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1.1

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES IN SOUTH AFRICA
Introduction

The apartheid government made substantial but racially selective investments in education, which
gave rise to a class of highly qualified but largely white professionals. In the post-1994 era, this has
created both opportunities and challenges. On the one hand, the country is blessed with a strong
base of engineers, accountants and lawyers. On the other hand, all three professions are under
1
immense pressure to transform, and this has caused high levels of uncertainty and net emigration. In
two of the three sectors, this has contributed to a widening skills shortage.
The strength and sustainability of these professions in South Africa will largely depend on their ability
to address the unique challenges that arise from South Africa’s history, while simultaneously
maintaining international quality standards and professional recognition. Whereas these two
objectives are not necessarily in conflict, there is some risk that a strong focus on internal
transformation may contribute to increased barriers to entry for external firms and professionals (or
may slow the opening of these sectors to international competition). And this may limit the potential
gains from increased trade and knowledge-sharing in this sector, particularly within the SADC region.
This paper reveals that such concerns are not misplaced; at least in the engineering and accounting
professions. In these two sectors, it is remarkably difficult for SADC professionals to work in South
Africa, largely because little or no recognition is given for past training and experience. In law, some
preferences are given to some African countries, but most foreigners are required to retrain from
undergraduate level in order to practice in South Africa. Not surprisingly, there is little evidence of
inward migration and most of the SADC professionals interviewed indicated that it is difficult to find
work in South Africa.
For foreign (largely African) students training in South Africa, a new set of barriers emerge. In the
legal and accounting professions, graduates must undergo two years of articles before they can
qualify as an attorney or accountant. Access to such positions is limited and black South African
students inevitably receive preference. Similarly engineering students, particularly in the universities of
technology, report difficulties in finding industrial placements for their experiential training year, with
many students being unable to complete their diploma for lack of this work experience.
Thus despite the apparent opportunities to train and work in South Africa, especially for well-educated
individuals from neighboring or nearby African states, it is remarkably hard for them to enter this
market. A fact confirmed by this project: we struggled to find sufficient foreign engineers, accountants
and lawyers to interview. In the legal profession, where domestic supply seems to outstrip (or at least
satisfy) demand, these barriers are relatively harmless. But in both the engineering and accounting
professions, where South Africa faces severe skills shortages and net emigration, existing policies and
restrictions are costly and in some instances unnecessary.

1

By 2009, the percentage of black professionals in the accounting, engineering and legal professions remain very
low, at12%, 24% and 21% respectively.
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1.2

The role of professional services in South Africa

Compared to most developing countries, South Africa has a large and well developed market for
professional services in general, and engineering, legal and accountancy services in particular. The
actual size of these professions, in terms of numbers and contribution to GDP, is difficult to measure.
Different definitions and sources give rise to very different numbers. Official data provided by Statistics
South Africa, indicates that these three services combined contribute around 2% of GDP. But this is
likely to be a large underestimate of the contribution made by qualified accountants, engineers and
lawyers (many of whom do not work for the specialist service firms measured by StatsSA), to the
economy as a whole.
Table 1: Total income in accounting, engineering and law in 2006

Accounting, bookkeeping and auditing
activities; tax consultancy
Engineering services
Legal activities
All real estate and business services

R million

% of real estate
and business
services

% of GDP

13,307
7,201
11,573
373,384

3.6%
1.9%
3.1%
8.6%

0.8%
0.4%
0.7%
21.4%

Source: Statistics South Africa, 2009

Problems with measurement are best demonstrated by the engineering profession. Looking narrowly
at the consulting engineering industry, there are approximately 460 firms in South Africa, employing
over 20 000 people. As shown in Figure 1 below, fee income amongst these firms has grown strongly
over the past decade in line with a substantial increase in infrastructure and property investment, and
in 2008, was calculated at R17 billion (just over R10 billion in real 2000 prices). Total fee income in
2006, as reported by the profession (approximately R8 billion in nominal terms), was similar to that
recorded by StatsSA in the same year.
But the consulting engineering industry reflects a reasonably small component of a much larger
industry; and many engineers are employed in large contracting and construction companies. In
2008, total construction works accounted for around 5.5% of GDP, about ten times the contribution of
the consulting engineering industry. This figure includes a much wider range of products and
services and it is impossible to distinguish between the engineering, project management and
construction components of a particular project. In this paper, we therefore try to differentiate between
consulting engineers, who are largely involved in design work, feasibility studies, engineering survey
work, supervision and project management; and engineers (and engineering companies) who are
directly involved in contracting and construction work.
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Figure 1: Consulting engineering annual fee income (Rm 2000 prices)
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Source: CESA

Similar problems emerge in accounting for the number of engineering professionals. The Engineering
Council of South Africa (ECSA) is a statutory body established by the Engineering Professions Act
No.46 of 2000 and is charged with the accreditation and registration of all engineers in South Africa
(regardless of whether they work as consulting engineers or for construction companies). By March
2009 ECSA had 30,000 registered practitioners. The Council recorded particularly large increases in
registration over last few years in response to the introduction of compulsory registration and large
increases in the registration of previously disadvantaged persons (with 56% of new registrations
occurring over the past 3 years).
Table 2: ECSA Registered Engineering Professionals
Category

2004

2008-Mar 09

% growth

14

19

36%

Professional Engineers

14,728

14,474

-2%

Professional Engineering Technologists

2,522

3,224

28%

Professional Certificated Engineers

793

998

26%

Professional Engineering Technicians

800

1,887

136%

3,224

4,330

34%

Candidate Engineering Technologists

573

1,357

137%

Candidate Certificated Engineers

107

184

72%

Candidate Engineering Technicians

699

1,745

150%

EMF
International Professional Engineers
Professionals

Candidates
Candidate Engineers

Specified Category

3
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Registered Lift Inspectors

155

160

Registered Lifting machine inspectors

3%

556

Dormant (since new legislation in 2001)
Registered Engineering technicians
Registered Engineering Technicians (Master)
Total

1,224

936

-24%

504

441

-13%

25,343

30,311

20%

Source: ECSA

However, the numbers registered with ECSA represent a fraction of the people working in the
engineering profession. Du Toit and Roodt (2008) estimated that there were about 124 567 people
working as engineering professionals in South Africa in 2006, one third as engineers and
technologists, and two thirds as technicians. An estimated 58 140 engineering technicians are working
without full qualifications, principally due to the fact that they cannot get the required practical
experience to complete their diploma and formally register with ECSA as professional engineering
technicians. In the private sector a significant number of engineers are employed outside the industry
in the manufacturing and financial and business services sector. Management consultancies in
particular actively recruit top engineering graduates.
The South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) had 29 561 members as at October
2009, of which 22 846 are based in South Africa. However, as is the case with the engineering sector,
membership of industry associations represents only a fraction of total employment in the sector. A
2
study undertaken for SAICA in 2007 found that total sector employment at the time comprised
283 000 individuals, of which 26% held at least a university degree.
Table 3: SAICA membership, October 2009
Financial Accountant

Absentee

Total

1,045

3,421

Branch Accountant

28

3

31

Financial Support Staff

273

126

399

General Management

2,648

750

3,398

C & I Internal Auditing

443

153

596

Management Accounting

541

187

728

Senior Financial Manager

4,031

1,122

5,153

125

60

185

Treasury Accountant
Education

462

64

526

Public Corporations

407

165

572

Government - Central

235

26

261

Government - Local

44

15

59

Government – Provincial
Retired

2

In SA
2,376

114

11

125

1,067

209

1,276

Tshwane University of Technology et al 2008, 1
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Other

2,443

Unemployed

892

3,335

149

100

249

Employed in Public Practice

3,954

1,460

5,414

Partner in Public Practice

2,065

240

2,305

Sole Practitioner

1,441

87

1,528

Total

22,846

6,715

29,561

Source: SAICA constituency data, available from https://www.saica.co.za/Default.aspx

In law, problems of measurement are less severe. The Law Society of South Africa (LSSA) had
18 600 registered professional attorneys and a further 4 900 registered candidate attorneys, as at
October 2009. The majority of these attorneys are registered with the various regional associations,
work in private sector practices and can therefore be counted. There are over 8 000 attorney’s
practices in South Africa, employing an estimated 57 000 people. A large number of legal
professionals are also employed by the public sector. The Department of Justice currently has a staff
of 21,000, about a fifth of which is legal professionals, including magistrates, judges, attorneys,
advocates and legal advisers.
At first glance, it is clear that the contribution of these three services extends well beyond the
reasonably small number of qualified professionals it employs and a few percentage points of GDP.
South Africa’s 30 000 engineers oversee an industry that absorbs at least another 100 000
professionals and a much larger number of lesser skilled workers; which together contribute a
substantial share of GDP and provide and maintain the infrastructure needed for economic growth.
Similarly, the country’s 19 000 lawyers provide employment for 40 000 support staff and South Africa’s
30 000 accountants support a financial services industry of almost 300 000 people. The impact of
these industries on economic efficiency and development is much more substantial than their
statistical size suggests.

2
2.1

MARKET STRUCTURE AND PERFORMANCE
Size and distribution

With reasonably large number of professionals practicing in South Africa, mostly in the private sector,
one would expect these industries to be efficient and competitive. In general, this seems to be the
case, though there has been substantial consolidation across all three professions and the country’s
largest accounting, engineering and legal firms absorb an increasing share of total work.
The South African consulting engineering sector is diverse, comprising of a variety of sub-disciplines,
such as civil engineering, structural engineering, mining services and environmental services.
Consulting Engineers South Africa (CESA) is a voluntary association of independent consulting
engineers in private practice. As of 2009 its membership included 460 firms employing more than
20,000 people. Over half the firms registered with the CESA have less than 10 employees. The
majority of firms are privately owned, with only two firms listed on the Johannesburg stock exchange.
Industry consolidation has become a noticeable trend in recent years and larger firms have come to
play an increasingly dominant role. In 2004, large firms employed 60% of total professionals in the
industry; by 2008, large firms (23% of the total number of firms) employed 81% of industry staff and

5
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3

accounted for 87% of industry fee earnings . Thus in 2008, R14.8bn of the industry’s annual fee
income of R17bn was shared amongst approximately 100 large firms.
In the legal sector, over 60% of professionals still work in small practices of less than 4 attorneys, with
4
only 6.5% of attorneys working in large practices with over 50 attorneys. The South African legal
market has however also begun to consolidate with a number of high profile firms completing
5
mergers. As a result, South Africa’s five largest legal firms together employ around 1 500 lawyers;
6
almost 10% of the total number of registered lawyers in the country . Yet concentration levels remain
relatively low in the profession. Data from a 2006 survey of the legal sector shows that industry fees
were shared reasonably evenly by firm size: 32.7% for large firms, 12.3% for medium size firms,
7
30.7% for small firms and 24.1% for micro firms. Conveyancing, administration of estates and civil
litigation are the fields of work which most attorney practices are engaged, and which account for the
majority of fee income in the industry.
The Independent Regulatory Board for Auditors (IRBA) is required to perform reviews of audit firms on
a cyclical basis. Such audit firms represent a substantial employer of accounting professionals,
although a large proportion of practitioners are embedded in firms and government as in-house
financial service providers. In its 2007-2008 review process, IRBA identified approximately 1 560 audit
firms operative in South Africa. Audit activity is concentrated in four large firms, namely Deloitte &
Touche, Ernst & Young, KPMG and PricewaterhouseCoopers, all of which have a countrywide
presence.

2.2

Fees and wages

The fees charged by South African professionals are generally unregulated – though associations do
in some cases provide guidance. Moreover, salaries and fees are broadly in line with or in cases
higher than their counterparts elsewhere in the world. This is partly a reflection of the quality and
mobility of South African professionals; but is also an indication of the shortages experienced in certain
industries, particularly engineering and accounting. High salaries are necessary to retain individuals in
these professions and in South Africa.
In engineering, ECSA issues guidelines for engineers, including both percentage based and indicative
time based fee scales. Percentage fees are calculated as a percentage of the cost of the works for
which the engineering service provider is responsible using a cumulative sliding scale (i.e. reducing
percentage/fee as the cost of the works increases). Fees range from 6% for larger projects to 20% for
smaller ones. The indicative time based fees are hourly rates, based on the level of expertise of the
engineer. ECSA describes four categories of staff, from a top ‘Category A’ professional (indicative

3

Rohde 2009

4 LSSA 2008
5

Cliffe Dekker merged with Hofmeyr Herbstein & Gihwala in June 2008 to create Cliffe Dekker Hofmeyr, one of
the largest legal practices in South Africa with 127 partners. Webber Wentzel Bowens merged with Mallinicks in
November 2007 to create new firm with 134 partners and 300 lawyers. Sonnenberg, Hoffmann & Galombik and
Edward Nathan merged in October 2006 to create Edward Nathan Sonnebergs.
6 South Africa’s so called Big Five law firms are Webber Wentzel, Bowman Gilfillan, Cliffe Dekker Hofmeyr,
Deneys Reitz and Edward Nathan Sonnenberg
7 StatsSA(2006)
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hourly rate R1 650) to a lesser skilled ‘Category D’ professional (R600 per hour). According to
industry representatives, these guidelines are not prescribed, not popular and not widely used (outside
of the public sector).
Looking at the earnings of South African engineers, it is difficult to standardise and compare salaries
across different countries. The ‘International Average Salary Income Database’ provided by World
8
Salaries tries to do so by collecting information directly from government agencies across 28 different
countries, and then converting average salary data from each country into constant 2005 US$ and
also to international dollars (purchasing power parity or PPP$) using published IMF conversion rates.
To improve consistency, the survey focuses specifically on chemical engineers, as defined by the ILO.
Although this database does not include South Africa, it is possible to include salary data for South
9
African chemical engineers obtained from a PAG salary survey conducted in 2008. This data
provides a gross salary range for each profession – and both the lower and upper bounds are
10
therefore presented.
The first two columns in Table 4 show the relative salaries of South African chemical engineers in US$
against the rest of the world. Whereas South African salaries appear reasonably high, they are in line
with most developed and English-speaking nations. In the second two columns, all salaries are
adjusted to reflect the purchasing power of such earnings at home. This PPP analysis suggests that
even the lowest paid South African chemical engineers enjoy a better standard of living than their
global peers. This substantial premium likely reflects the serious skills shortage in this sector,
particularly in the large South African mining and petrochemical sectors.
Table 4: International comparison of chemical engineering salaries, US$ and PPP
Country

US$

Country

PPP$

U.S.

4 710

South African Upper

8 183

UK

4 225

South African Lower

4 996

Germany

3 397

U.S.

4 710

South African Upper

3 377

Taiwan

4 070

Australia

3 312

UK

3 832

Finland

3 038

Brazil

3 687

Canada

2 965

Australia

3 375

Kuwait

2 627

Germany

3 146

Japan

2 530

Canada

2 967

Italy

2 518

Korea

2 762

Korea

2 190

Portugal

2 594

Taiwan

2 179

Peru

2 560

8

www.worldsalaries.org
http://www.pag.co.za/downloads/Salary_Survey_Oct%2007-Oct%2008.pdf)
10
Furthermore, the 2008 data had to be deflated to 2005 values, tax had to be removed and the net salary then
converted to US$ and PPP$. Here, we adopted the same methodology and sources as World Salaries and used
economic data from the IMF and oanda.com.
9
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Portugal

2 080

Finland

2 544

South African Lower

2 062

Thailand

2 369

Singapore

1 731

Italy

2 332

Austria

1 499

Japan

2 152

Brazil

1 481

Kuwait

2 104

Hungary

1 304

Hungary

2 055

Peru

1 176

Singapore

1 889

Mexico

1 081

Austria

1 882

Czech Republic

1 006

Philippines

1 827

Thailand

756

Mexico

1 562

Slovakia

699

Czech Republic

1 540

Poland

664

Latvia

1 397

Latvia

621

Slovakia

1 359

Philippines

406

Poland

1 240

Lithuania

385

China

1 076

Romania

365

Lithuania

1 012

Russia

325

Russia

813

China

252

Romania

712

Source: World Salaries (www.worldsalaries.org) and DNA own analysis.

The qualifications of South African Chartered and Management accountants are internationally
accredited and qualified professionals are remarkably mobile. The salaries of such individuals can
thus be compared internationally. Moreover, there is recent and detailed survey data available from
the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) and a private recruitment agency in South
Africa (Antonapps), which shows the average salaries of specialist accountants by country, sector
(industry and financial services) and level of experience. Some select results are presented in Figure
2 below.

8
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Figure 2: Accounting salary comparison
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CIMA
Fellow

Qualifaction (and years of experience)

Source: Antonapps CA Salary Survey 2009 (http://www.antonapps.com/salary.html); CIMA Salary Survey 2009
(http://myjobs.cimaglobal.com/careers/2144); and DNA own analysis.

According to this data, qualified Chartered and Management Accountants in South Africa earn around
20% less than their counterparts in England and more or less the same as accountants in Australia.
Living costs in Australia and England are substantially higher than those in South Africa – so to make
a fair salary comparison, these figures have been adjusted using the 2009 EIU Cost of Living Index.
The adjusted results are shown in Figure 3 below.
Figure 3: Accounting salary comparison – adjusted for cost of living
180
160
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Source: EIU (2009) and DNA own analysis

Once adjusted to reflect the lower cost of living in South Africa, it would appear that the earnings of
qualified accountants in South Africa greatly exceed those of accountants in major English-speaking
markets, such as England and Australia. This is not surprising, as substantial evidence of skills
shortages in this sector is readily available. High salaries are therefore needed to retain scarce and
skilled accountants in the country.
The fees charged by attorneys in South Africa vary considerably and are dependent on the attorney’s
experience, their expertise in the field, the geographic area where they practice as well as on the fees

9
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charged by other attorneys doing similar work in the area. The LSSA (2008) finds for example that
some firm’s minimum rates exceed others’ maximum rates by a substantial margin. The highest rates
are charged by consultants and the lowest by associates and candidate attorneys. The Law Society of
South Africa only issues recommended fee guidelines for conveyancing: based on a sliding scale
depending on the value of the property, varying from R3 200 for properties valued at R80 000 up to
R7 500 for a property valued at R500 000.
Table 5: Hourly rates charged by legal professionals in South Africa
Minimum rates
Percentile
05

Median

Maximum rates
Percentile
95

Percentile
05

Median

Percentile

Equity Partners

R200

R500

R1 200

R400

R850

R1 800

Salaried Partners

R150

R500

R1 200

R300

R800

R1 600

Senior Associates

R200

R500

R1 000

R400

R800

R1 500

Associates

R200

R450

R850

R300

R700

R1 200

Consultants

R150

R500

R1 500

R200

R1 000

R2 000

Candidate Attorneys

R100

R300

R650

R200

R400

R900

Source: LSSA
11

Using data from Payscale we can compare average lawyers’ salaries in South Africa with those of
their counterparts in England and Australia. Even when using the upper bound level for South African
salaries, they are well below those earned in Australia and the UK. See figure 4 below. Adjusting
again for differences in costs of living, the salaries of South African lawyers are at a similar level to
those in Australia but still less than those in England. South African lawyers, it would seem, are less
scarce than their engineering and accounting counterparts.

11

http://www.payscale.com/
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Figure 4: Lawyer salary comparison (R’000)
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Figure 5: Lawyers salary comparison –adjusted for cost of living
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2.3

Foreign involvement and investment

All three professions are dominated by local firms; though in accounting, this is often in association
with foreign companies, a trend that has recently emerged amongst lawyers too. In engineering,
foreign interest appears to have diminished in recent years; with international companies reducing
their holdings in some of the large South African-owned construction companies and participating on a
project-by-project basis instead.
International firms are heavily represented in the auditing profession. The big four auditing firms in
South Africa, namely Deloitte & Touche, Ernst & Young, KPMG and PricewaterhouseCoopers, are all
members of international networks of auditing firms. In each case, the South African division is a
separate legal entity, which uses the branding of the international entity and is supplied with
coordination services. In South Africa, the local partners (shareholders) typically hold equity in the local

11
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firm, so ownership will tend to be majority domestic. This model of international expansion has been
used by these firms to roll out auditing services internationally, and the South African ‘big four’ are in
fact the four biggest international auditing firms. The South African supply of auditing and accounting
services is thus well integrated into international markets.
In the legal profession, low levels of foreign competition reflect high barriers to entry, which make it
very difficult (or at least very unattractive) for non-South Africans to practice in many areas of domestic
law. The US law firm White & Case established a presence in South Africa in 1995, working primarily
on mergers and acquisitions, capital markets transactions, and mining, metals and energy projects.
They also advise South African firms involved in cross border transactions. Other North American
firms that have entered the market include Dewey & Leboeuf and the Canadian firm Fasken
Martineau. Whereas these companies can provide almost all forms of commercial and international
legal advice, their foreign and South African employees may not practice as lawyers (unless all
partners are registered as lawyers in South Africa).
In general international law firms prefer to maintain relationships or alliances with local practices rather
than set up a physical presence. Cliffe Dekker was the first South African law firm to enter into an
alliance with a foreign firm, when they partnered with the DLA Piper group in November 2005. In April
2008, the South African legal firm Routledge Modise was effectively absorbed by Eversheds
International, and now operates under the Eversheds brand. Eversheds plans to outsource basic
work from other jurisdictions to the South African office, such as due diligence, drafting and document
checking. This particular association is likely to be challenged by the Law Society of the Northern
Provinces; largely because the company is no longer trading under the names of its South African
partners.
South Africa’s multinational construction and engineering firms have a strong grip on local and
regional markets and there is little visible presence of foreign firms. But some of the large South
African contractors have some level of foreign ownership: Bateman is owed by a consortium of private
international investors; South Africa’s leading engineering design company Africon has recently
merged with Ninan Shand of South Africa and Connell Wagner of Australia to create Aurecon; and the
French multinational Bouyques Construction once owned 70% of Basil Read (but has since sold most
of this to South African investors). A small number of international engineering consulting firms also
have subsidiary operations in South Africa, such as Hatch Africa (www.hatch.ca).
Moreover, many of South Africa’s large construction contractors are listed on the Johannesburg stock
exchange and have varying degrees of foreign shareholdings. For example 13% of both WBHO and
12
Group Five are currently owned by non-South Africa shareholders. Aveng and Murray & Roberts
13
have more substantial foreign shareholdings, at 30% and 42% respectively.

12

http://www.wbho.co.za/annual-reports/2009/share/analysis.htm /
http://groupfive.investoreports.com/groupfive_ar_2009/performance/annexure-5-analysis-of-shareholders/
13
http://www.onlinewebstudio.co.za/online_reports/murrob_ar09/sus_analysis.php/ http://www.aveng.co.za/index.php?pageid=43
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Box 1: Government procurement and the CIDB
All engineering and construction firms looking to undertake public sector contracts must be registered with the
1
Construction Industry Development Board (CIDB). The official registration time is 21 days and cost depends
on the grading being applied for – the CIDB gives the firm a certificate of registration and grading, with grading
based on turnover, experience, work capability, professional skill. The grade achieved effectively determines
the type of contracts for which the firm is eligible.
Public service contracts are also subject to the preferential procurement policy framework Act No 5 2000. Nonnational firms are treated exactly the same as domestic firms in this process. For example, in 2006 the China
National Overseas Engineering Corporation (Covec) secured a R420m large public sector contract to build a
pipeline by the Trans Caledon Tunnel Authority (TCTA), a state owned water utility, in 2006.
Covec applied for and received CIDB accreditation at the highest level (Grade 9). Covec also complied with
the Preferential Procurement Act by partnering with Mathe Construction, a local black owned construction firm.
But Covec did face a number of difficulties in implementing this project. Firstly, the company struggled to
comply with the requirements of South Africa’s environmental and safety legislation. Secondly, as a new
entrant in the market with no financial track record, Covec was unable to open credit lines with local materials
suppliers, and had to purchase inputs such as cement on a cash basis. Finally, Covec experienced difficulties
1
and long delays in securing work permits for their Chinese technical staff.
Constructions firms and engineering service providers doing private sector work are not required to be
registered with the CIDB.

3

MARKET FOR PROFESSIONALS

3.1

The need for skills

In the post-1994 era South Africa experienced a mismatch between labour demand and supply with
shortages experienced across a wide range of specific professions as well as general management
and academia. This was largely because the education system was not geared towards producing the
kinds of skills needed in a more integrated, open and competitive economy. According to Joshua
Meyer, head of the Engineering Department of the University of Pretoria, the US National Science
Foundation found that South Africa produced about 0.5 students in the engineering and natural
sciences for every 100,000 of the population, compared to 13.2 for Finland, the world leader. This
places South Africa a lowly 51st of 56 countries in the NRF world rankings. South African universities
are producing about 3,000 natural scientists and 1,500 engineers a year from a total of almost
14
900,000 people of a university-going age . Recent surveys show that the resulting skills shortage is
the primary or at least one of or the key constraints to productivity and growth (Daniels, 2007). These
concerns are confirmed by substantial anecdotal evidence: Sasol cannot find mechanics and riggers
and is looking to import 2 000 artisans; there is an estimated shortage of 12 000 welders nationally; by
2008 South Africa will be short of at least 15 000 educators; and the 37 Government Departments

14
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require about 5 chartered accountants each (various sources in Stern and Jitsing, 2008). The HSRC
(in CDE 2007) estimated the total shortfall in all managerial and technical sectors at between 350 000
and 500 000 people in 2001 and more recently, the Government has estimated this shortfall at 1
million (Department of Labour, 2007).
Similar evidence emerges in both the engineering and accounting professions. CESA consistently
report in their biannual industry survey that over 80% of firms experience difficulties recruiting
experienced engineering staff. This is particularly the case with engineers and engineering
15
technologists. Data from the Department of Labour shows large increases in vacancies for all
engineering fields between 2004 and 2007, in particular for mining and electrical engineers and
16
technologists. Industry respondents suggests that the situation has improved slightly over the first
six months of 2009, as the impact of the global financial crisis on the international construction sector
has seen the retrenchment and subsequent return of skilled expatriate engineers to South Africa.
As a symptom of sustained skills shortages, average unit labour costs in the consulting engineering
sector have increased well above the rate of the CPI over the past number of years, rising by 145%
17
between 2002 and 2009, from an average R79 to R185 per hour. Wage increases are more
pronounced for engineers. In the eight year period between 1997 and 2005 salaries for engineers
18
increased at an annual rate of 12.9%, compared to 8.9% for technicians during the same period.
Sustained evidence of skills shortages in accounting services prompted SAICA to commission a study
19
on the issue in 2008. The research team found strong corroborating evidence of such skills
shortages, as shown in Table 6 below. The total number of unfilled vacancies as at 2007 was
estimated at 22 030 individuals, or a total industry vacancy rate of 7.2%. The skills shortage was acute
in the non-financial services sector (reflecting problems with skills retention in the government sector in
particular), and for individuals with at least an undergraduate degree, where slightly over a quarter of
positions were vacant.
Table 6: Vacancies in accounting services

Total

Vacancy
rate

Filled

Vacant

Total

Vacancy
rate

Filled

Vacant

Total

Vacancy
rate

Grade 11/NQF
level 3 and
below

Total 2007

Vacant

Education
level

Non-financial Services Sector

Filled

Financial Services Sector

118

-

118

0.0%

31 369

379

31 748

1.2%

31 487

379

31 866

1.2%

15

There are three main type of engineering professional in South Africa; engineers, engineering technologists,
engineering technicians. The designation primarily depends on the level of tertiary education; engineer is a holder
of a four-year bachelor of engineering degree from a university; engineering technologists hold a bachelor of
technology degree from a university of technology; engineering technicians hold a national diploma from a
university of technology.
16
Erasmus 2008
17
CESA 2009
18
Du Toit & Roodt 2008
19
Tshwane University of Technology & Research Focus 2008
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Grade 12 and
diploma or
certificate/NQF
levels 4 and 5

15 331

1 012

16 342

6.2%

161 906

6 186

168 092

3.7%

177 237

7 198

184 434

3.9%

First degree/
NQF level 6

19 110

1 166

20 276

5.8%

13 222

7 899

21 121

37.4%

32 332

9 065

41 397

21.9%

Honours
degree or
higher/NQF
level 7 & above

23 009

1 818

24 826

7.3%

18 935

3 571

22 506

15.9%

41 944

5 389

47 332

11.4%

Total

57 568

3 995

61 563

6.5%

225 432

18 035

243 467

7.4%

283 000

22 030

305 030

7.2%

Source: Tshwane University of Technology & Research Focus 2008, 1

The situation in the legal profession is somewhat different. Improved economic growth experienced in
South Africa in recent years has resulted in an increasing demand for legal professionals. The finance
sector is by far the biggest employer of legal professionals, with growth in this sector largely
20
accounting for the overall growth in demand. There has also been a significant increase in number of
legal practices over the past decade. Between 1997 and 2002 alone the number of legal practices
21
increased by 1 850, a 44.5% increase over the period. The public sector is also a major employer of
legal professionals and the Department of Justice increased employment of legal staff by 50%
22
between 2002 and 2007, from 11 066 to 16 879.
But despite these strong increases in the demand for legal services, there is no evidence of a skills
constraint in the legal sector. Undergraduate registrations for LLB BA (Law) and BComm (Law) exhibit
a rising trend, from about 5 000 in 1998 to about 9 000 in 2007; and on average, there are 3 000
graduates coming through these programs each year. There has also been an increase in the number
of articles of clerkship registered with law societies, with a rise in the number of attorneys and
advocates being admitted. As a result, there has been a 50% increase in the number of practicing
attorneys since 1999.

20

Godfrey 2008
LSSA 2009
22
Godfrey 2008
21
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Figure 6: Number of practising Attorneys 1999-2009

20000
18000
16000
14000
12000
10000
1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Source: LSSA

Whereas South Africa has little difficulty in producing sufficient new lawyers, there is a short supply of
black legal professionals. By 2007, more than 70% of attorneys were white and 80% of attorney’s
23
practices were white owned Black South Africans also make-up a small proportion of advocates,
with their numbers actually declining between 2001 and 2005.
Figure 7: Number of Attorneys by race 2007
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Box 2: Bottlenecks in secondary education
In the accounting and engineering professions, the bottlenecks in the supply of professionals begin in the
primary and secondary education systems. South African educational standards in maths and science
education, particularly in state schools which were previously run under the Bantu Education system, remain
very low. For example, a 2008-09 World Economic Forum survey of executive opinion ranked the quality of
rd
math and science education in South African as 133 out of the 133 countries surveyed.
The net effect of this is that very small numbers of school leavers have the necessary qualifications to enter
technical courses such as accounting and engineering, and many faculties compete for such students. This
skills shortage still has a racial dimension as well – qualifying students at secondary level are
disproportionately white, which limits the ability of universities and colleges to address the racial disparities
among tertiary graduates.
The extent of the problem is illustrated in Figure 8 below. As at 2006, only 34% of school entrants were
proceeding through all twelve years of primary and secondary education, and sitting the final matric
examination. Of those that sat the exam, 60% achieved a pass, but only 4.7% achieved an overall passing
grade which incorporated a pass in higher grade mathematics – a prerequisite for most technical courses,
such as accounting and engineering. Only 700 African students, equivalent to only 0.1% of matric
candidates, achieved at least a C in higher grade mathematics.
Figure 8: Maths graduates at secondary level in 2006
Students
2000000
1600000
1500000
1000000
550000
500000

330000
26000

0
Writing matric Passin g
Passin g
Sch o ol
in 2006
matric in 2006Math s h igher
en tran ts in
g rad e
1995

2500

700

African
ch ildren
p assing
Math s HG

African
ch ildren
g ettin g C an d
abo ve fo r
Math s HG

Source: CA Charter, http://www.cacharter.co.za/displaycontent.asp?ContentPageId=1024&Content

3.2

Entry requirements

For South Africans (or foreigners trained in South Africa), the requirements for entry into all three
professions are rigorous but in line with most other jurisdictions. In most cases, professionals require
an accredited post-graduate university degree (at least four years of tertiary education) to practice;
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though in both the accounting and engineering professions, a ‘lower’ level of registration has been
introduced to accommodate other technical specialists. The legal profession has no registration
requirements for paralegals and this sub-sector remains open and unregulated.
The basic requirements for admission as an attorney in South Africa are as follows:
•

LLB Law degree or BComm (Law) from a South African University. Typically admission to a legal
degree course will require at least a matric exemption at secondary level.

•

South African citizenship or permanent residency status.

•

Two years of service under articles of clerkship with South African firm of attorneys or community
service at a certified law clinic or office of the Legal Aid Board.

•

A legal training course approved by the law Society has to be attended and completed.

•

Successful completion of the Attorneys Admission exam.

To become a member of one of the bar councils (i.e. an advocate), an LLB graduate must enter into a
pupilage for one year and pass the exam set by the General Council of the Bar of South Africa.
There are three main types of engineering professional in South Africa, with the designation
depending primarily on the level of tertiary education, as follows:
•

Engineers hold a four year Bachelor of Science (BSc Eng) or Bachelor of Engineering (BEng/Ing)
degree from a university. Until recently, the basic entry requirement for these courses was a
Higher Grade A, B or C in mathematics and science. With the scrapping of the dual higher and
standard grade final matric exams; it has become more difficult for universities to assess the level
of maths training received at school level.

•

Engineering technologists hold a bachelor of technology (BTech) degree from a university of
technology (a technical college). A minimum C grade in standard grade mathematics was
required to gain entry to these courses.

•

Engineering technicians hold a national diploma (NDip) from a university of technology.

All engineering practitioners, including both professionals and candidates, are required to register with
the engineering council, ECSA. But in practice, many engineers fail to complete their formal
qualifications and thus are not eligible to register with the council. This does not prevent them from
working in a technical capacity in the industry.
The South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) permits three different membership
levels, as follows:
•

Chartered Accountant CA(SA): requires a B Com Accounting degree or an equivalent CA(SA)
undergraduate qualification at a SAICA accredited university. Until recently, entry into such a
degree required at least a D in higher grade mathematics at secondary level. The undergraduate
qualification must then be followed by a one year Certificate in the Theory of Accounting, and
then a three year learnership in either auditing or financial management. The final step is the
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qualifying examinations, to be completed after the learnership. Only members of SAICA are
legally entitled to describe themselves as CA(SA), as prescribed by the Chartered Accountants
Designation Act, 1993 (Act 67 of 1993).
•

Associate General Accountant AGA(SA): this intermediate level of membership is currently being
phased out by SAICA.

•

Associate Accounting Technician AAT(SA): SAICA has recently partnered with the UK’s
Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) to introduce a NQF level 3 qualification for
accounting technicians. Prior to this development, there was no formal training requirement for
accounting technicians. AAT qualifications have been available in South Africa since January
2006.

4

INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION AND TRADE

4.1

The flow of professionals

Calculations by Stern and Szalontai (2006) indicate that South Africa experienced a net outflow of
around 9 000 professionals a year from 1994 to 2003. Engineers and accountants in particular have
featured quite heavily in this outflow. As shown in Table 7, the net loss of engineers and accountants
is equivalent to 5% and 7% respectively of total net emigration of economically active individuals. Net
annual losses of individuals in the legal occupations are much lower. Unfortunately, more recent data
is not available because Statistics South Africa stopped reporting on emigration and immigration from
2004.
Table 7: Average annual net migration, 2001-2003
Annual average: 2001-2003

Immigrants

Emigrants

Net gain/loss

Engineer and related

9

358

-349

Legal occupations

1

96

-94

Accountant and related accounting occupations
Total - economically active

39

594

-555

1,006

8,488

-7,482

Source: Statistics South Africa, Documented migration 2003

What should also be noted from the table are the extremely low levels of formal immigration of
qualified engineers, lawyers and accountants over this period. This is partly in response to slow
economic growth and heightened political and social uncertainty post-1994; but the data also reflects
restrictive immigration regulations (across all categories of workers) and the stringent accreditation
requirements imposed by the local associations, particularly in the legal and accounting professions.

4.2

Education, registration and standards

In the engineering sector, ECSA is responsible for the accreditation of engineering programs offered
by higher education Institutions, and works with the Higher Education Qualifications Committee in
evaluating proposed new engineering programs. Total ECSA accredited programs include 51 B.Eng.
programs, 96 BTech. programs, and 88 National Diploma programs. Although ECSA does have a
mechanism for evaluating foreign qualifications, it does not distinguish between South African and
foreign engineers on its register.
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ECSA is a signatory to a number of international agreements on mutual recognition/equivalence,
including the Washington Accord (mutual recognition of educational qualifications for education of
engineers), the Sydney Accord (mutual recognition of education qualifications of engineering
technicians), and the Dublin Accord (mutual recognition of educational qualifications of engineering
technicians). Such agreements have proved a double-edged sword for South Africa; in that they
greatly enhance the mobility of South African engineers and thus facilitate their emigration. No other
African countries are signatories to these agreements, so the most likely source of immigrant
engineers, from neighboring countries, is not facilitated.
Foreign engineers (i.e. those not educated in South Africa and whose qualifications are not recognized
under an international agreement) wishing to practice in South Africa must have their qualifications
assessed and approved by ECSA. The general guidelines are as follows:
•

Applicants must prove that they have at least three years of post-qualification training and
experience before their application will be considered.

•

The applicant will be invited to a personal interview with ECSA to determine the level to which
their degree was awarded by the university concerned and if it meets ECSA’s education
requirements.

•

If the application is assessed as not meeting ECSA’s requirements, the applicant may enroll as
an alternate route candidate, provided the candidate has an academic qualification at least
equivalent to a National Diploma, and has work experience considered equivalent to 10 years
experience at the level of competence and responsibility expected of a professional engineer
after graduation. The candidate will then be required to enroll in a local university, and ECSA,
based on their assessment, recommends specific subjects the candidate should complete. On
completion of the required examinations the candidate will be approved as a professional
engineer and can register with ECSA.

The ECSA annual report for 2006/7 reports that 83 foreign qualifications for professional engineering
status were evaluated during that period, of which 65 were recognised and approved on the basis of
interviews and 16 were not recognised. Similarly, for candidate engineer status, 164 foreign
qualifications were evaluated of which 73 were approved and 21 were not recognised.
In recognition of the low numbers of approved migrants and the growing skills shortage in the sector,
ECSA launched a new foreign qualification assessment process in August 2008. The impact of this
fast-track evaluation process, as reported by ECSA, was remarkable. In 2008 ECSA assessed a total
of 540 candidates with foreign qualifications, of which 366 individuals were deemed to hold degrees
equivalent to a correspondent South African qualification and were allowed to register with ECSA as
24
professional engineers.
The legal sector has been much less accommodating. According to the Attorneys Act (no. 53 of
1979), the law societies of South Africa apply a requalification policy to attorneys from foreign
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25

jurisdictions. In effect, foreign lawyers must begin their studies and articles afresh in order to practice
domestic law in South Africa. Unsurprisingly, very few do. Foreign lawyers may however establish in
South Africa under their home title (the title granted by their home jurisdiction) and are permitted to
practice their home country and international law. They may also act as legal consultants in South
Africa on most aspects of commercial law (excluding court work); as long as they do not represent
themselves as attorneys or advocates. Foreign legal consultants may not register with any of the law
societies and are not subject to their discipline and protection. Moreover, foreign firms or legal
consultants may not enter into partnerships or fee sharing arrangements with South African law firms
or lawyers.
The new Legal Practice Bill of 2002 will provide for a new approach for the admission of qualified legal
practitioners from other jurisdictions in South Africa. In particular, it aims to establish a panel of legal
experts to assess foreign legal qualifications, as well as criteria for granting permanent or temporary
exemptions. The Bill has been under consideration for seven years and according to respondents, is
likely to take another few years to be passed into the law.
The Chartered Accountants Designation Act, 1993 (Act 67 of 1993) allows accountants who are
members of a non-South African body of chartered accountants to use their foreign designation in
South Africa, as long as the country in which they obtained their qualification is clearly indicated. In
other words, they are not permitted to describe themselves as a CA(SA), but may refer to other
qualifications that they do hold, even if such qualifications were obtained in countries with which South
Africa does not have reciprocal membership agreements.
SAICA also has reciprocal membership arrangements with chartered accountancy bodies in Australia,
Canada, England, Wales, Hong Kong, Ireland, New Zealand and Scotland; and members of these
bodies may apply for SAICA membership (and thus for use of the CA(SA) designation). For foreign
nationals who are not covered under these reciprocal agreements, SAICA typically requires that they
pass a conversion examination and satisfy SAICA as to the adequacy of their practical experience.
Some South African employers do actively seek out individuals with foreign qualifications in
accounting, such as ACCA-recognised qualifications. While an ACCA-recognised accountant is
permitted to practice in South Africa, they are not permitted to use the chartered accountant
designation unless they pass SAICA examinations.

4.3

Immigration policy and performance

Post 1994, the new South African Government paid little attention to immigration policy and was slow
to replace the apartheid-era Aliens Control Act. A new Immigration Act was eventually promulgated in
2002, and amended in 2004, with the accompanying regulation published in June 2005. Although
large parts of the law went unchanged, the new Act recognises the potential role of immigrants in
addressing priority skills gaps: in s1(h), one of the aims of the Act is identified as being to ensure that
"the South African economy may have access at all times to the full measure of needed contributions
by foreigners." This is to be achieved through “simplified procedures and objectives, predictable and

25

The Act does provide for exemptions – from exams, articles of clerkship, attorneys admission exam - for attorneys from
Zimbabwe, Namibia, Lesotho and Swaziland under certain conditions
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reasonable requirements and criteria, and without consuming excessive administrative capacity" (s
1(a)).

Box 3: The South African Immigration Act – types of work permits
The Immigration Act, 2004 makes provision for six types of temporary work permits:

•

A business permit can be issued to a foreigner intending to invest in South Africa if he/she can provide
evidence of at least R2.5 million in investment; submits a short and long term business plan; and
undertakes to employ at least 5 South African citizens or permanent residents.

•

A quota work permit may be issued to foreigners who fall into specific 'professional categories' or
occupational classes' determined annually by the Minister of Home Affairs in consultation with the
Ministers of Labour and Trade and Industry. .

•

A general work permit can be issued to a foreigner who does not fall into one of the annual quota
categories if the prospective employer can demonstrate that a South African candidate could not be
found for a specific and vacant position.

•

An exceptional skills work permit may be issued by the Department of Home Affairs to individuals with
exceptional skills or qualifications "as determined by the Director General". No guidance is given as to
what these might be.

•

An intra-company transfer work permit may be issued to a foreigner for a period not exceeding two
years.

•

A corporate permit may be issued to an employer to recruit a fixed number of foreigners, again subject
to certification, financial guarantees and in this case, the agreement of the Department of Trade and
Industry.

For foreign professionals, the introduction of the quota work permit system would seem to provide a
quick and easy route into South Africa. The primary criterion for entry resides within the schedule of
occupations and the accompanying quota limits released annually by the Department of Home Affairs
(DHA). Applicants that fall within these categories simply need to provide confirmation from the South
African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) that their qualifications are compliant with South African
standards; and that they comply with the registration requirements of the relevant professional body.
The process for determining the occupational categories and annual quota limits lists is complex and
involves consultation across a number of Government Departments. First, the Department of Labour
solicits information from the Skills Education Training Authorities (SETAs) and the Departments of
Education, Home Affairs, Public Enterprises, Science & Technology, and Trade & Industry in order to
compile a master scarce skills list. From this list, the Department of Home Affairs establishes a work
permit quota list. The categories and limits included in the quota list are then re-considered by the
same five government departments listed above, as well as by a technical task team comprising
representatives of labour and business.
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The actual methodology for determining the master scarce skills list and the final quota numbers is not
clear. According to the Department of Labour (2007, 3):“the relative amount of scarcity is indicated as
a rounded, aggregate figure” and “the rounded, approximate figures reflect an order of magnitude and
not the potential negative impact on growth and development. For example, the magnitude of scarcity
for economic development policy and planning skills may be less than 50 while the inability to address
this scarcity may result in unsustainable local economic development accompanied by increased
26
poverty and unemployment in the particular locality.”
Stern and Jitsing (2008) consequently advise that it is more useful to consider the results rather than
27
the design of the National Skills List. The DoL National Scarce Skills list for 2007 includes 214
distinct work categories and identifies a total shortfall of just under 1 million positions. “According to this
list there is major skills shortage across almost all aspects of the South African economy; a claim
28
supported by the literature and other data sources.” But the Department of Home Affairs quota list for
2008 (no list for 2009 has been published) includes just 53 work categories and provides for a total of
34 000 work permits. “There is almost no concordance between the DHA list and that of the
Department of Labour and it is impossible to fathom how Government could derive the former from
29
the latter.”
Looking specifically at the three professions addressed in this paper, only engineers are regarded as
sufficiently scarce to make it onto the DHA quota list, and in fact, 12 different categories of
(manufacturing and construction) engineers are targeted with a total quota of 4 140. An additional
2 250 permits are set aside for engineering draftspersons. Together, these professions make up
around 20% of the total quota list. Whereas actuaries, statisticians and economists do qualify for
quota permits, accountants and lawyers do not. A foreign lawyer or accountant can therefore only
enter the country once they already have a job offer; and then, only if their employer can convince
DHA that there is no South African available and capable of doing this work. This is an onerous and
usually lengthy process.
The more lenient quota work permit appears to have had some success in attracting foreign
engineers. Data provided by the DHA for 2007/08 shows that 7% of the quota (307 work permits) was
taken up in this year; this is a marked improvement on the number of immigrants from the early
1990’s. Moreover, this is not the only avenue available to skilled engineers. Whereas the quota
permit gives engineers the right to look for work in South Africa; South African companies are more
likely to make use of the general work permit or a corporate permit in recruiting offshore. This is
30
because these two permits restrict foreign employees to a specific firm. And according to DHA,
major companies such as Mittal, Eskom, La Farge and Sasol recruit substantial numbers of foreign
engineers and technicians in this way.
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4.4

The regional dimension

There is little evidence of substantive regional collaboration in the professional services and the sector
has not been identified as one of the six priorities for negotiation and liberalisation in the service
protocol of the SADC Free Trade Agreement. Whereas all three professions are involved in some
form of regional fora or federation, most of these appear to focus on knowledge sharing rather than
the harmonization or accreditation of qualifications. For example, in the accounting industry, the only
evidence we could find of regional cooperation in was a three day conference for African regulators in
May 2008; which aimed to assist African countries by sharing information on the processes and tools
required to run an effective practice review department.
In engineering, as mentioned previously, South Africa has made strong commitments on mutual
recognition at the global level – but no African countries are signatories to this accord and preference
is therefore given to engineers from outside of the region. African engineers therefore need to
undergo a personal interview with ECSA in order to establish what additional training is required, if
any, in order to qualify as an engineer in South Africa. This makes it difficult for engineers from within
the region to determine the status of their qualifications, ex ante, and certainly does not encourage
migration.
In law, the opposite situation prevails. Whereas no recognition is given to qualifications of most
lawyers, those from some African countries do receive unilateral preference. Under section 13(1) of
the Attorneys Act candidates from certain designated countries (Zimbabwe and Namibia) do not have
to serve as candidate attorneys and can be exempted from the need to obtain a South African LLB
degree as well as from the need to sit for the South African attorney’s admission exam. Prospective
candidates must have practised for at least 5 years as a solicitor or an attorney in their home territory
and must have their LLB qualification certified to be equivalent by a South African university with a
recognised law faculty. The Act also provides for exemptions for legal professionals for Nigeria and
Lesotho, whose nationals may enter into contracts of clerkship for a period of two years; again,
provided that their LLB degree has been certified by a South African university.
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Box 4: Interviews – foreign trained professionals
The interviews carried at part of this study confirm the difficulties experienced by foreign professionals, trained
in other African countries, in working in South Africa. None of these professionals were able to make use of
their home country qualifications and most had changed career as a result. Respondents included:
•

A lawyer from Sudan who has worked as an Arabic interpreter in South Africa and has recently
completed a Masters Degree in Human Rights through UNISA (South Africa’s national correspondence
university). He felt that the South African law profession is a closed community; which does not welcome
lawyers from other African countries.

•

A lawyer from Zimbabwe who moved to South Africa about 5 years ago and runs a successful business
selling trout. He could not afford to support his family while redoing his degree and articles.

•

A lawyer from Tanzania who moved to South Africa to further his law career. He too was not prepared to
redo his degree and now works as a gemstone dealer, specializing in Tanzanite.

•

An accountant from Ghana who moved to South Africa for better work opportunities. Upon arrival, he
was informed that he needed to do a one year bridging course through UNISA, after which he will
received a Certificate of Accounting. He is currently pursuing this route but is concerned that he will find it
difficult to get a job as a foreigner without a full CA.

•

A Zimbabwean accountant who has been in South Africa for about 15 years. His degree was not
recognized in South Africa and he is currently working as a manager in a finance company. He also
invests in horses and the stock market.

•

A Zimbabwean engineer who recently arrived in South Africa. After an interview with ECSA, he has
been informed that he will need to complete a year’s study at a South African university in order to requalify.

Whereas qualified professionals find it difficult to enter the South African labour market; the situation
for students is apparently quite different. A 2009 report by UNESCO ranked South Africa as the
eighth most popular study destination for foreigners, based on figures from 153 countries. It estimates
that one out of every five foreign African students was studying at a South African university, including
14,669 from Zimbabwe, 10,169 from Namibia, 4,963 from Botswana, 2,825 from Swaziland and 1,213
from Mauritius. The University of Cape Town enrolled the most foreign students this year with 4,423.
Overall foreign students comprise just over 8% of South Africa’s total university population of 761,000.
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Box 5: Interviews – foreign students
Most of the foreign students studying in South Africa were not positive about finding employment in South
Africa; or had experienced problems obtaining the necessary permits. Surprisingly, accounting and
engineering students were particularly despondent. Responses included:

5

•

A Zimbabwean accounting student commented that it is considerably harder to get employment as a
foreigner compared to a South African. Moreover, most employers do not understand the concept of
work permits and will only consider offering a job once a work permit has already been secured.

•

The second accounting student interviewed confirmed that it is much easier to find employment if one
has South African residency. He also mentioned that prospects for promotion are limited because as a
non-South African, he does not qualify for affirmative action and the company would be penalized from
an empowerment perspective.

•

The third accounting student was also of the view that as a non South Africa, career prospects are
limited, and he just wants to complete his articles and then apply for accounting positions overseas.

•

A Swazi engineering student highlighted problems in obtaining a residency permit – he has had to travel
back and forth to Swaziland 5 to 6 times over the last 2 years and has still made little progress.

•

Conversely, a second engineering student described how he obtained citizenship as soon as he
completed his university degree, and was therefore able to enter the job market immediately upon
graduation. But even as a citizen he experienced discrimination relative to South African-born graduates.

•

The third engineering student confirmed that firms would rather give jobs to South African citizens rather
than to foreigners; from his experience larger firms were more likely to hire a foreigner than a smaller firm.

CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

South African professionals and their qualifications are generally competitive and comply with world
standards. Historically, this skills base has contributed to a mature legal and financial system and a
sizeable and advanced construction industry. The importance and impact of these professions
extends well beyond their narrow contribution to employment and GDP. Moreover, South Africa’s
engineering and professional service firms are active throughout the region; and in some cases,
globally.
The international quality and accreditation of South African degrees has also enhanced the mobility of
South African professionals; and large numbers of accountants and engineers in particular, have left
South Africa over the last few decades. Immigration, on the other hand, has stagnated. This has led
to a significant skills shortage in these sectors. In South Africa, the skills gap is further complicated by
the country’s racial history, and in particular, the relatively low numbers of black professionals in each
of these sectors. So even in law, where South Africa appears to have more than sufficient lawyers,
shortages and vacancies persist
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Existing skills shortages are directly manifested in the form of high wages, particularly in the
engineering and accounting professions, as well in the number of unfilled vacancies. Both undermine
the competiveness and capacity of the South African economy. There is therefore good reason to try
and attract and accredit professionals from other parts of the world; and the SADC region would seem
to provide an obvious source.
The engineering profession has made some progress in relaxing immigration controls and fasttracking accreditation, and has had some success in attracting foreign engineers. But its accreditation
process for African engineers remains relatively ad hoc and there are no mutual recognition
agreements within the region. Similarly, in accounting, preference is only given to qualified and
registered accountants from the world’s most developed countries, with accountants from the region
expected to pass a conversion examination and satisfy SAICA as to the adequacy of their practical
experience. Strangely, in law, where there is little need or demand for foreign expertise, South Africa
has made special provisions for lawyers from a handful of African nations.
It would be reckless to recommend that South Africa immediately lower entry requirements for all
engineers and accountants from within SADC. But given the scale of the shortages in South Africa in
these professions; the inability of the South African education system to keep up with demand; and the
desirability of retaining skilled professionals in the region: it is surprising that so little progress has been
made towards achieving a regional agreement on mutual recognition. Moreover, it is of some concern
that these important and opportune sectors will not be prioritized during SADC services negotiations.
Here, the professional associations in South Africa will likely need to take the lead in convincing their
own government to initiate meaningful discussions in this area.
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