
HIGHER EDUCATION IN CONTExTB

Destination South Africa
Situated at the southernmost part of the African continent, South Africa is a country like no other. It is a 
country where you can see the Big 5 (the lion, the African elephant, the Cape buffalo, the leopard, and 
the rhinoceros), the Small 5 (the ant lion, the leopard tortoise, the elephant shrew, the rhino beetle and the 
buffalo weaver) and one of the most exquisite floral kingdoms of the world, all in one day. You can wake up 
to the cry of the fish eagle and go to bed with the chuckle of hyenas right in your backyard. You can drive on 
wide, tarred highways, all 2 000 kilometres from Musina at the very top of the country, to Cape Town at the 
bottom or join the millions of international travellers who disembark at our airports every year.

Apart from offering a world class education and vibrant campus life, South Africa is a study destination that 
will also challenge the senses and the mind with its diversity, its beauty, as well as its complicated past.

Politics, Economics and Society 
The population of South Africa is 55,6 million with the majority staying in the Gauteng and Kwazulu-Natal   
provinces. The youth population (age 15-34) currently comprises 20,1 million. 

Pretoria is the administrative capital of South Africa, the legislative capital is Cape Town and the judicial 
capital is Bloemfontein. South Africa has a proportional representation electoral system, with general 
elections every five years. There are two ballots, one to elect members to parliament’s to the National 
Assembly and the other to elect members to provincial parliaments. An upper house, the National Council 
of Provinces, comprises 10 delegates each from the country’s nine provinces. Local elections are run 
separately. There is also a House of Traditional Leaders, for chiefs of rural areas still under tribal authority. 
Parliament elects a President who is allowed a maximum of two terms. Nelson Mandela was the new South 
Africa’s first President, and he stepped down after just one term. The current President of South Africa is 
Cyril Ramaphosa, who took up office after Jacob Zuma resigned on 14 February, 2018. 

South Africa’s success in rising above centuries of racial hatred through reconciliation has been 
internationally acknowledged as a major political achievement of the 20th century. The country boasts 
eleven Nobel Laureates, of which the four Nobel Peace Prize winners are Chief Albert Luthuli, Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, Nelson Mandela and FW de Klerk.

Since democracy, the African National Congress (ANC) has been the ruling party in the majority. In the 2019 
National Elections, the ANC received 57.5% of the vote which shows a steady decline from the majority 
received under Former President Thabo Mbeki, which was 68% and lower than that of the Jacob Zuma 
administration, which was 62%.

South Africa remains a dual economy with one of the highest inequality rates in the world, perpetuating 
both inequality and exclusion. According to Statistics South Africa, the Gini coefficient measuring relative 
wealth reached 0.65 in 2014 based on expenditure data (excluding taxes), and 0.69 based on income 
data (including salaries, wages, and social grants). According to the World Bank, South Africa has a large, 
diverse and growing economy. For the first time in modern history South Africa slipped behind Nigeria as the 

South Africa is a country like no other. It is a country where you can see the Big 5 (the 
lion, the African elephant, the Cape buffalo, the leopard, and the rhinoceros), the Small 
5 (the ant lion, the leopard tortoise, the elephant shrew, the rhino beetle and the buffalo 
weaver) and one of the most exquisite floral kingdoms of the world all in one day.

The population of South Africa is 55,6 million with the majority staying in the Gauteng and Kwazulu-Natal provinces.
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SA has been famously referred to as the rainbow nation because it consists of many diverse cultures and religions.

biggest economy in Africa in 2014. It is the 33rd largest country 
by GDP. The country has a strong economic infrastructure, rich 
mineral and metal resources, strong manufacturing and service 
sectors and a growing tourism market. South Africa is the world’s 
largest producer of platinum and chromium. Its key industries 
are mining, automobile assembly, metal working, machinery, 
textiles, iron and steel, chemicals, fertilisers, food products, and 
commercial ship repair. 

Unemployment figures in South Africa remain high. Although 
the potential labour force is almost 35,8 million, (2015) 
unemployment, according to Stats South Africa, is at 26,4%. The 
unemployment rate amongst young people (15-24) means that 
over half of this crucial population, needed for economic growth, 
are unemployed and not in education or training. The National 

South Africa has been famously referred to 
as the rainbow nation because it consists of 
many diverse cultures and religions. Some of 
the diverse cultures include Zulu, Xhosa, Pedi, 
Tswana, Ndebele, Khoisan, Hindu, Muslim, 
and Afrikaner. The country has nine provinces, 
each with a distinct character and 11 official 
languages.

Development Plan: 2030 (NDP) puts forward a vision of the 
kinds of learners, teachers, students, graduates and learning 
systems the nation needs in the long–term.

Culture and Food
South Africa has been famously referred to as the rainbow nation 
because it consists of many diverse cultures and religions. 
Some of the diverse cultures include Zulu, Xhosa, Pedi, Tswana, 
Ndebele, Khoisan, Hindu, Muslim, and Afrikaner. The country 
has nine provinces, each with a distinct character and 11 official 
languages. 

All of these people are united by calling South Africa home, 
each of their lives contribute to and form part of the country’s 
heritage, identity and culture. Understanding that South Africa is 
composed of all these various influences is essential for helping 
South Africans to understand and respect each other and to 
learn from each other’s cultural practices. This is part of the 
healing that democracy has brought after culture was used as a 
divisive factor in the past. 

Despite the diversity of language, race and culture South 
Africans have one thing in common: Their love of good food! 
South African cuisine is renowned for its variety, derived from 
the culinary traditions of a diverse people over the length of 
the country’s history, African, Cape Dutch, Malay, Indian and 
Portuguese (amongst others).  
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Restaurants, catering for all wallet types and culinary needs, 
range from the frequently awarded The Test Kitchen, located in 
Cape Town, which was placed in the World’s 50 best restaurant 
in 2019, and voted the best restaurant in Africa, to small beach- 
side hangouts serving mouth-watering fish and chips. 

The qualification framework for Higher Education comprise of 4 levels (Level 6-10) resulting in 11 types of qualifications.
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When visiting South Africa try some of 
these culinary delights 
Biltong– seasoned strips of dried meat 
This is the spicy, cured meat snack enjoyed by most South 
Africans. It is usually made from beef, game and ostrich but 
chicken biltong and even vegetarian biltong (made from auber-
gine) has become hugely popular. 

Braai / Barbecue 
Ask any South African and they will explain the tradition of a 
braai. You can cook literally anything on a grid over wood and 
flames - steak, skewers, lamb chops and of course ‘boerewors’. 

Bunny Chow
This is a traditional South African Indian dish and usually 
consists of curry served in a hollowed-out half-loaf of unsliced 
white bread. It’s best when the bread is soft and fresh and the 
curry is extra spicy.

Useful information for international  
students and staff
If you are planning to visit South Africa from an institution  
abroad or to enroll for a full degree, here are some useful details 
to prepare you for the Higher Education sector and for living in 
South Africa. 

Qualifications and admission
The qualification framework for Higher Education comprise of 
four levels (Level six-10) resulting in 11 types of qualifications. 
South African undergraduate degrees typically take three years 
to complete although some programs take longer. For example 
Medical Schools typically follow a two-semester calendar  
running from February to June and from July to December with 
short mid-term breaks in March/April and September.

The qualification framework recognises three broad 
qualification progression routes with permeable boundaries, 
namely, vocational, professional and general routes and 
provides greater clarity on the articulation possibilities between 
these qualification routes. There are three major streams of 
qualifications awarded within the Higher Education system 
namely ‘vocational’, ‘professional’ and ‘general’ programmes.

Visa and immigration requirements
International students are required to have a valid study visa 
to study at any Higher Education institution in South Africa. 
Institutions are not permitted to register a student without a valid 
temporary residence visa.

Please contact the nearest South African High Commission or 
Embassy (http://www.dirco.gov.za/webmissions/index.html) 
to confirm the application process and supporting documents 
required for the visa application.

As part of your visa application, you will be required to submit 
a medical certificate and radiological report in addition to any 
other documents which may be required (consult with the South 
African mission closest to you). You will also have to provide proof 
of medical cover recognised in South Africa. Such providers are 
registered with the South Africa Council for Medical Schemes in 
terms of the Medical Schemes Act, 1998.

Please note it can take several weeks to obtain a visa, but the 
circumstances may vary from country to country. Start your visa 
application by acquainting yourself with the necessary supporting 
documentation which may be time-consuming to obtain. Please 
ensure that you submit a complete application for your visa.

This information serves as a guide only. Requirements for 
obtaining a visa for South Africa are subject to change and each 
application is treated as an individual case. Always enquire from 
your nearest South Africa Mission before travelling to South Africa.

Health and Safety
DHA requires proof of medical cover registered with the South 
African Council for Medical Schemes in terms of the Medical 
Schemes Act, 1998 and paid for the duration of studies. Proof of 
membership is required for the study visa application and prior to 
registration at a South African Higher Education institution. 

Despite the diversity of language, race 
and culture South Africans have one thing 
in common: Their love of good food! 
South African cuisine is renowned for its 
variety, derived from the culinary traditions of a 
diverse people over the length of the country’s 
history, African, Cape Dutch, Malay, Indian and 
Portuguese (amongst others).  

Please note it can take several weeks to obtain 
a visa, but the circumstances may vary from 
country to country. Start your visa application 
by acquainting yourself with the necessary 
supporting documentation which may be 
time-consuming to obtain.
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The qualification framework for Higher 
Education comprise of 4 levels (Level 6-10) 
resulting in 11 types of qualifications.Unfortunately, there are limited scholarship 

opportunities for international students from 
outside Africa, and international students are not 
eligible for the government’s student loan  
program. The country’s major banks offer student 
loans to international students with valid visas.

Personal Safety
South Africa (like most developing countries) has a problem with 
rising crime levels. However, as with most travel abroad, tourists 
and students need to be mindful of their whereabouts and take 
the necessary precautions. When travelling, it is always advisable 
to travel in groups, as opposed to going alone. It is also imperative 
that you remain street-wise and vigilant at all times.

Scholarships in South Africa
Unfortunately, there are limited scholarship opportunities for 
international students from outside Africa, and international 
students are not eligible for the government’s student loan  
program. The country’s major banks offer student loans to 
international students with valid visas. Other international students 
find scholarship funding through their sending institutions or  
other organisations in their home countries.

General information when living in South Africa
Getting around
Public transport in South Africa varies depending on the province 
you are in and, even more so, between urban and rural areas. 
There are still multiple ways to get around. 

Bus, rail and air travel
Within the cities and particularly the metropolitan areas, you will 
find local bus services. You will always be able to find a local mini 
bus taxi as a mode of transport.

For long distance travel you can use bus, train or airplane. There 
are many bus services (Greyhound, Intercape and Translux) with 
routes throughout the country and low cost airlines (Kulula, Safair, 
Mango) for connections to major cities within South Africa and the 
SADC Region.

The Gautrain, connecting two major metropoles (Johannesburg 
and Pretoria) has become a popular means of travel. 

Driving in South Africa
In South Africa we drive on the left-hand side of the road. You 
have to be 18 years of age and hold a valid driver’s licence to drive 
a car. Most drivers’ licenses issued in other countries may be 
used in South Africa, providing they bear the driver’s photograph 
and are in English. It is still recommended though to obtain an 
international driver’s license.

Cell/mobile phones
South Africa has a very broad cellphone network with four 
dominant providers: Vodacom, MTN, CellC and Virgin Mobile. 
Pre-paid sim cards for these networks can be bought at most 
supermarkets but you need to present proof of residence (a lease 
document or university printout stating your address) and a valid 
ID document to buy any of these.

Money matters
The currency in South Africa is the Rand (ZAR). R1 which is 
equal to 100cents. Bank notes are currently R10, R20, R50, R100 
and R200 with coins 5c, 10c, 20c, 50c, R1, R2 and R5. Almost 
all hotels, shops, restaurants and airlines accept major credit 
cards such as Visa, MasterCard, American Express and Diners 
Club. You can withdraw cash with a credit card at most ATM’s. In 
some cities you also have cashless options such as SnapScan.

Value added tax
Value Added Tax (VAT) of 15% is included in the price of most 
goods and services. International visitors may claim refunds of 
the VAT paid on goods taken out of South Africa. Information 
leaflets are available at our international airports.

Some useful South African slang
Ag man! [Ach-man]: This is the Afrikaans equivalent to “Oh 
man!” and is often used at the beginning of a sentence to express 
pity, resignation or irritation.

Example: “Ag, man!” / “Ag, no man!” / “Ag, shame man!”

Aikona – (not on your life) [eye-koh-na] or [hi-koh-na]: A Zulu 
term used to express shock or disbelief when talking to friends 
or family.

Example: “Aikona, why did she do that?!” / “Haikona, when?! 
How?!”

Babbelas – [bub-ba-las]: This word is derived from the Zulu 
‘ibhabhalazi’ and is used to describe a really bad hangover.
Example: “Eish, babbelas my bru!”

Eish! – an exclamation [Ay-sh] or [ee-sh]: A Khoi term usually 
expressed when someone experiences surprise or shock. 

Hayibo! – wow! [Hai-bo]: Derived from the Zulu word meaning 
“definitely not!” This word is usually expressed on its own, at the 
start or end of a sentence when something seems unbelievable.

Example: “Hayibo! Ha! Ha! Ha! I can’t believe that!”

Ja, Nee – Yes, No: Often used in succession, these two words 
are used to express agreement or confirmation with someone or 
something.

Example: “Ja, Nee, I’m fine thanks.”

Sies - sis”: expression of disgust, disappointment, annoyance
Example: Ag sies man

Ubuntu – compassion, kindness, humanity [oo-boon-too]: 
An ancient African word used to describe common philosophical 
feeling of humanity and family, meaning “I am because we are”.


