 

Insufficient quantity and quality of teaching staff  SAICA • See capacity building approaches with institutions, 
detailed above 

 
 

Entering the World of Work 

Insufficient access to practical training 
opportunities required to graduate 

 SACSSP • Is in the process of developing criteria for student 
practical training, which would strengthen the regulation 
of practical training as core to the BSocialWork. This 
would also regulate the student: lecturer and student: 
supervisor ratio. 

• Is in the process of developing regulations for supervision 
to regulate the social worker: supervisor ratio. 

• Through the financial award policy of DSD it is hoped that 
improved funding to the NGO sector will enable them to 
take more students for practical training. 

• The HWSETA in its five-year sector skills plan will fund 
practical placements of students. 

• DSD is developing norms and standards for 
practice/services which will hopefully address poor 
working conditions:  the high caseloads experienced by 
many social workers means that opportunities for 
practical training are limited. 

Lack of take-up of available jobs in the 
profession  

SACSSP • Is looking at the creation of better career pathways and 
specialisations in an effort to keep qualified social 
workers in the profession, by ensuring staff qualifies for 
better salary grades because of their specialisation.  

• DSD, through the development of a financial award policy 
for the NGO sector, is hoping to address the brain drain 
within this sector and ensure equitable distribution of 
Government funding, thus enabling more NGOs to 
employ social workers. 

Challenges with registration SAICA • Has introduced a formalised QE repeat programme in 



63 
 

Generic Challenges Initiatives 

Johannesburg and Cape Town for unsuccessful Part 1 
African and Coloured candidates, working with the 
relevant employers, with great success and raised the 
appropriate funding to do so.  This has been running for 
the last four years with such success that it is now being 
expanded to KwaZulu-Natal. 
 

 SA Veterinary 
Council 

• The Faculty of Veterinary Science provides its facilities 
and staff for SA Veterinary Council examinations for 
foreign vets wishing to register with the council and 
provides training opportunities to applicants in preparing 
for the SA Vet Council exams  

Encouraging graduates to work in the public 
sector  

SACSSP • The Minister of Social Development has made a large 
bursary fund available, with the requirement that students 
need to ‘pay back’ the bursaries by working for 
Government departments.  There are however issues 
around placement and informing graduates timeously of 
these placements. 

 SA Veterinary 
Council 

• The Department of Agriculture provides generous 
bursaries to prospective veterinary students. The 
introduction of compulsory veterinary community service 
in the near future may also encourage graduates to enter 
the public sector. 

Career Progression & Development 

Ongoing Continuing Professional Development  The SA Pharmacy 
Council 

• Is in the process of introducing mandatory CPD 
requirements for registered persons.  The extent to which 
these requirements are met is recorded by means of a 
website, so that they can be monitored and evaluated. 

On-the-job training SA Veterinary 
Council 

• The final year of veterinary training is devoted entirely to 
clinical training. 

 SACSSP • Has established mandatory CPD requirements, and 
developed a supervision and management document. 

• Has engaged in a process of actively training on the 
above as well as ethical practice. 
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8 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The final section of this paper concludes by providing a set of recommendations organized in terms of the generic categories that 

have been used throughout this paper. A summary of the specific recommendations within these generic categories is as follows (a 

more detailed description of each of these recommendations and the implications for specific professions are contained below):  

Entering education and training 

• Supporting basic education (especially mathematics and science) 

• Enabling career guidance 

• Supporting a process to increase the number of places where learners can study an occupation 

Sustaining learners through post-school education 

• Assist with preparation for tertiary education 

• Support relevant curriculum, appropriateness of qualification and adequate infrastructure 

• Adequate teaching staff 

Entering the world of work 

• Access to practical training opportunities required to graduate  

• Assist to prepare for the world of work 

• Encourage increased take up of available jobs 

• Encourage graduates to work in the public sector 

• Encourage graduates to work in SA 
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Career Progression and Development 

• On-going CPD  

In outlining these recommendations, the paper notes that for these to be implemented in a manner that achieves the anticipated 

results assumes that the HRDC will drive this process working closely with the Department of Higher Education Training, 

professional councils and their associated departments.  

It is noted that these recommendations require that DHET play a coordinating role in the overall process. It is further anticipated that 

other role players will be brought on board for specific thematic areas, and even in some cases to coordinate specific work. For 

example, whilst HRDC and DHET will facilitate the discussion on career guidance, it may be that SAQA takes on the on-going 

responsibility for coordinating the work flowing out of these recommendations and provides the HRDC with reports. 

The recommendations also emphasise the expectations regarding the role of the professional councils. Thus a key component of this 

strategy is the need to engage initially with DHET to establish whether they are disposed to take on the anticipated role in taking for-

ward this strategy, and to then discuss with the professional councils the extent to which they are willing to take forward the recom-

mendations and play a more active role in enabling individuals to enter the profession. This will in many cases expand their functions:  

Yet, some of the professional councils are currently struggling with capacity, and are unable even to undertake their existing func-

tions, let alone an expanded role as suggested in this paper.  There is a need to recognise this, and couple these decisions with dis-

cussions as to how these bodies can be strengthened to both undertake their regulatory functions more effectively as well as the ad-

ditional activities proposed in this document.  

In summary it is suggested that the following activities should be undertaken: 

1. HRDC should review the recommendations and endorse those it agrees with 

2. DHET be requested to coordinate this initiative (process of taking forward these recommendations)  

If DHET agrees then the following steps are suggested: 
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• DHET convenes the relevant professional bodies and their associated departments to form the professional Task Team (so 

the current TT is reconstituted); 

• The TT consider the capacity implications of the recommendations and develops a strategy to enable the professional coun-

cils to effectively play the agreed upon roles (this may require a consideration of other models of resourcing the professional 

bodies and if needed this should be supported by research which provides an indication of how professional bodies are re-

sourced in other countries); 

• The TT should determine which recommendations should form the focus of the work for the next year and then develop an 

overarching action plan with clear milestones and a monitoring process. 

• The TT should then establish who should be on the committees that are formed for each of the agreed upon priority areas – 

these will need to include other players that are important to the area – for example if bursaries are to be reviewed SETAs 

and NSFAS must be in the committee. The TT should also determine who should coordinate each committee (priority area); 

• Each of the committees must then develop a detailed plan, taking into account the milestones identified in the overarching 

plan. The plan should have clear actions and measures, which should form the basis of the committees report to the TT. 

• The TT would in turn, through the DHET, report to the HRDC 
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The following diagram illustrates this structure: 
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The detailed description of each of the recommendations and the proposed structure that should take responsibility: Note that the 

table refers to the HRD Council and the Professional Councils only. However, it is understood that where it indicates the HRDC it is 

referring to the proposed role to be played by DHET in managing the TT, under the auspices of the HRDC, as well as the other 

departments/agencies that have responsibility for coordinating specific committees. The professional councils also has implicatins for 

associated departments.  

The tables contain certain recommendations where a structure needs to take a direct action: in these cases the block is highlighted in 

green; where the relevant structure is required to play a catalysing role, this is highlighted in orange; and, where only a watching brief 

is necessary, the block is highlighted in red. However, it is noted that this may be revised as part of the prioritisation process that is 

undertaken within the HRDC and specifically in terms of the action plan within the Task Team (TT): 

Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

Entering education & training 

Poor quality of basic education  The HRD Council:  • Should monitor the extent to which DBE is meeting its targets and 
the number and percentage of learners that are attaining more than 
60% for mathematics (excluding mathematical literacy) and physical 
sciences.  The report produced relating to this should indicate to 
professional councils the implications for a possible future pool of 
graduates.  

• Should also facilitate the sharing of initiatives that are being 
undertaken by professional councils and other players (including the 
private sector) to support the improvement of basic education and in 
particular mathematics and science.   

• This would include sharing of evidence that is documented about 
the impact of these initiatives (including private sector spend) in the 
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

basic education system. The work that SAICA has initiated in this 
regard will be useful here. 

The Professional 
Councils:  

• Should explore the possibility of undertaking school-based support 
programmes. An example of such a programme is the initiative 
undertaken by SAICA (outlined above) 

• Should work together with provinces to identify top learners in the 
provinces that can be steered into studies in related fields. 

 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• Evaluations of school-based support programmes (particularly those 
supported by professional councils) that have been, and are going to 
be, conducted should be collected so that there is a shared 
understanding developed as to what works and what doesn’t. It 
would be very useful if these evaluative studies indicate the specific 
role that professional councils could play/have played in these 
initiatives. This would create a basis for successful programmes 
being replicated.  Again, SAICA’s work will be instructive in this 
process. 

Lack of career guidance  The HRD Council: 
 

• Can facilitate a meeting with key stakeholders to determine the best 
way to coordinate an intensive drive for proper career guidance. 
While it is recognised that this programme is primarily delivered 
through DBE, it is critical that efforts are made to get the different 
role players to work with DBE to enable young people in Grade 9 to 
make appropriate subject choices .  This includes role players such 
as DHET, SAQA, the SETAs, the professional councils and the 
tertiary institutions. The career guidance should also integrate 
information from the skills planning scenarios so as to enable a 
greater understanding of what jobs are possible after completing a 
particular degree and ‘where the jobs are.’ This understanding 
needs to be taken into schools using the partnership approach 
described above.  The partnership between the SACSSP and the 
DSD around career fairs could be analysed and used as a model 
here. 

The Professional 
Councils:  

• Professional councils could play an important role in explaining their 
profession as part of this career guidance process, and, together 
with tertiary institutions, explaining the requirements for undertaking 
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

programmes towards the relevant qualifications. One example of 
such a programme is the ECSA’s Engenius model, which brings 
together multiple stakeholders.   In particular, the SANC, the 
Actuarial Society and SAICA have noted that there is insufficient 
career guidance for their professions, and may need to address this. 

Further research 
needs to be done:  

• The HRDC should initiate a discussion (with the above mentioned 
partners), which explores how the efficacy of these programmes will 
be monitored so that good practices can be supported. 

Poor perceptions of particular 
professions  

The HRD Council:  • There is a need for the HRDC to liaise with DHET to ensure that the 
skills planning scenarios, once developed, are explained with 
respect to the implications these have in terms of the extent to which 
there is a demand for the different professions. This should support 
the process of improving the profile of each of the professions and 
should feed into the career guidance work suggested above.  

• It is noted though that this is also related to the conditions of service 
of certain professions and this issue is addressed in other 
recommendations outlined within this paper. 

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• The professional councils should provide information about the 
career possibilities available in the profession so that these can be 
properly promoted as part of the career guidance work. In particular, 
the work already being done by the SACSSP needs to be 
strengthened, and the SANC may look at similar approaches for the 
nursing profession. The SACE also has a role to play here in 
strengthening the professionalism of their members, and thus 
improving perceptions of the teaching profession. 

• Again though this issue is linked to the conditions of service and is 
addressed in other recommendations within this paper. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• Research into the demand for professionals is already being 
addressed by the skills planning work that is being undertaken under 
the auspices of the HRDC and DHET  

Insufficient places for studying a 
particular occupation 

The HRD Council:  • Initiate a discussion with the key players – such as DHET, CHE, 
HESA as well as the professional councils, to consider how best to 
address this challenge and how to take these discussions forward.  

The Professional 
Councils:  

• There is a need for each of the professional councils to work with 
key role players (such as DHET, CHE, HESA) to determine ways of 
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

creating additional spaces as required. This could be achieved by 
expanding the capacity of certain institutions or, in the case of 
certain professions, may involve exploring the viability of enabling 
another institution to offer the relevant programme.  Examples of a 
good practice approach to twinning and other support interventions 
for HEIs are contained in this paper, particularly in relation to the 
work done by SAICA in getting accreditation for previously 
disadvantaged HEIs. 

 Further research 
needs to be done: 

• For those professions where this is a real crisis there may be a need 
for research to be conducted which could assist to generate a viable 
option for expanding access. It should also consider the resource 
implications of such a plan.  In particular, the extreme shortage of 
places to study medicine and veterinary science needs further 
investigation. 

Inadequate funding  
 

The HRD Council:  • There is a need for the HRDC to facilitate a discussion with bodies 
such as the NSFAS (and other bodies that provide bursaries such as 
the SETAs) to explore the policies that are in place to support 
students to complete their professional studies. In particular, while it 
is acknowledged that more students can be assisted by limiting the 
funds per recipient, the reality is that many students who only 
receive part funding will not be able to complete their studies 
successfully, this is highlighted as a concern and needs to be 
reviewed. In addition, there is a need to explore how best these 
different sources of money can be channelled so as to complement 
efforts. It is also recommended that the linkages with bursaries and 
placement in the public sector should be reviewed so as to 
determine how to strengthen these interventions.  

• Further, there is a need to review certain policies that may create 
blockages: for example the policy as implemented by the Dept of 
Agriculture, to immediately remove bursaries from students who fail 
without reviewing support mechanisms, etc, should be re-considered 
as part of this overall review. The review should take into account 
learning from other bursary programmes including those such as 
Thuthuka which are being directly supported by a professional body 
(SAICA)  
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

The Professional 
Councils:  

• It will be important for professional councils to consider how they 
can support fundraising for bursary schemes – for example, the 
approach adopted by SAICA with the Thuthuka bursary fund where 
each member of SAICA was asked to pledge R500 per year which 
would enable them to raise R7.5 million per year is considered 
innovative and affordable for most SAICA members. 

• Mechanisms to determine where gaps are should also be developed 
so that guidance can be provided to the relevant bodies. 

Further research 
needs to be done:  

• There is a need for research to understand the overall cost for a 
student to complete their learning towards a professional 
qualification (including their living costs during this period) and to 
determine what percentage of these costs are covered by the 
bursary funds. In particular, the high costs associated with training 
doctors highlighted by the HPCSA may need further attention. 

• It is noted that research is taking place under the auspices of the 
HRDC to understand where monies for bursaries is located and 
where blockages may be in terms of enabling individuals to access 
this funding. 

Sustaining learners through post-school education 

Inadequate preparation for tertiary 
education  

The HRD Council:  • The HRDC should share examples of ways in which the professional 
councils as well as corporates, are supporting learners to progress 
through their learning programme towards the professional 
qualification.  

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• Professional councils should consider the possibility of introducing 
(if they are not already running) mentoring programmes for learners 
whilst they are studying.  The SAICA mentorship programme and 
CA Connect may be instructive here. 

• In addition there is a need for the professional councils to work with 
higher education institutions to determine other ways in which 
learners can be supported during the programme, such as tutorials, 
so as to improve the rates of completion. This is considered to be 
particularly critical for those professions where there is a very low 
throughput and/or a high failure rate at the end of the learning 
programme.  In particular, the concerns raised about the difficulties 
engineering students will need to be taken up by ECSA, and the high 
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

drop out rates noted for Pharmacy and Veterinary students will 
need to be taken up by the relevant Councils. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• The lessons learned from the existing support programmes, such as 
the SAICA mentoring programmes at UJ, and the ‘CA Connect’ 
programme for distance learners, need to be captured and 
analysed with the intention of extending this to other post-graduate 
programmes (if found to be effective).  It will also be useful to 
capture the learning from corporates where relevant. 

Relevance of curriculum, 
appropriateness of qualification 
and/or inadequate infrastructure 
 
 
 
 
 

The HRD Council:  • Should try and share examples of best practice about ways in which 
industry has been able to input into specific faculties (such as 
mining, engineering and accountancy) and in twinning historically 
disadvantaged and established universities (accountancy).   

• The HRDC should also share the work that has been done by 
professional councils to ensure the relevance of the programme, as 
well as to leverage funding from different sources (NSF and SETAs) 
for this work (for example SAICA). 

• Should initiate a discussion with the HEQC to explore ways of 
standardising accreditation requirements and procedures when they 
enter into MoUs with the various professional councils.  It is 
suggested that ultimately the same engagement may become 
necessary with the QCTO. 

The Professional 
Councils:  

• Should explore learning pathways and where relevant consider the 
possibility of introducing ‘mid-tier’ qualifications, such as the 
pathways that the Pharmacy Council and the SACSSP are trying to 
introduce. 

• There is a need for professional councils to actively engage in 
discussions about the duration of programmes, and to explore the 
possibility of extending the programme so as to ensure that the 
programme is designed to maximise throughput (for example by the 
introduction of the 4 year qualification) 

• In addition, where professional councils are not actively involved in 
the review of curriculum at higher education, it is suggested that 
there is a need for these bodies to consider whether there are ways 
to positively increase their involvement in these processes. This is 
particularly true for the SACE, and ECSA, both of which noted 
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

concerns about the relevance of the curriculum. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• There is a need to ensure that there is on-going research about the 
relevance of curriculum within the context of changing practices in 
the world of work. This would need to take into account the need for 
a balance between the occupational and academic requirements of 
these qualifications. This should complement the work that is being 
done by the WITS EPU on the curricula for professional and 
vocational qualifications. 

Insufficient quantity and quality of 
teaching staff  

The HRD Council: • The council should share examples of good practice about ways in 
which the professional councils are addressing quantity and quality 
of lecturers.   This would include examples of initiatives to address 
salary discrepancies between academic staff and practicing 
professionals, such as those undertaken by SAICA. 

 The Professional 
Councils: 

• There is a need for professional councils to determine strategies to 
support lecturing capacity through securing individuals to both guest 
lecture and mentor as well as with other strategies.  In particular, the 
SACSSP, ECSA, the SAVC and the SAPC noted problems with 
attracting and retaining teaching staff, and will need to explore 
strategies in this regard. 

 Further research 
needs to be done: 

• There is a need to evaluate these processes so as to capture best 
practices and feed into the processes described above. 

Entering the World of Work 

Insufficient access to practical 
training opportunities required to 
graduate 

The HRD Council:  • The HRDC should monitor the work taking place in other relevant 
processes – such as the those being facilitated by the 
Ministries/Departments of Economic Development and Higher 
Education and Training in the implementation of the skills accord, so 
as understand the extent to which these processes promote the 
workplace experience requirements of students that are undertaking 
professional qualifications.    

• The HRDC should also share learning from good practices to 
formalise workplace experience across professional councils – for 
example, it may be useful to learn from SAICA’s work on a 
formalised QE repeat programme and the way in which they are 
working with the relevant employers.  

 The Professional • Should identify clearly what workplace experience is required and 
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

councils:  indicate how a learner can acquire this necessary experience. It is 
suggested that this should ensure that the process is made more 
transparent and that the outcomes required are made explicit so that 
all parties understand what is expected. It is suggested that 
consideration should be given to the packaging of these 
programmes in a form - such as a learnership or a structured 
internship.  The research currently being undertaken by the 
SACSSP may be instructive here. Work needs to be done in relation 
to improving the number of work experience places in particular for 
professional nurses, pharmacists, social workers and actuaries. 

• It is noted that this recommendation takes into account the reality 
that some professions have not succeeded in packaging the 
programme in these forms and are now pursuing other options of 
formalising this work experience process against a qualification. It is 
strongly recommended that these options should also be supported.  

• It is suggested that formalising this route would also potentially 
unlock funding to support these processes and that this should 
include the costs associated with supporting learners to access 
mentors. 

 Further research 
that needs to be 
done:  

• There is a need to explore different funding models that may be 
available to support this learning process (and the implications of the 
changing requirements for a qualification, which may mean that the 
learnership route is no longer possible and/or that it is recognised 
that this route may not be appropriate across all professions) 

  • There is also a need to evaluate programmes that are running, to 
enable graduates to access workplace experience (such as those 
being supported by ECSA as well as SAICA) and register, so as to 
capture this learning and good practices where these are found. 

Lack of preparedness for the world 
of work 

The HRD Council:  • Research undertaken under the auspices of the HRDC (alignment to 
NGP TTT) has focused on the generic work readiness skills required 
by the workplace (as part of exploring models of skills planning). 

• It is recommended that the HRDC consider how this, as well as the 
research emerging from the WITS EPU and other relevant research, 
could be shared with the CHE/QCTO so as to inform the generation 
(review) of professional qualifications (and specifically the under-
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

graduate component of these qualifications where relevant). 

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• The professional councils should attempt to define the work 
readiness skills required by their profession and ensure that this is 
both built into the learning programmes accredited by the councils as 
well as into the workplace experience component. The SACSSP is 
doing work in this area, which may be useful for other professions. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• On-going monitoring of the extent to which graduates are work ready 
and the issues that may be emerging, so as to inform the on-going 
development of programmes (note that there are already a number 
of research projects being supported by DHET to understand what is 
required within vocational and professional qualifications and these 
initiatives should be monitored and results shared).  

Lack of take-up of available jobs in 
the profession  

The HRD Council:  • This issue relates to interventions recommended to address the 
challenges of career guidance. However, it is understood that this 
issue is more related to workplace conditions and career 
opportunities than to education and training. Therefore it is important 
that the HRDC should liaise with key departments - that participate 
in the HRDC – to highlight the challenges that are arising in this 
regard, so that ways in which this can be addressed by changes in 
the labour market, can be considered.  

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• Certain professional councils have already taken a leadership role in 
this regard – for example with respect to social workers, the 
professional body is exploring the creation of better learning and 
career pathways as well as specialisations in an effort to keep 
qualified social workers in the profession. One aspect of this work is 
to advocate for staff to be placed on better salary grades because of 
their specialisation.  Other professional councils should also consider 
playing these roles where this is an issue in the profession. 

• The work of DSD in facilitating funding the NGOs which should also 
create more work opportunities for social workers is also noted, and 
there may be opportunities for other professional councils to liaise 
with the relevant departments in planning a similar intervention. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• Models that have been used internationally to encourage 
professionals to enter and continue to play the anticipated 
professional role should be found and then shared with all role 
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

players within the council. 

Encouraging graduates to work in 
the public sector  

The HRD Council:  • The HRDC should coordinate a forum with its role players to 
consider ways in which professionals can be encouraged to work in 
the public sector given the challenges related to this that have been 
raised by this paper. This could include the allocation of bursaries – 
for example, the Minister of Social Development has made a large 
bursary fund available, with the requirement that students need to 
‘pay back’ the bursaries by working for Government departments 
(though there have been some challenges with this programme in 
terms of informing graduates timeously of their placements) and also 
providing quality supervision to these (sometimes) large groups of 
graduates.  

• There is also a need to include DPSA in these discussions to 
consider ways to make it more attractive for these professions to 
enter the public sector. This discussion should not be limited to a 
discussion on salaries but should also consider factors such as 
working conditions and the status accorded to professions within the 
public sector.  

  
 

• It is noted that this should be coupled with a discussion about the 
effect of labour brokers: examples were provided in which certain 
professionals employed within the public sector sign onto labour 
brokers and then undertake additional work outside of the public 
sector. This is in contravention of their contracts and therefore 
compromises the professional services provided in the public sector. 
Further the usage of labour brokers for the employment of 
professionals in the private sector (as opposed to employing 
professional staff directly) also reportedly further undermines the 
conditions of some of these professionals. 

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• Should specifically build into their career guidance the possibilities 
for professionals in the public sector and indicate the advantages of 
this route (for example increased practical experience, access to 
research etc). 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• There is again a need to consider examples from international 
experience as to ways in which professionals are encouraged to join 
and remain within the public sector and to share experiences in this 
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Generic Challenges It is recommended that: 

regard. 

Encouraging graduates to work in 
South Africa 

The HRD Council:  • Work on this matter was undertaken by JIPSA, which involved 
considering ways to encourage graduates who may have gone 
overseas to return to SA by sharing the opportunities that are 
available in SA with these graduates. The extent to which this is 
taken up by HRDC should be considered.  

 
 

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• The professional councils should communicate with individuals that 
may still be registered with them, but that have left the country, about 
the possible opportunities in SA. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• The extent of these challenges should be monitored based on data 
from the Department of Home Affairs. An analysis of this data could 
assist with on-going policy development in this regard. 

Career Progression & Development 

Ongoing Continuing Professional 
Development  

The HRD Council:  • It is recommended that the HRDC should share good practices  

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• Professional councils should ensure that they have systems in place 
to enable CPD and that these are widely understood by members.  

• Ways in which this will be supported and monitored should also be 
explored: this is seen as critical both to ensure the quality of these 
interventions but also to determine the impact that the continuing 
professional development is having on levels of skills in the 
profession. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• Research should be conducted which documents best practices in 
relation to delivering and monitoring uptake on CPD, as many 
Professional councils are already, or are going to be, implementing 
this, and it will be important that bodies can learn from those who 
have been offering it in the past. 

 

As indicated in the introduction to these recommendations, it is noted that these recommendations have implications for the roles and 

responsibilities of the professional councils. The implications for capacity are provided in the table below:  
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Professional councils 

The need to broaden the role of 
the professional council  

The HRD Council:  • Throughout this paper, it has been emphasised that whilst councils 
have a legal mandate it is critical that these councils also play certain 
additional roles in order to ensure the growth of the number of 
professions.  

• It is recommended that the Council support discussions with 
professional councils about this document that enable them to 
consider the roles that they should play and the implications of this 
for resources. 

• It is proposed that the HRDC consider how it can facilitate a 
discussion about ways in which councils can be supported to gear 
up and finance these additional roles, where relevant, so that they 
are able to play these roles effectively. 

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• It is recommended that councils consider which additional roles they 
need to play and determine the capacity implications of these 
additional roles.  

• It will also be critical that councils establish who is able to play these 
roles: i.e. what can volunteers do (and in particular voluntary 
associations) and what else may be required? 

• The councils will then need to review the funding implications of 
these new roles and will need to determine what can be funded by 
membership fees (noting that some councils have small membership 
numbers) and then indicate what the level of shortfall is. Councils 
should also consider what other funding options might be possible. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• There is a need to support research being conducted that considers 
the roles that professional councils play internationally and 
resourcing models for professional councils internationally so as to 
generate recommendations for consideration in this regard 

Challenges with respect to their 
internal capacity 

The HRD Council:  • It is noted that there are a number of urgent areas that fall within the 
existing mandates of the SETAs, such as registration, where some 
professional councils are already struggling to play this role as 
anticipated. 

• There is a need for the HRDC to facilitate a discussion with SAQA 
and departments to consider ways in which they can best support 
their professional councils so that the requisite capacity is put in 
place to improve the manner in which they carry out their current 
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roles (noting in particular the need to prioritise the way in which the 
registration process is carried out). For example, this could include 
engagement with the Department of Health to find solutions to the 
SANC’s problems and to provide it with the support it needs to 
handle registration effectively. 

 The Professional 
Councils:  

• Professional councils should determine the roles that they need to 
be playing with respect to their current mandate, and in particular 
with respect to activities that have been highlighted such as 
registration. They need to consider what work processes will best 
enable this work and what capacity they will require to play this role.  

• This will include an analysis of how this capacity can be sourced 
from voluntary bodies and where there is a need to contract this 
work. The financial implications of this will then need to be 
determined and negotiated with the relevant department. 

• It is further recommended that a similar process will need to be 
followed to establish which additional roles, as recommended in this 
document, they are willing to take on, and what the capacity and 
resource implications of this will be. 

 Further research 
needs to be done:  

• A model of resourcing professional councils should be explored 
based on examples in SA as well as internationally. 

• In the interim it will be critical that this work focuses on what is 
required to implement current mandates, and in particular to improve 
registration processes. 
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9 CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion this paper highlights the importance of professionals and indicates the concern about the severe shortages in certain 

professions. It then details the challenges related to ensuring that there are sufficient numbers of professionals enrolling and 

graduating as well as entering and remaining in their professions. It also considers the challenges with respect to ensuring their 

continuous professional development.  

It considers the multiple role players that are needed to resolve these issues and specifically highlights the role that is to be played by 

the professional councils both with respect to the roles that they play as prescribed by law, that is, to protect the public against 

incompetent practitioners and unprofessional behaviour by accrediting educational programmes, registering professionals, and 

advising government on matters relating to their respective professions. Further, throughout this paper, additional roles that they may 

need to play have also been highlighted. All of this though needs to consider the institutional capacity and funding levels of these 

bodies as these will affect the responsiveness of these bodies in discharging their core responsibilities, as well as the responsibilities 

suggested in this paper.  

Evidence shows the beneficial relationship that some statutory bodies have with their respective voluntary associations, however it is 

clear that other mechanisms over and above these will need to be put in place if these bodies are to play the roles anticipated of 

them. In developing these options, it is important to recognise that whilst there are elements common to all professional councils, 

there are those that are specific and unique to each professional body that require targeted and focused attention. This does not 

however negate the possibility of professional councils drawing on the success of others and adopting similar best practice.  

Finally, the paper has emphasised the importance of the role of the HRDC in facilitating discussions with the key players about the 

recommendations emerging in this paper. In particular, the paper notes that for these to be implemented in a manner that achieves 

the anticipated results there is a need for the HRDC to work closely with the Department of Higher Education Training, professional 

councils and their associated departments.  
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It is suggested that these recommendations require that DHET play a coordinating role in the overall process. It is further anticipated 

that other role players will be brought on board to coordinate specific thematic areas.  For example, whilst HRDC and DHET will 

facilitate the discussion on career guidance, it may be that SAQA takes on the on-going responsibility for coordinating the work 

flowing out of these recommendations and provides the HRDC with reports. 

The recommendations also emphasise the expectations regarding the role of the professional councils. Thus a key component of this 

strategy is the need to engage initially with DHET to establish whether they are disposed to take on the anticipated role in taking for-

ward this strategy, and to then discuss with the professional councils the extent to which they are willing to take forward the recom-

mendations and play a more active role in enabling individuals to enter the profession. This will in many cases expand their functions:  

Yet, some of the professional councils are currently struggling with capacity, and are unable even to undertake their existing func-

tions, let alone an expanded role as suggested in this paper.  There is a need to recognise this, and couple these decisions with dis-

cussions as to how these bodies can be strengthened to both undertake their regulatory functions more effectively as well as the ad-

ditional activities proposed in this document.  
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ANNEXURE 1 – ADDITIONAL NOTES ON INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON OF SUPPLY OF PROFESSIONALS IN 

KEY AREAS 

• Ratio of nurses: Based on average across OECD countries, there were 8.4 nurses per 1 000 population in 2009. The number 

of nurses per capita was highest in several Nordic countries, with 14 to 15 nurses per 1 000 population. The number is also 

high in Switzerland and Belgium, although the data for Belgium relates to all nurses who are licensed to practice, resulting in 

an overestimation. The number of nurses per capita in OECD countries was lowest in Chile (although the number is underes-

timated, because it only takes into account nurses working in the public sector), as well as in Turkey, Mexico and Greece. 

The number of nurses per capita was also low compared with the OECD average in major emerging economies, such as In-

dia, Brazil, Indonesia and China, where there were fewer than 1.5 nurses per 1 000 population.  According to the OECD, the 

number of nurses per capita increased in almost all OECD countries between 2000 and 2009. Chile saw the largest increase 

among OECD countries, with an increase of 12% per year, although the number of nurses per capita remains very low. The 

number of nurses per capita also increased rapidly in Portugal and Korea. In Israel, the number of nurses per capita declined 

between 2000 and 2009. It also declined in the Slovak Republic, although the recent increase in the number of new nursing 

graduates may lead to an increase in the coming years. In Australia and the Netherlands, the number of nurses per capita 

declined between 2000 and 2007, but has risen since then. 

• Agricultural engineers: The demand for agricultural engineers was supposed to multiply almost as quickly as the demand for 

all other occupations up to this year.  The global trend towards standardisation of all agricultural products and equipment and 

the increasing demand for agro-products and the efforts toward attaining greater efficiency in the agricultural industry and the 

emphasis of conservation of scarce resources was expected to result in higher job opportunities in this sector. Despite this, it 

has been extremely difficult to actually pinpoint numbers. In South Africa the discipline of agricultural engineering is small rel-

ative to other engineering disciplines. Up to the end of 2003, degrees in Agricultural Engineering were offered through the 

Universities of Natal (NU) and Pretoria (UP). From 2004 the UP no longer offered a degree in Agricultural Engineering and 

the University of Natal merged with the University of Durban-Westville to form the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN). 
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• Veterinarians: The global number of veterinarians reported from 136 countries in the year 2000 reached 548,660 (but is esti-

mated to be as high as over 600 000), and the number of veterinary technicians was 344,533.  

 

• SA health care figures based on a report published in 2009 (HUMAN RESOURCES FOR HEALTH: A NEEDS AND GAPS 

ANALYSIS OF HRH IN SOUTH AFRICA  November 2009 (Gavin George Senior Researcher, Timothy Quinlan Research Di-

rector, Candice Reardon Research Intern Published by the Health Economics and HIV & AIDS Research Division (HEARD), 

University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, South Africa) claims the following figures for SA: 34 687 medical practitioners were reg-

istered with the HPCSA in 2008, with approximately 30.7% (10 653) employed in the public sector; 103 792 professional 

nurses were registered with SANC in 2007, of whom 46% (47 834) were employed in the engaged in public health sector; 40 

582 enrolled nurses were registered with SANC in 2007, of whom 56% (22 707) worked in the public sector and 11 905 

pharmacists were registered with the South African Pharmaceutical Council (SAPC), of whom 15.5% (1 853) were working in 

the public sector.  

 

• Engineers in Africa: An interesting point emerged during research on the number of engineers in Africa who came out of Ni-

geria even though it is not part of this study. According to reports, the major problem facing the growth of the engineering pro-

fession in Nigeria (and indeed in many sub-Saharan African countries) is the lack of involvement of engineers in policy mat-

ters. Political leaders, it seems, hardly take into consideration the key role that engineers and engineering can play in devel-

opment. This coupled with the fact that industries are not growing, has led to few job opportunities and consequently Nigerian 

engineers wait on average of four years after graduation before getting their first jobs. Nigeria produces an average of 3,500 

engineers from universities and polytechnics and whilst problematic in terms of its size, they even cannot find jobs.  

• A UNESCO report on engineering from 2008 posed some critical questions around the number of engineers a country needs.  

In addition, other questions such as: ”What types of engineer does a country need to produce, and at what levels? Are devel-

oped countries, such as the United States and Europe, failing to produce enough engineers, compared to rapidly developing 

countries such as China and India? Do other developing and least developed countries have enough engineers, are they pro-
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ducing enough or losing too many to brain drain to be able to promote development, reduce poverty and tackle major issues 

regarding climate change mitigation and adaptation? What are the consequences of these questions for development around 

the world, and what are the implications for education policy, for engineering education at tertiary level, and for science edu-

cation at secondary and primary school? And what do engineers, policy-makers, planners, aid donors and international agen-

cies, and organisations such as UNESCO need to do about it?” The problem in responding to these questions is that the an-

swers are not simple and straightforward. This is partly because of a shortage of statistical data and indicators at national and 

international level with which to answer the questions and compare responses in many countries, both developed and devel-

oping. Many of the questions are based on such widely broadcast estimates in the media, for example, that the United States 

only graduates 70,000 engineers a year, compared to India at 350,000 and China at 600,000. This is one reason why there is 

also so much reference to quantitative, qualitative and anecdotal evidence from universities, industry and professional engi-

neering organisations regarding the supposed shortage of engineers, now and into the future. The above questions are com-

plicated not only by the fact that there are different fields, types and levels of engineers (e.g. civil, mechanical and electrical 

engineering, technicians and technologists, academic, professional and consulting engineers, at degree, master’s or doctoral 

level), but also by differing needs for engineers in different sectors, fields etc. There are also different needs for engineers 

over time. The above questions are further complicated by different definitions and understandings of what an engineer is. In 

Germany, for example, there are around fifty definitions of an engineer. In many countries the term ‘engineer’ is also used 

commonly and in the media (by non-engineers) to refer to almost anybody that does anything technical such that people re-

ferred to as technicians and technologists in some countries are defined as engineers in others. This is also the case in offi-

cial statistics as well as the desire by some countries to over represent the number of engineers etc. There are still significant 

differences, however, especially between higher and lower income countries. UNESCO data shows that developed, indus-

trialised countries have between twenty and fifty scientists and engineers per 10,000 population, compared to around five sci-

entists and engineers on average for developing countries, down to one or less scientist or engineer for some poorer African 

countries.  

 


