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STATEMENT BY THE CHAIRPERSON OF THE BOARD 

Introduction

It is my privilege to present the National Research 
Foundation’s Annual Performance Plan (APP) for 
2026/27. This plan reaffirms the NRF’s commitment 
to advancing developmental impact through the 
delivery of funding, the provision of research 
infrastructure, and the promotion of science 
engagement. Our work aims to improve public 
management, promote industry-relevant know-
ledge, and support high-end skills for today’s and 
tomorrow’s workforce. The research we facilitate 
covers a wide spectrum – from galaxies to 
nanotechnologies and subatomic elements – 
positioning us at the leading edge of scientific 
innovation. We remain dedicated to strengthening 
our nation’s productive and creative capacity.

Alignment with National Priorities

The NRF’s interventions are fully aligned with 
South Africa’s long-term development agenda, as 
articulated in the National Development Plan 
(Vision 2030), the 2019 STI White Paper and its 
implementation plan, the STI Decadal Plan 2022–

2032, and the Medium-Term Development Plan 
(2024–2029). Our strategic pillars – Transformation, 
Innovation, Excellence, Sustainability for Impact 
(TIES4I) – guide and focus our initiatives to ensure 
they support national development and STI 
priorities across both public and private sectors. 
Over the next MTEF period, the STI landscape will 
encounter several emerging risks that require the 
attention of public policymakers to maximise 
opportunities and address potential threats. 

These risks include:

•	 The fragmentation of global consensus on 
justice and science, marked by rising 
projection and contestation of power.

•	 Increasing societal demands for quicker 
returns on public investment in research.

•	 The threat of human employment being 
replaced by rapid technological advance-
ments.

•	 The mounting economic and social costs 
resulting from the global failure to address 
and mitigate the worsening climate change 
crisis.

Strategic Positioning and Priorities

Strategically, the NRF is embedded within the 
National System of Innovation (NSI) to provide 
thought leadership and improve the developmental 
impact of the national science system. Building on 
the notable achievements in the transformation of 
the NSI since the end of apartheid, the NRF will, in 
pursuit of its five-year impact statement, focus on 
the following priorities over the MTEF period:
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•	 Enhancing coordination and collaboration of 
strategic investment interventions to broaden 
the scope and scale of impact.

•	 Improving research and human capacity 
funding and support through the implement-
ation of redesigned, impact-oriented granting 
instruments aligned with the Decadal Plan 
and the MTDP.

•	 Increasing resource mobilisation by fostering 
initiatives that attract partners with comple-
mentary STI objectives, pooling sector-wide 
resources to fulfil the NRF mandate.

•	 Positioning science at the centre of 
government, education, industry, and citizen 
decision-making through nationally co-
ordinated science engagement and support 
programmes.

•	 Developing a new generation of thinkers and 
researchers equipped with the knowledge, 
skills, and innovation capacity required to 
address national challenges and drive 
development.

While we acknowledge current fiscal constraints 
and the ageing of certain research infrastructure 
platforms as key risks, we remain optimistic and 
encouraged by the support provided by the DSTI 
in securing funds to maintain South Africa’s 
science system’s global competitiveness.
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STATEMENT BY THE ACTING CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER

The National Research Foundation’s (NRF) Annual 
Performance Plan (APP) for 2026/27 translates 
the organisation’s mandate and strategic objectives 
into practical and measurable programmes. These 
programmes are guided by a set of specific 
indicators and targets, which enable the NRF to 
prioritise resources effectively and maximise its 
contribution to science, technology, and innovation 
(STI) as well as broader national development 
priorities. 

Good governance is recognised as a cornerstone 
for achieving sustainable and positive outcomes 
for all stakeholders. The NRF is committed to 
maintaining an unqualified audit outcome from the 
Auditor-General of South Africa (AGSA) by further 
strengthening its internal controls. The organisation 
also seeks to enhance the developmental impact 
of its interventions, ensure prudent financial 
management, and intensify efforts to secure 
additional resources to fulfil its mandate. As a 
pivotal enabler for the development and 
effectiveness of the National System of Innovation 
(NSI), the NRF continues to leverage its convenor 
position to expand its thought leadership. This 
enables the NRF to guide the national science 
system towards research that delivers tangible 
benefits for society.

While recognising that public funding has not kept 
pace with the increasing and competing 
developmental needs of the country, the NRF 
firmly believes that investment in research and 
innovation is essential to drive the country’s 
economy towards more inclusive growth. 
Accordingly, the NRF aligns its planned 
performance with the Medium-Term Development 
Plan (MTDP) and the Decadal Plan, ensuring its 
activities contribute to the attainment of national 
developmental outcomes. Each year, the NRF 
receives a substantial number of applications for 
research and postgraduate funding but is able to 
support only a limited number of eligible applicants 
– a number that has been declining due to limited 
funding for STI. Additionally, the country has made 
significant investments in new, cutting-edge 
research infrastructure platforms managed through 
NRF National Facilities. However, the lack of 
corresponding allocations for maintaining older 
research platforms threatens their ongoing use 
and competitiveness. 

The commissioning of the South African Isotopes 
Facility (SAIF) at NRF-iThemba LABS stands as a 
major milestone, highlighting the NRF’s capability 
to deliver complex infrastructure projects in 
compliance with the Public Finance Management 
Act (PFMA). This achievement complements the 
NRF’s established leadership in astronomy, 
particularly through the construction and hosting 
of the Square Kilometre Array (SKA) by NRF-
SARAO and positions the organisation as a leader 
in the development of continental science-granting 
institutions. 
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Looking ahead, the NRF is committed to expanding 
the capacity for science engagement across all 
stakeholders within the NSI, beginning with entities 
of the Department of Science, Technology and 
Innovation (DSTI). This will enhance the role of 
NRF-SAASTA as the national coordinator of 
science engagement. 

During the Medium-Term Expenditure Framework 
(MTEF) period, the organisation will focus on the 
following Key Performance Areas: 

•	 Delivery of mission-critical research infra-
structure projects, including fulfilling the 
Square Kilometre Array Observatory (SKAO) 
hosting obligations, achieving full production 
of the 70 MeV Cyclotron as part of the SAIF, 
replacing fractured Southern African Large 
Telescope (SALT) mirrors, and advancing the 
South Africa Polar Research Infrastructure 
(SAPRI). 

•	 Positioning the NRF’s capabilities to advance 
the translation of research outputs into 
innovation for public policy and industrial 
products and services. This will be achieved 
through the exploitation of intellectual 
property (IP) generated internally by the 
National Facilities, as well as through 
interventions supporting further development 
of IP from NRF-funded research. 

•	 Implementation of redesigned, impact-
oriented funding modalities to enhance 
research productivity and human capacity 
development, with a particular focus on the 
inclusion of Historically Disadvantaged 
Institutions (HDIs). 

The NRF acknowledges systemic risks such as 
ageing infrastructure, funding volatility, skills 
shortages, and cybersecurity threats. These risks 
are being addressed through strong governance, 
diversification of income streams, building 
partnerships, and talent retention strategies. 

Sincere appreciation is expressed to the NRF 
Board for their diligent governance and to the 
Minister and Director-General of Science, 
Technology and Innovation for their guidance and 
support in helping the NRF fulfil its mandate and 
contribute to national development goals. The 
valuable contributions of the NRF Executives and 
all employees are recognised, as is the ongoing 
support of the Department of Science, Technology 
and Innovation (DSTI) management team.
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Acting Chief Executive Officer
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LIST OF ACRONYMS
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Programme

AERP Aquatic Ecophysiology Research 
Platform

AFS Annual Financial Statements
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Platform
AGSA Auditor-General of South Africa
AI Artificial Intelligence
APP Annual Performance Plan
ARC Agricultural Research Council
ATAP Acoustic Tracking Array Platform
BAAP Black Academic Advancement 

Programme
BBSA Biodiversity Biobanks South 

Africa 
BIOGRIP Biogeochemistry Research 

Infrastructure Platform
CAM Control and Monitoring
CoE Centre of Excellence (CoE)
CERN European Council for Nuclear 

Research
COHORT Committee of Heads of 

Organisations of Research and 
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COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease of 2019
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Industrial Research
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Austauschdienst
DBE Department of Basic Education
DCEO Deputy Chief Executive Officer
DEE Department of Energy and 
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DFFE Department of Forestry, Fisheries 

and the Environment
DHET Department of Higher Education 

and Training
DoH Department of Health
Diplomics Distributed Platform in OMICS

DIRCO Department of International 
Relations and Cooperation

DSTI Department of Science, 
Technology and Innovation

EDI Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
EFTEON Expanded Freshwater and 
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Observation Network

FALF Female Academic Leaders 
Fellowship

FFSP Fulbright Foreign Student 
Programme

GeMaP Geophysics Mapping Platform
GKP Global Knowledge Partnership
GYSS Global Young Scientists Summit
HCD Human Capacity Development
HEIs Higher Education Institutions
HESTIIL Higher Education, Science, 

Technology and Innovation 
Institutional Landscape

IP Intellectual Property
iThemba LABS iThemba Laboratory for 

Accelerator-Based Sciences
JINR Joint Institute for Nuclear 

Research
JSPS Japan Society for the Promotion 

of Science
MARIP Marine Remote Imagery Platform
MINDS Mandela Institute for 

Development Studies
Mintek Council for Mineral Technology
Mitacs Mathematics of Information 

Technology and Complex 
Systems

MTDP Medium-Term Developmental 
Plan

MTEF Medium-Term Expenditure 
Framework

NDP National Development Plan 
nGAP New Generation of Academics 

Programme
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NFs National Facilities
NRIP National Research Infrastructure 

Platforms
NSCF Natural Science Collections 

Facility
NSI National System of Innovation
OECD Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development 
PDFP Postdoctoral Fellowship 

Programme
POPIA Protection of Personal 

Information Act
PPPFA Preferential Procurement Policy 

Framework Act 
PSET Post-School Education and 

Training
RIAF Research Infrastructure 

Availability Factor
RIPP Research Infrastructure 

Professionals Programme
SAAO South African Astronomical 

Observatory
SAASTA South African Agency for Science 

and Technology Advancement
SAEON South African Environmental 

Observation Network
SAIAB South African Institute for Aquatic 

Biodiversity
SAIF South African Isotopes Facility
SALT South African Large Telescope
SAPRI South African Polar Research 

Infrastructure
SARAO South African Radio Astronomy 

Observatory
SARChI South African Research Chairs 

Initiative

SARIR South African Research 
Infrastructure Road Map

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals
SEIMS Science Engagement Information 

Management System
SET Science, Engineering and 

Technology 
SKA Square Kilometre Array 
SKAO Square Kilometre Array 

Observatory
SMCRI Shallow Marine and Coastal 

Research Infrastructure
SPC Science Processing Centre
STEM Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Mathematics
STEMI Science, Technology, 

Engineering, Mathematics and 
Innovation

STI Science, Technology and 
Innovation 

SWOT Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats

TIA Technology Innovation Agency
TIES4I Transformation, Innovation, 

Excellence and Sustainability for 
Impact

TVET Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training 

UPC University Programmes and 
Collaboration

UPS Uninterruptible Power Supply
White Paper 
STI 2019

White Paper on Science 
Technology and Innovation 
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PART A:

	 Our Mandate 
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1.	 Constitutional Mandate

No direct mandate for the National Research 
Foundation (NRF).

2.	 Legislative Mandate

2.1	 Founding legislation 

The National Research Foundation Act 23 of 1998 
(as amended) established the NRF and prescribes 
the primary mandate of the NRF as “to contribute 
to national development by”: 

a)	 Supporting, promoting and advancing 
research and human capacity development, 
through funding and the provision of the 
necessary research infrastructure, in order 
to facilitate the creation of knowledge, 
innovation and development in all fields of 
science and technology, including human-
ities, social sciences and indigenous 
knowledge. 

b)	 Developing, supporting and maintaining 
national research facilities.

c)	 Supporting and promoting public aware-
ness of, and engagement with, science; 
and 

d)	 Promoting the development and mainten-
ance of the national science system and 
support of government priorities.

2.2	 Astronomy Geographic 
Advantage Act, 2007

Provides for the preservation and protection of 
areas in South Africa uniquely suited to optical and 
radio astronomy, and for intergovernmental co-
operation and public consultation on matters 
concerning such areas.

3.	 Institutional Policies, Plans 
and Strategies 

The NRF, as a schedule 3A public entity in terms 
of the Public Finance Management Act (Act 1 of 
1999), is subject to government guidelines and 
stipulations on planning. As outlined in the Revised 
Framework for Strategic Plans and Annual 
Performance Plans, government institutions are 
accountable to citizens, through Parliament, for 
delivering on national development priorities. 
Therefore, the NRF’s planning documents must be 
aligned with government priorities.

In fulfilling its mandate, the NRF has taken several 
key policies and strategies into consideration and 
has ensured that its work is aligned to these 
policies as demonstrated in the section to follow.  

3.1	 National Development Plan  
Vision 2030 

The National Development Plan (NDP) is a long-
term development plan of the Government. It 
provides a strategic framework for development 
planning across government. Furthermore, the 
NDP addresses the triple challenges of poverty, 
inequality and unemployment and is the blueprint 
of South Africa’s socio-economic development. 
Among other enablers, it places Science, 
Technology and Innovation (STI) as key to South 
Africa’s socio-economic development agenda. 
The NDP outlines the need to improve the 
relationship between government, industry and 
the knowledge enterprise. It further sets targets to 
which the NRF directly contributes through its 
programmes, such as:

•	 Increase the percentage of doctoral-qualified 
staff in the higher education sector from the 
2012 baseline of 34% to over 75% by 2030.
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•	 Increase the number of students eligible to 
study towards maths- and science-based 
degrees to 450 000 by 2030.

•	 Produce more than 100 doctoral graduates 
per million per year by 2030 – thus, an 
increase from the 2021 baseline of 1 420 to 
over 5 000 annually.

3.2	 Medium-Term Development 
Plan 2024 to 2029

The Medium-Term Developmental Plan (MTDP) 
2024 to 2029 identifies three Key Strategic 
Priorities for the 7th Administration. The MTDP 
time horizon corresponds with the period of a five-
year electoral cycle and political administration of 

the State. The MTDP is the implementation plan 
for the 7th Administration and sets the pace for 
achievement of the NDP Vision 2030 targets. 

The NRF contributes to national development by 
providing funding and grants, research 
infrastructure, collaboration and networking 
platforms as well as public engagement with and 
in science. The NRF takes policy and direction 
from the National Development Plan and Medium-
Term Development Plan in alignment with the 
Science, Technology and Innovation Priorities set 
by the DSTI through the White Paper on Science 
and Technology (White Paper STI 2019) and the 
STI Decadal Plan. Table 1 details the MTDP’s three 
Key Strategic Priorities with related outcomes that 
are most applicable to the mandate of the NRF:

Table 1: MTDP Key Strategic Priority

MTDP Key Strategic Priority Selected outcomes 
Strategic Priority 1: Inclusive 
growth and job creation

i.	 Increased employment opportunities and innovation for growth
ii.	 Re-industrialisation, localisation and beneficiation
iii.	 Increased infrastructure investment and job creation
iv.	 Energy security and a just energy transition
v.	 Science, technology and innovation for growth

Strategic Priority 2: Reduce 
poverty and tackle the high 
cost of living

i.	 Improved education outcomes and skills – expand vocational and 
technical training in schools and post-school institutions.

ii.	 Skills for the economy – produce the skills that the economy needs, we 
will expand vocational and technical training in schools and post-school 
institutions and take a demand-led approach to skills development.

Strategic Priority 3: A capable, 
ethical and developmental 
state

i.	 Improved service delivery at local government – strengthen disaster 
management capabilities at local government to respond effectively to 
any unforeseen events.
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3.3	 White Paper on Science, 
Technology and Innovation, 
2019

The White Paper STI 2019 places STI at the 
centre of South Africa’s development agenda. It 
recognises rapid international technological 
advances and the need for South Africa to position 
itself to respond to such developments. It 
advocates for the adoption of the principles of 
open science as a means of growing the STI 
outputs and impact. The White Paper STI 2019 
acknowledges the country’s achievements over 
the past decades but notes the need to accelerate 
the transformation of the knowledge enterprise to 
achieve an inclusive science system that is 
responsive and innovative. It prioritises the need 
to increase investment and expand the research 
system and to promote partnerships among 
universities, society, industry and government to 
ensure a cohesive National System of Innovation 
(NSI).

3.4	 STI Decadal Plan, 2022 - 
2032

The STI Decadal Plan (hereafter simply referred to 
as the Decadal Plan) serves as an implementation 
plan for the White Paper STI 2019. The period of 
the Decadal Plan (2022-2032) largely coincides 
with the last phase of the NDP 2030. The Decadal 

Plan sets out the STI priorities and thematic focus 
areas for the next decade to support the achieve-
ment of the NDP objectives.

The Decadal Plan is premised on advancing a 
whole-of-government/whole-of-society approach 
to innovation in South Africa. The intention is to 
optimise synergies among STI-intensive 
government departments and the rest of 
government through joint programming and co-
funding for STI priorities. The Decadal Plan 
advances policy certainty to maximise contribu-
tions of business, civil society and academia to 
STI initiatives and investments.  Furthermore, it 
highlights key areas for investment and 
development to 2032, along with human resources 
for STI, a transformed research system, and an 
enabling environment for innovation (and impact). 
More importantly, it aligns with the DSTI call of 
placing science at the centre of society, industry, 
government and education. 

The NRF will continue to ensure that research and 
work done within its National Facilities (NFs), as 
well as research conducted at public institutions 
funded through its various programmes, clearly 
aligns with and supports this call, as illustrated in 
Table 2 below. Where required, additional 
dedicated programmes will be considered around 
existing infrastructure and expertise in all the 
objectives of the Decadal Plan.
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Table 2: Alignment of NRF initiatives to the STI White Paper 2019 and Decadal Plan 

STI WP and Decadal Plan NRF Contribution Over the Medium-Term Expenditure Framework 
(MTEF)

Modernisation of sectors of 
the economy:
•	Manufacturing
•	Mining
•	Agriculture

Modernisation opportunities:
•	32 South African Research Chairs Initiative (SARChI) includes the chairs in 

manufacturing, mining, and agriculture-related fields.
•	All NFs have research infrastructure and programmes that address 

modernising areas of the economy, e.g. 
•	 iThemba Laboratory for Accelerator-Based Sciences (NRF-iThemba 

LABS) – Material research and AI applications in mining 
•	 South African Institute for Aquatic Biodiversity (NRF-SAIAB) – 

Aquaculture and fisheries, including rural food security. 
•	Support through research infrastructure platforms (RIPs), grants, centres of 

excellence (CoE) and science engagement.
New sources of growth:
•	Circular Economy
•	Digital Economy

New sources of growth opportunities:
•	11 SARChI Chairs in circular and digital economy-related areas.
•	Big data storage, management and utilisation by NFs – South African 

Radio Astronomy Observatory (NRF-SARAO), South African Astronomical 
Observatory (NRF-SAAO) and NRF-iThemba LABS.

Support through RIPs, grants, CoEs and science engagement.
Large research and innovation 
programmes: 
•	Health
•	Energy

Large research and innovation programmes: 
•	45 SARChI Chairs in health established.
•	More than 10 SARChI Chairs in energy and climate change-related areas 

established.
•	NRF-iThemba LABS isotopes for medical applications.
•	NRF-iThemba LABS – Foundational physics and associated strengths 

should South Africa wish to maintain and possibly enhance its nuclear 
power generation.

Support through RIPs, grants, CoEs and science engagement.
Address Societal Grand 
Challenges (SGC):
•	SGC1: Climate change and 

environment
•	sustainability 
•	SGC2: Education, skills and 

the future of work
•	SGC 3: Future of society (safe, 

secure and equitable society)

Addressing SGCs: 
•	SGC 1: 29 SARChI Chairs and one CoE have been established in this field, 

and the NRF has two NFs aligned to the SGC1, namely the South African 
Environmental Observation Network (NRF-SAEON) and NRF-SAIAB.

•	SGC 2: 21 SARChI Chairs have been established in this field. 
•	SGC 3: 43 SARChI Chairs have been established in this field.

Support through RIPs, grants, CoEs and science engagement.
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3.5	 White Paper for Post-School 
Education and Training, 2013 

The White Paper for Post-School Education and 
Training (WP PSET) advances priorities in the 
post-school education sector, including expansion 
of the variety and number of post-school 
opportunities available to youth. 

3.6	 South African Economic 
Reconstruction and Recovery 
Plan, 2020

This plan aims to stimulate equitable and inclusive 
economic growth through nine interventions that 
are structured to reconstruct and reignite the 
South African economy in three phases, namely: 

Phase 1: Engage and preserve, focusing on a 
comprehensive health response to save lives and 
curb the spread of the Coronavirus Disease of 
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. 

Phase 2: Recovery and reform, implementing 
interventions to restore the economy while 
controlling health risks. 

Phase 3: Reconstruct and transform, building a 
sustainable, resilient and inclusive economy.

3.7	 Policies and Other Mandates

In addition to the above legislative documents and 
national policies, the NRF also implements the 
following macro-STI policies of the government to 
advance STI and human-capacity development: 

•	 Strategy for Human-Capacity Development 
for Research, Innovation and Scholarships

•	 Staffing South Africa’s Universities Frame-
work

•	 Science Engagement Strategy

•	 Research Outputs Policy

•	 South African Research Infrastructure Road-
map (SARIR)

•	 National Strategy for Multi-wavelength 
Astronomy

•	 South African Marine and Antarctic Research 
Strategy

•	 Strategic Policy Framework on Disability for 
the Post-School Education and Training 
(PSET) System

•	 DSTI-NRF Postgraduate Funding Policy

4.	 Relevant court rulings 

None
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PART B:

	 Our Strategic Focus 
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Table 4: SWOT Analysis

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 
•	High-performance, versatile team in fields of 

software, mechanical and electronics engineering, 
research and environmental sciences

•	Alignment of the NRF actions with national policies 
(STI Decadal Plan, NDP 2030 and the MTDP)

•	Recognised national and international collaboration 
partnerships

•	Diverse, dedicated and competent cohort of experts
•	A well-managed and functional grant management 

system
•	A robust Research Infrastructure portfolio
•	Proven compliance with applicable legislation
•	Long-standing partnership with HEIs and other 

research institutions
•	Experienced, qualified and diverse employees
•	High potential for growing an innovation culture; 

infrastructure upgrade projects to replace obsolete 
technologies 

•	Well-established infrastructural layout to build and 
expand on the radiopharmaceutical production for 
societal health benefits

•	Significant revenue expansion potential from isotope 
sales, engineering services and beneficiation of 
know-how to support research funding

•	Conducive environment for building a pipeline of next 
generation of researchers through funding and 
practical training for postgraduate studies

•	Expertise in long-term environmental research and 
science engagement

•	Continuous government recognition

•	Heavy reliance on uncertain government resources
•	Limited resources for pursuing product development, 

commercialisation experience
•	Limited data on operational performance and impact 

of the organisation beyond completion of studies 
and knowledge production

•	Lower public profile and awareness of the NRF and 
its potential value of contribution to national 
development

•	Challenges of steering and coordinating a diverse 
multidisciplinary business operation

•	Less than critical mass of the available technically 
skilled human resources

•	Aging infrastructure, degradation and obsolescence 
of essential components

•	Increasing difficulty attracting high-profile researchers 
to South Africa – political and economic uncertainties

•	Difficulty attracting and retaining staff with scarce 
skills, particularly in the remote sites

•	Shortage of social-ecological expertise and science-
to-policy specialists
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OPPORTUNITIES THREATS
•	Leverage global and regional networks through the 

NSI
•	Strengthen partnerships with Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs), governments, NGOs, industry, and 
international collaborators

•	Expand collaborative research and mobility towards 
developmental goals

•	Use data science to improve and accelerate services
•	 Increase opportunities to respond to policies through 

science diplomacy 
•	Potential funding through impact positioning
•	Secure funding for climate change, sustainability, and 

environmental research
•	Diversify revenue through developmental finance 

institutions and private partners
•	Position of the NRF as an ideal partner for 

investment in impact programmes research
•	 Implement the NRF Research Impact Framework
•	Steer foundational research and develop 

technologies and products for commercialisation
•	Harness data science, Artificial Intelligence (AI), and 

advanced analytics to improve services
•	Improve business processes for efficiency and 

effectiveness
•	Lower costs of production and access to scientific 

knowledge 
•	Establish monitoring and prediction (research) – Early 

Warnings for All (EW4ALL)
•	Prioritisation of infrastructure maintenance 
•	Optimise existing business model (e.g. marketing 

and developing product markets)

•	Geopolitical tensions may impact international 
partnerships

•	Tighter government control on the research 
enterprise

•	Cybersecurity risks and high IT adaptation costs
•	Ageing technical staff
•	Budget constraints, stagnant research funding, and 

competing socio-economic priorities
•	Ageing research infrastructure and critical equipment 

nearing end-of-life with limited refurbishment funds.
•	Economic recessions reducing grant and donor 

funding
•	Power outages and curtailment of energy usage
•	Limited incentives to attract and/or retain skilled staff 

with scarce skills in the fields of science, engineering, 
software development, electronics and Information 
technology

•	 Inability to provide platforms (infrastructure and 
equipment) for research programme due to ageing 
infrastructure significantly beyond useful life. 

•	Dependence on external sites, vessels, and datasets

5.2	 International and regional 
positioning

The NRF’s strategies, including Strategy 2030, 
position partnerships as essential for achieving its 
goals. The organisation intentionally leverages 
resources and drives research excellence, tailoring 
each partnership to specific targets which align 
with the NRF Vision 2030. The organisation’s 
partnership approach is anchored on the following 
pillars:

•	 People: This is aimed at building a 
transformed, skilled research workforce 
through regional and international 
partnerships. This will mainly be achieved 
through two flagship programmes designed 
to provide young and established researchers 
with critical international exposure and 
networks.
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•	 Global Knowledge Partnerships (GKP): 
This programme integrates 3-to-18-month 
international experiences into the training of 
exceptional NRF-funded doctoral students, 
postdoctoral fellows, and Early-Career 
Researchers (ECRs). It leverages a multi-
stakeholder model, partnering with global 
institutions and networks for placements.

•	 University Networks Programme: Deve-
loped in partnership with the DSTI and 
Universities South Africa (USAf), this 
programme creates structured collaboration 
between South African universities and 
global counterparts. It ensures a coordinated, 
sector-wide approach to international 
engagement, maximising global impact.

During the MTEF, the NRF will focus on increasing 
placements in regional and multinational 
programmes (e.g., BRICS) and launching and 
implementing at least five bi-/multilateral university 
networks, which started with the South Africa-
Canada Universities Network (SACUN) in 2025.

Knowledge enterprise: The NRF’s second 
strategic partnership pillar focuses on advancing a 
transformed knowledge enterprise through 
international partnerships. Partnerships are key for 
enabling the large-scale, collaborative research 
that the NSI cannot undertake alone. 

Regionally, the NRF will leverage its position as a 
leading African science council to align with 
continental priorities and boost intra-Africa 
collaboration. This is advanced through key 
initiatives such as the OR Tambo Africa Research 
Chairs Initiative; Phase III of the Science Granting 
Councils Initiative (2026-2030), funded to the tune 
of Canadian $50 million; and the development of 
a pan-African Research and Innovation Foundation, 
which will be pursued by working with the African 
Union. Most notably, the NRF will continue playing 
an active role in the realisation of the vision, 

mission, and objectives of the Science, Technology 
and Innovation Strategy for Africa (STISA 2034). 
The Mission of STISA 2034 is “to harness the 
transformative power of science, technology, and 
innovation in accelerating Africa’s transition into a 
knowledge-based and innovation-driven 
continent”. This mission clearly aligns with the 
NRF Vision 2030, which aspires to research for a 
better society.

Within the South African landscape, the NRF plays 
an important coordinating role, particularly in 
areas affecting public universities and research 
councils. However, further coordination across the 
sector, to ensure alignment among all entities 
involved in research and innovation, is still required. 
Going forward, the NRF will leverage its role and 
participation within the Committee of Heads of 
Organisations of Research and Technology 
(COHORT), a national forum of Heads of Science 
and Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) 
organisations in the country, whose mission is “to 
leverage their collective strength to offer impartial 
and trustworthy services to the science and RDI 
communities in the public and private sectors to 
promote innovation and excellence”. The NRF 
would use its convening strength with the 
researcher community to ensure that entities, 
including “non-DSTI”/those reporting to other 
departments, work together to advance research 
and innovation in South Africa. Furthermore, such 
alignment will not only increase interaction between 
and among entities but will strengthen the 
integration of efforts, reduce duplication, and 
ensure greater policy influence where necessary. 
Collaboration with other entities already exists 
through formalised programmes, for example, the 
New Earth Observation Frontiers (NEOFrontiers) 
programme with the South African National Space 
Agency (SANSA) and Engaged Research 
partnerships with the Human Sciences Research 
Council (HSRC).
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Positioning the NRF as a global thought 
leader: As a premier science council in Africa and 
a partner of choice in the international science 
system, the NRF remains cognisant of and 
responsive to trends, patterns of engagement and 
opportunities for strategic collaboration in the 
national and international environment. Regional 
and global networks, such as the Global Research 
Council (GRC), the International Science Council 
(ISC), the International Institute for Applied Systems 
Analysis (IIASA), the G20 and the Science Granting 
Councils Initiative (SGCI) in sub-Saharan Africa, 
will be used to continue positioning the NRF and 
the NSI. 

Access to Research Infrastructure platforms: 
Guided by the South African Research 
Infrastructure Roadmap, the NRF will pursue 
strategic partnerships for developing, accessing 
and sustaining national research infrastructure. A 
high priority will be placed on widening access to 
existing National Facilities and establishing new, 
interdisciplinary platforms working with interna-
tional partners. These partnerships will prominently 
feature large-scale, globally significant projects 
such as the Square Kilometre Array (SKA), access 
agreements with bodies like the UK’s Science and 
Technology Facilities Council (STFC), and the 
expansive continental networks of NRF-SAIAB 
and NRF-SAEON.

5.3	 NRF Institutional Review

The latest NRF Institution review was completed in 
2022, identifying the following as critical priority 
areas:

•	 NRF Research Impact Framework (RIF),

•	 Resource Allocation Model,

•	 Transfer of some of the contract funding to 
the NRF baseline, and 

•	 Establishment of new national institutes.

The Research Impact Framework (RIF) was wholly 
supported, and the principles for the resource 
allocation model were supported. The 
implementation of the RIF is progressing well 
through embedding its principles in the granting 
instruments, access to research infrastructure 
platforms and science engagement interventions, 
as well as the NRF rating scheme. The DSTI 
continues to work with the NRF on the appropriate 
resource allocation model. The NRF has increased 
its efforts to diversify its revenue to increase 
available resources to advance the coverage of its 
support. Actions by DSTI and NRF on the 
transferring of some of the contract funding to the 
NRF baseline funding are ongoing. The NRF 
intends to enhance institutional synergies and 
collaborations through the establishment of 
National Institutes by ways that include 
consolidation of existing programmes and NFs. In 
this regard, the NRF will follow an approved 
Framework Document that guides the 
establishment of National Institutes.

Overall, the review was positive, affirming the NRF 
as a well-governed and proactive national STI 
policy implementation agency. The update 
progress status report is provided in ANNEXURE 
B.

6.	 NRF Strategic Pillars 

The NRF has identified five success factors of the 
knowledge enterprise to guide the implementation 
of its 5-year Strategic Plan:

i.	 Transformation of the knowledge enterprise, 

ii.	 Enhancing innovation within the NSI, 

iii.	 Striving for excellence and international 
competitiveness, 

iv.	 Sustainability, for both the knowledge 
enterprise and the environment, and 
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v.	 Accelerating the impact of the knowledge 
enterprise on society, the economy, the 
environment and within the research 
enterprise.  

These five NRF pillars, i.e., Transformation, 
Innovation, Sustainability, Excellence and Impact, 
are abbreviated TIES4I. They are inseparable and 
interdependent and serve both as strategic pillars 
and as a lens to inform the organisation’s decisions 
and priorities over the next five years. Together, 
they form a coherent structure for the NRF 
Strategy 2030, envisioning a mutually beneficial 
relationship between the knowledge enterprise 
and society. Guided by these pillars, the NRF aims 
to position the national science system and its 
interventions as instruments for national 
development in line with the DSTI mantra of 
placing STI at the centre of government, education, 
industry, and society. Each of the pillars is 
discussed below.

Transformation

Transformation is essentially about fundamental 
change in form, nature or function. It is about 
structural or internal change that modifies the 
nature of a system or being. In the modern South 
African context, transformation is understood to 
be a process of transition from the legacies of the 
apartheid past, with its ideologies and 
discriminatory practices, into a new democratic 
era with new or modified practices, institutions, 
values and beliefs that have societal legitimacy.

Innovation

Investing in funding and infrastructure to support 
high-end skills development and research is crucial 
for fostering innovation. A robust ecosystem that 
nurtures talent and encourages cutting-edge 
research that equips individuals with the skills 
needed to drive technological advancements and 

creative solutions. This commitment to developing 
a competitive workforce not only enhances the 
capacity for innovative thinking but also stimulates 
collaboration between academia, industry, and 
government. Ultimately, such strategic investments 
pave the way for breakthrough discoveries and 
products, positioning the nation as a leader in 
innovation and ensuring sustainable economic 
growth. 

The NRF will achieve its innovation objectives by 
executing the functions outlined in its legislative 
mandate. Where appropriate, this will include the 
development of novel technological expertise, 
products and intellectual property (IP) generated 
from its research infrastructure platforms and 
associated foundational research.

Excellence 

Excellence is generally understood as a 
comparative judgement of an endeavour, rather 
than a substantive one. To be excellent means ‘to 
excel’, in other words, to be judged better than 
others in terms of predefined criteria. In the global 
knowledge and science system, the judgement of 
excellence is often done in terms of either a 
comparative evaluation or rating against 
benchmarks, process norms, criteria and goals, or 
a sector-wide ranking. 

Excellence of the research enterprise includes the 
following:

•	 Knowledge production – produces and 
disseminates knowledge

•	 Quality of the knowledge outputs – high 
standards of research

•	 Skilled workforce – fosters and develops a 
highly skilled workforce

•	 Ethics and integrity – adhering to ethical 
standards
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•	 Impact and relevance – address real-
world challenges and contributes to societal 
needs

Sustainability

To ensure a sustainable knowledge enterprise, 
growth must be balanced with available operation-
al and financial resources. For instance, growth in 
postgraduate enrolment must be balanced with 
undergraduate enrolment and must take 
cognisance of available supervisory capacity, as 
well as institutional capacity and infrastructure. 
Similarly, growth in the researcher cohort must be 
commensurate with the expectations of the 
country to become a knowledge-led economy.

Through its legislative mandate, the NRF is 
positioned to promote and support the 
development of the national science system and 
support government priorities. In this role the NRF 
provides funding programmes, research infra-
structure platforms and collaboration platforms 
that bridge institutional gaps, develop research 
and human capacity of institutions and facilitate 
networks and partnerships that multiply resources 
and expertise. Consequently, the NRF plays a 
critical role in sustaining the competitiveness and 
sustainability of the science system, thus enabling 
it to better contribute to national and global 
development. 

Impact

The societal impact of research is multi-dimensional 
and affects various aspects of life and the wellbeing 
of communities. According to The Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), “Impact can be positive and negative, 
primary and secondary, short-term and long-term 
effects produced by a development intervention, 
directly or indirectly, intended or unintended.”

The national science system and its institutions 
are intentional interventions established to 
contribute to national development. The NRF 
adopts a developmental approach in designing 
and implementing its programmes and instru-
ments, ensuring investments in areas with latent 
developmental potential. The impact of research 
on society includes 

•	 Economic Impact,

•	 Social Impact, and

•	 Environmental impact.

The NRF acknowledges that achieving meaningful 
developmental outcomes relies on aligning its 
initiatives with national policies, STI priorities, and 
effective coordination with social partners, 
including industry and civil society. Accordingly, 
the organisation has established an industry 
partnership strategy designed to advance its 
impact agenda by leveraging private sector 
resources to promote sustainable developmental 
impact.

7.	 Key areas of performance

The NRF continues to be guided by its Vision 
2030 and the framework to advance knowledge 
and societal impact, which enables the organis-
ation to deliver on its mandate and achieve the 
outcomes of its Strategic Plan 2030.

The following key results areas and components 
of the value-creation framework have been 
identified as critical for success towards Vision 
2030:

People: Highlights the NRF’s ambition to introduce 
deliberate interventions to ensure an excellent, 
transformed, and sustainable South African cohort 
of researchers and technical expertise. The NRF 
has conceptualised and implemented a Research 



24 NRF - Annual Performance Plan 2026-2027

Infrastructure Professional Programme (RIPP) and 
the third call under this programme will be 
published in 2026. This programme supports the 
development of a cohort of scientists and operators 
whose specialised knowledge and competencies 
are required by the national knowledge enterprise 
to ensure optimal research capability and maximum 
utilisation of research infrastructures. 

The research enterprise: Cutting-edge research 
infrastructure is core to the modern research and 
innovation ecosystem. The South African 
government has made significant investments in 
research infrastructure. The NRF manages the 
National Equipment Programme, which addresses 
laboratory-scale infrastructure. Medium-sized 
infrastructure is managed by the DSTI through 13 
selected infrastructures that form part of the 
South African Research Infrastructure Roadmap 
(SARIR). The NRF hosts three of these infra-
structure platforms, namely the South African 
Polar Research Infrastructure (SAPRI), Expanded 
Freshwater and Terrestrial Environmental 
Observation Network (EFTEON) and SMCRI, and 
is a core member of an additional four – Biodiversity 
Biobanks South Africa (BBSA), Biogeochemistry 
Research Infrastructure Platform (BIOGRIP), 
Distributed Platform in OMICS (Diplomics) and 
Natural Science Collections Facility (NSCF).

At the national and international levels, the NRF 
manages five1 NFs across three clusters: 
subatomic research, astronomy, as well as 
environment and biodiversity. This positions the 
organisation strongly to provide research 
infrastructure needed to advance the objectives of 
the Decadal Plan. 

Globally, the NRF hosts the Southern African 
Large Telescope (SALT) and is part of the SKAO. 
Furthermore, the NRF facilitates access for South 

1	  SAEON functions similarly to a National Facility but is yet to 
be proclaimed as one

African researchers to global-scale infrastructure 
such as the European Council for Nuclear 
Research (CERN) and the Joint Institute for Nuclear 
Research (JINR). Over the period of the 2030 
Strategic Plan, the NRF will ensure optimal 
alignment between the SARIR programme and 
NFs to deliver optimal service to the NSI. 
Furthermore, the NRF, where appropriate, will be 
motivating for the formation of National Institutes 
that promote the integration of key national 
research infrastructure platforms. The focus is on 
positioning the NRF strategically within the 
research enterprise institutional landscape to steer 
and nudge the NSI towards responding to societal 
challenges and the need for systemic 
transformation. 

Research infrastructure: Focuses on the need 
for research infrastructure platforms to be 
established in all domains of science, a 
differentiated approach to research infrastructure 
provision and a national lens approach for research 
infrastructure provision. The focus is on developing 
research infrastructure platforms within the 
humanities, arts and social sciences.

The relationship between science and 
society: Envisions a society in which knowledge 
is created, used, challenged, valued and shared 
by all in the interest of addressing the needs and 
demands of communities. 

A transformed organisation: Describes an 
organisation that is transformed, coherent, and 
committed to a continuously learning organisation, 
striving for excellence through its lived culture and 
values. 

Resourcing: Highlights the need for sustainable, 
predictable and dependable resourcing. The 
constrained fiscus adversely affects the full 
implementation of the NRF Vision 2030.
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PART C:

	 Measuring Our 
Performance 
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8.	 Institutional Programme 
Performance Information 

NRF is guided by its legislative mandate and 
strategic direction in setting its performance 
targets for the financial year. 

Impact statement

Empowered society through science

The following are the approved strategic outcomes 
for the period 2025-2030, and the 2026/27 APP 
will focus on working towards achievement of 
outcomes set for the year:

•	 Established competitive research workforce 
that contributes to inclusive economic 
growth.

•	 Research that is strategically aligned to 
economic growth priorities.

•	 Responsiveness of funded research to 
societal challenges. 

•	 Responsive, relevant and credible research 
of National Facilities. 

•	 Capable national science system.

•	 A diverse and increased funding from part-
ners to support NRF sustainable R&D 
projects.

The planned performance of the NRF is dependent 
on increased funding, growth in opportunities for 
collaborations and reliability of the research 
infrastructure platforms. The NRF services have a 
national reach and support the spatial development 
objectives of government in line with the District 
Development Model (DDM) in accordance with 
ANNEXURE A. The sections of this APP on the 
explanation of planned performance provide 
context for the degree of volatility of achievement 
against performance indicators and targets.

8.1	 Programme 1: Administration 

Programme 1 comprises support services func-
tions and systemic enterprise-wide coordination 
capabilities to achieve synergies, shared systems, 
and economies of scale as well as to provide 
strategic direction, performance, risk and 
compliance frameworks. The frugal yet optimal 
and efficient design of this programme is necessary, 
especially in this phase of the national economic 
cycle where resources are scarce, and the needs 
are too numerous for available resources. Planned 
performance for Programme 1 over the MTEF 
period is outlined in Table 5 and Table 6 below. 
Programme 1 consists of the following performance 
areas:

•	 Finance and Supply Chain; 

•	 Corporate Services;

•	 Business Advancement; and

•	 Digital Transformation.

Finance and Supply Chain

Finance and Supply Chain provides cross-cutting 
shared services across the NRF. The function 
draws its mandate from the Public Finance 
Management Act (PFMA, Act 1 of 1999, as 
amended), the Preferential Procurement Policy 
Framework Act, 2000 (PPPFA), and National 
Treasury regulations and prescripts. This ensures 
that the NRF has and maintains effective, efficient, 
and transparent systems of financial management 
and procurement, supported by appropriate 
internal controls that warrant the most economical 
and transparent use of resources. 
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Corporate Services

Corporate Services constitutes the People and 
Culture (Human Capital), Corporate Communi-
cations and Facilities Management functions. It 
provides critical business enablement in the 
following areas: people management – fostering a 
supportive, conducive and transformative 
organisational culture and people relations; internal 
and external communication – including branding, 
media, stakeholder and public relations; and NRF 
estate management – covering development, 
estate services and maintenance.

Business Advancement

Business Advancement (BA) provides overarching 
custodianship for national, regional and global 
collaborations and partnerships that cut across 
the NRF and the NSI. It conceptualises new 
partnerships and programmes with non-traditional 
partners of the NRF; provides an overarching 
leadership and support mechanism for commerc-
ialisation and new business development that 
emanates from NRF research; and advances 
partnerships that seek to profile and enhance the 
visibility and positioning of the NRF as an intellectual 
organisation and partner of choice.

Digital Transformation 

Digital Transformation provides support service 
functions and coordinates enterprise-wide acquis-
ition and management of technologies, systems, 
governance infrastructure, and business 
intelligence required to enhance organisational 
capabilities. This enhances the organisation’s 
capabilities to deliver on its mandate and strategic 
direction. 
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Table 6: Programme 1 Annual and Quarterly Targets for the 2026-27 financial year

Output Indicators Annual Target Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4
Outcome of annual audit 
by AGSA 

unqualified - unqualified - -

Proportion of black 
women in leadership and 
management supervisory 
(P1-7) levels

29% - - - 29%

Revenue obtained from 
private and international 
partners (excl. SKA and 
isotope sales) (R million)

R 150 R 30 R 60 R 90 R 150

Foreign income (Rand 
million) derived from NFs 
activities/operations

R 349 R 85 R 146 R 216 R 349

Explanation of Programme 1 Planned 
Performance over the MTEF period 

Over the MTEF period, programme 1 will focus on 
achieving priorities that enable the organisation to 
achieve its mandate, strategic outcomes, comply 
with legislation and meet stakeholder expectations. 

Good governance and internal controls

Finance portfolio will focus on preserving the 
reputation of the NRF and maintaining the 
consistent track record of unqualified audit 
opinions from the Auditor General of South Africa 
(AGSA). Prominence will be placed on reporting 
no misstatements in the Annual Financial 
Statements (AFS) to ensure not only an unqualified 
audit but also to achieve clean audit status over 
the MTEF period. This will be done by focusing on 
eliminating repeat findings and ensuring effective 
internal control through efficient systems and 
accountability mechanisms.

Efficiency monitoring and improvement of the NRF 
expenditure will be the focus to ensure that 
spending is within the approved funding level 
aligned to business needs and the APP. A review 

of the internal levy mechanism and/or other cost 
recovery mechanisms will be implemented over 
the MTEF period in consultation with Business 
Units to enable the most effective allocation of 
expenditure incurred throughout the organisation.

Funding resilience and sustainability

Funding of the NRF Mandate

The Business Advancement Strategy will be 
implemented to amplify the value, impact, and 
sustainability of partnerships for the NRF. The 
following interventions will be deployed to achieve 
the set target over the MTEF period:

i.	 Enhancing financial sustainability and divers-
ifying income to ensure the long-term 
financial sustainability of the NRF. This will be 
achieved by:

•	 Leading the implementation of a robust busi-
ness development framework to generate 
income from a wider range of sources, 
including the private sector, international 
development partners, and philanthropic 
organisations.
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•	 Strengthening partnership with government 
to secure and grow baseline funding, as well 
as demonstrating the critical return on 
investment of public research funding.

•	 Implementing responsive, demand-driven 
processes that enhance organisational 
efficiency, agility, and coherence in all income 
generation activities.

ii.	 Forging impact-oriented strategic partner-
ships to enable research that delivers tangible 
societal and economic impact, both locally 
and globally. Key activities include:

•	 Forging and strengthening strategic networks 
and partnerships with government depart-
ments, industry, research institutions, and 
international bodies to co-create impact-
oriented programmes.

•	 Leading continental collaboration: Champ-
ioning South Africa’s and Africa’s participation 
in the global science system, notably through 
the development and implementation of 
Phase III of the Science Granting Councils 
Initiative.

iii.	 Advancing commercialisation and societal 
impact of IP and know-how from research 
and management of NFs through enhancing 
the NRF’s capability to translate partnership 
outcomes into measurable economic and 
societal benefits by:

•	 Enhancing strategic partnership engage-
ments to ensure NRF-funded research is 
responsive to societal needs.

•	 Enabling an internal capability for the effective 
management and commercialisation of IP 
and know-how stemming from its NFs, in 
collaboration with other NRF Divisions, to 
maximise the return on research investment.

Revenue from delivery of services

Income derived from the sale of goods and 
services produced by the NFs and foreign 
investment leveraged for the operations and 
projects of the NFs is a source of incremental 
income for the NRF and the country and also 
contributes to the balance of payments. 

The majority of contributors of foreign income 
from the NFs are NRF-SARAO, primarily from 
recoveries in terms of SKAO/NRF-SARAO 
partnership agreements and SKAO/NRF-SARAO 
work packages, and NRF-iThemba LABS, derived 
primarily from the sale of medical isotopes 
generated using the facility’s accelerator platforms, 
sold to foreign institutions within the medical 
sector. The remainder (<5%) is made up of fees 
earned from scientific services and contracted 
research projects by other NFs. The revenue from 
isotopes is directly linked to the operations of the 
Separated Sector Cyclotron (SSC), which has 
over the years become increasingly unreliable due 
to interruptions in national electricity supply and 
inadequate funding for maintenance. The situation 
is expected to improve with the transition of 
production isotopes to the new 70MeV cyclotron 
over the medium term.

Leadership and management 
transformation 

The NRF will implement measures aimed at:

•	 Transforming the NRF workforce to reflect 
the demographics of the SA Economic 
Active Population with a particular focus on 
representation of female employees at P1-
P7 (from Top to Middle Management levels).

•	 Providing training to recruiting managers and 
interview panel members to mitigate against 
unconscious bias in the recruitment process.
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•	 Ensuring a well-developed talent pipeline for 
leadership and critical roles to increase 
organisational agility.

•	 Introduction of performance management 
calibration processes and ongoing training of 
managers, as well as communication of 
performance standards across the organis-
ation.

•	 Development of succession plans that are 
linked to mentorship and Employment Equity 
(EE) targets and communicate leadership 
opportunities proactively.

•	 Ensuring continuous communication, monit-
oring, and evaluation of the EE Plan.

•	 The target set for the medium term aligns 
with the NRF five-year Employment Equity 
Plan. 

Programme 1 Resource Considerations 

Table 7: Budget for Programme 1 to achieve its planned performance targets

R’000
Budget Budget Budget Budget

2025/2026 2026/2027 2027/2028 2028/2029
Parliamentary Grant 201 860 210 252 219 840 226 656
DSI Contracts 3 209 6 593 3 727 4 306
Other Contracts - - - -
Internal Income 74 107 73 300 74 300 75 000
Other Income 31 377 25 000 24 000 24 235
Total Income 310 553 315 145 321 867 330 198
Running Expenses (Excluding 
Depreciation) 97 953 107 147 114 219 114 722

Grants and Bursaries 1 995 3 000 - 353
Internal Expenses 38 146 17 538 18 052 17 052
Salaries 135 914 172 368 179 487 187 450
Capital Expenditure and transfers 36 545 15 093 10 108 10 621
Total Expenditure 310 553 315 145 321 867 330 198

Resources allocated to Programme 1 are outlined 
in Table 7. Overall, the variations reflect targeted 
increases in personnel to align with the new 
service delivery model structure, and a reduction 
in interest income and infrastructure funding 
transfers as less funding becomes available to 
allocate to infrastructure projects due to the 
increase in salaries within a constrained fiscal 
environment.

The growth in salaries, as the largest expenditure 
item, is primarily due to the inclusion of vacancies 
and critical posts aligned to the approved Service 
Delivery Model structure. In the outer years, the 
allocation stabilises, reflecting efforts to contain 
growth in the salaries expenditure while maintaining 
capacity to deliver on the programme mandates.

Grants and bursaries decrease as the Open 
Sciences agreement has not yet been renewed.
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8.2	 Programme 2: Science 
Engagement 

The purpose of this programme is to develop a 
scientifically literate society capable of making 
informed, evidence-based decisions, engaging 
critically with science, and effectively addressing 
societal challenges. Its main activities are 
coordination of national science engagement 
initiatives and transforming the relationship 
between science and society. This is achieved 
through leveraging resources from both public 
and private sectors to design and implement high-
impact interventions that foster public awareness, 
understanding, and engagement with scientific 
knowledge and research.

The South African Agency for Science and 
Technology Advancement (NRF-SAASTA) is the 
lead Business Unit for the delivery of science 
engagement services of the NRF and national 
coordination of science engagement across the 
NSI. These services are delivered through NFs, 
Research Advancement (NRF-RA) and NRF-
SAASTA Business Units, individually and 
collaboratively. The positioning of NRF-SAASTA 
within RIISA enables the Business Unit easy 
access to grant holders and thus influences 
science engagement participation from a broader 
research community. This required modification of 
conditions of grants to include science 
engagement, thus making it mandatory for NRF 
grant recipients at different levels. Also, it allows 
for ease of engagement with the university 
community, as this is done as a RIISA collective 
rather than single business units, as was the case 
in the past. In addition to the university community, 
NRF-SAASTA coordinates science engagement 
within the DSTI-entities, as well as with other 
stakeholders such as knowledge intermediaries 
(e.g., science centres).
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By enhancing scientific literacy and engagement, 
Programme 2 aims to create an environment 
where science not only drives the knowledge 
economy but also significantly contributes to the 
social, environmental, and economic well-being of 
all citizens. The programme’s interventions focus 
on the eleven identified publics, developing 
science engagement platforms, providing essen-
tial resources, utilising effective communication 
channels, science communication skills develop-
ment, and offering comprehensive monitoring, 
evaluation tools, and reports. Provisions of the 
programme for specific target audiences and 
platforms are discussed below:

•	 Students and graduates: delivers a variety 
of interventions designed to support their 
academic and career development in STEM 
fields. 

•	 Youth and learners: delivers targeted 
interventions aimed at supporting STEM 
education, such as extra-school curricula 
activities, curriculum support and STEM 
focused volunteerism opportunities.

•	 Educators: delivers professional develop-
ment opportunities for educators, ensuring 
they are equipped to deliver high-quality 
STEM education.

•	 Public: delivers public engagement interven-
tions that are aimed at increasing science 
literacy and enthusiasm for STEM.

•	 Researchers: delivers interventions focused 
on integrating science engagement into 
researchers’ work and offering both informal 
and formal science communication training. 

•	 Knowledge intermediaries: creates an 
enabling environment for knowledge inter-
mediaries such as science centres to deliver 
science engagement initiatives across South 
Africa. 

•	 Science journalists: supports the develop-
ment of science journalism skills through 
deployment of journalism graduates to 
mainstream and community media houses 
for the purpose of communicating science.

•	 Tourists: supports tourism by exposing 
tourists to science and astronomy attractions, 
guided tours, exhibitions, and outreach 
programmes at NFs that showcase South 
Africa’s scientific infrastructure and inspire 
public interest in science.

•	 Other publics: endeavours to engage with 
all eleven publics through their various 
stakeholders. Focus is thus on expansion of 
initiatives to ensure that no public is left 
behind.

•	 Resources: delivers a range of resources 
aimed at enhancing science engagement 
either through internal skills or contracted 
service providers.

•	 Communication platforms: delivers com-
munication platforms designed to facilitate 
science dialogue and engagement. 

The planned performance for Programme 2 over 
the MTEF period is outlined in Tables 8 and 9 
below.
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Explanation of Planned Performance 
over the MTEF period 

In support of the NRF Strategy 2030 and the 
strategic repositioning of Programme 2, NRF-
SAASTA will transition from an implementing 
agency to a coordination and system-enabling 
agency over the medium term. This shift has direct 
implications for how performance is planned and 
reported throughout the NRF. Programme 2 
measures interventions, not individual events. 
Interventions are implemented to achieve 
predefined objectives and are designed to ensure 
standardisation and coordination across the 
system. Each intervention may comprise multiple 
events, activities, or campaigns. While the number 
of events may increase as the system expands, 
the number of interventions could still remain the 
same until new interventions with different 
objectives are formally developed and introduced.

The adjustment and stabilisation of targets across 
the MTEF period must be understood within this 
context. Firstly, NRF-SAASTA is systematically 
withdrawing from direct implementation except for 
a small number of flagship projects of national 
importance while consolidating its role as a 
coordinator and enabler across the NRF and the 
wider NSI. Secondly, science engagement within 
the NFs is still maturing. Some interventions that 
were previously implemented under NRF-
SAASTA’s umbrella have taken a collaborative 
approach with the NFs as implementers to align 
with their field of specialisation. Thirdly, this is a 
managed transition period in which stabilisation is 
essential. Establishing stable baselines will enable 
refinement, stronger collaboration through the 
cluster-based model, and optimisation of resources 
to achieve a broader spread and greater impact. 
Finally, in consultation with the NFs, certain events 
and activities that were previously regarded as 

standalone interventions were found to be closely 
related and internally reinforcing and suitable for 
consolidation into fewer interventions, thus 
resulting in a streamlined set of indicators that are 
more coherent and sustainable. Consequently, the 
number of planned interventions for supporting 
the development of skills for the future of work is 
reduced to 13 for the next MTEF period.

The intention is not to reduce or minimise 
fragmentation of effort to focus the science 
engagement interventions for enhanced effective-
ness, rather the aim is to stabilise and reposition 
the NRF-SAASTA for its growing role as the 
national coordinator of the national science 
engagement programme. Over the medium term, 
the focus of Programme 2 is to stabilise 
intervention, embed coordination mechanisms, 
and create the conditions for long-term expansion 
in both the scale and quality of science engagement 
across the NRF and the NSI.

Supporting public engagements with 
and in science

Science engagement interventions targeted at the 
general public will ensure greater public access to 
science engagement initiatives and infrastructure, 
ensure that available infrastructure provides the 
maximum benefit to society through raising 
awareness of research capabilities and profiling 
South African science achievements, among 
others. In addition, it should contribute to trust 
between the public and scientists, strengthen the 
interface between science and society, increase 
public understanding of the process and impact of 
science, embed high-quality and innovative public 
engagement as an integrated part of research, 
influence and support public culture and 
democratic citizenship and enhance research and 
its impact. 



36 NRF - Annual Performance Plan 2026-2027

This output indicator contributes to the following 
key concepts of the NRF 2030 vision organi-
sational framework: transformation, excellence, 
and sustainability, and is intertwined with the 
following focus areas of the organisational 
framework: people, the relationship between 
science and society, research infrastructure, and 
resourcing. Some of the key activities under this 
output indicator include public festivals, public 
national events, public seminars and webinars, 
public career exhibitions, public mass participation 
stem events, public science lecturers, viewings, 
tours, public science communication campaigns, 
public conferences, and symposiums. 

While most of the initiatives mentioned above 
relate to exposing the different publics to science 
through exhibitions, talks and infrastructure visits, 
there is a need for a closer public engagement 
with science through active participation in 
research. Over the past years, there has been a 
focus on both engaged research and citizen 
science, with these terms at times used 
interchangeably. In addition to ensuring common 
understanding of the terms, focus will also be on 
strengthening public participation in research 
through various grants as well as learner 
participation where appropriate. 

The flagship initiative under this indicator is the 
implementation of National Science Month (NSM). 
This requires NRF-SAASTA to effectively co-
ordinate the participation of various players within 
the NSI to ensure the successful transitioning from 
National Science Week (NSW) to NSM. While in 
the past the NSW was characterised by grant 
support for various participants, the future of NSM 
requires the NSI to actively participate in keeping 
with each entity’s strengths and research focus.

Supporting the development of skills for 
the future of work

This indicator serves as a gateway for the educa-
tion sector to access STEMI (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, Mathematics, and Innovation) 
initiatives, promoting increased learner particip-
ation in STEMI interventions as part of human 
capital development in these critical areas. These 
will be achieved through the following goals in 
collaboration with the Department of Basic 
Education; Higher Education Institutions and the 
business sector through the provision of STEMI 
curriculum support; identifying and nurturing 
STEMI talent; supporting the professional 
development of educators and equipping them 
with knowledge of STEMI fields; inspiring a passion 
for STEMI fields; enabling the next generation and 
future researchers to act as informed citizens on 
scientific issues. 

This output indicator contributes to the following 
key concepts of the organisational framework: 
transformation, excellence, and sustainability. It 
also supports the following focus areas of the 
organising framework of the NRF Vision 2030: 
people, the relationship between science and 
society, research infrastructure, and research 
enterprise. 

Some of the key activities under this output 
indicator include talent identification in Olympiads 
and Fairs (learners), STEMI career development 
services (learners and students), STEMI culture 
creation in schools (learners), STEMI content 
workshops and camps (learners and students), 
STEMI talent development and tours (learners and 
students), train-the-trainer workshops (educators), 
and STEMI curriculum support workshops 
(educators).
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Building science engagement capacity 
across the NSI

The output indicator measures interventions for 
the development of science engagement skills 
and capacity for meaningful and impactful science 
engagement. The intention is to achieve the 
following goals: ensure more impactful science 
engagement by researchers, the media, science 
communicators and other stakeholders; develop 
the capability to engage different and varied 
audiences in research and engagement with 
current trends and research in science 
communication; develop high-quality, impactful, 
and ethical resources that will enhance science 
engagement for the public. 

This output indicator contributes to the following 
key concepts of the organisational framework: 
transformation, excellence, and sustainability, and 
supports the following focus areas of the 
organisational framework: people, the relationship 
between science and society, research 
infrastructure, research enterprise, and resourcing 
our mandate. 

Some key activities include formal and informal 
training in science communication, exposure to 
the STEMI workforce, capacity development for 
science centres and other knowledge 
intermediaries and science journalism capacity 
development.

Key Initiatives Aligned with the DSTI 
Decadal Plan and NRF Strategy 2030

In its transition to national coordination, Pro-
gramme 2, led by NRF-SAASTA will enhance its 
coordination role and ensure collaboration of all 
science engagement activities within the NRF and 

across the system. This establishment of a 
cohesive internal approach will enable NRF-
SAASTA as the central coordinator in a 
decentralised system, ensuring that concerted 
efforts across NRF business units and the DSTI 
entities are aligned, whilst managing fragmentation 
in the NSI. 

Key interventions will include developing shared 
platforms, internal partnerships, integrated 
planning frameworks, and supporting program-
me-level monitoring and evaluation to track and 
report on science engagement outcomes. In 
addition, there is a focus on capacitation of NRF-
SAASTA to be an effective national coordinator of 
science engagement. This includes providing 
additional human capacity and other relevant 
resources as well as upskilling staff to transition 
from doers to coordinators. While the recruitment 
of additional human resources is key, it will be 
done responsibly, taking into consideration 
available resources. 

The following initiatives will be implemented in the 
MTEF period as part of NRF-SAASTA’s contribution 
to NRF Strategy 2030, STI Priorities and MTDP:

•	 Transition from fragmented delivery to a 
coherent, system-wide platform that builds 
science literacy and trust.

•	 Building a sustainable STEMI pipeline for 
future skills and jobs.

•	 Strengthening the human capital pipeline for 
innovation.

•	 Embedding equity and transformation in 
youth STEMI opportunities.

•	 Embedding societal co-creation of 
knowledge and strengthening the impact of 
science in communities.
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Programme 2 Resource Considerations

Table 10: Budget for Programme 2 to achieve its planned performance targets

R’000
Budget Budget Budget Budget

2025/2026 2026/2027 2027/2028 2028/2029
Parliamentary Grant 31 359 32 529 33 999 35 053
DSI Contracts 118 699 60 957 59 651 64 791
Other Contracts 9 853 7 845 5 878 6 100
Internal Income 43 810 36 605 34 047 34 751
Other Income 2 111 1 648 3 763 3 921
Total Income 205 832 139 585 137 338 144 615
Running Expenses (Excluding 
Depreciation) 83 223 46 482 43 628 44 321

Grants and Bursaries 50 516 20 712 21 558 24 501
Internal Expenses 2 401 1 003 1 137  1 971
Salaries 68 669 70 811 70 342 73 581
Capital Expenditure 1 023 577 672 241
Total Expenditure 205 832 139 585 137 338 144 615

Resources allocated to Programme 2 are outlined 
in Table 10. Between the 2025-26 and 2026-27 
financial years, there is an overall reduction of 37% 
in both income and expenditure due to the 
depletion of funds carried forward in 2025-26.

Aligned with the NRF Strategy 2030 and the 
Science Engagement Strategy (2015), NRF-
SAASTA is being transitioned from being an 
implementor of science engagement programmes 
to becoming a system-wide coordinator and an 
enabler of the national science engagement 
programme. This shift is reflected in Programme 
2, which now constitutes 73% of the total Science 
Engagement (SE) budget. This programme 
encompasses all NFs, thus enabling cross-unit 
collaborations and a more integrated system-wide 
approach.

A 69% reduction in running expenses is mainly 
due to the phasing out of direct implementation 
activities in favour of a coordination role. This 
change will be driven through strengthened 
intergovernmental and community partnerships, 
including collaborations across the broader 
National System of Innovation (NSI).

Furthermore, the 50% reduction in grants and 
bursaries results from a strategic reimagining of 
implementation approaches and funding 
mechanisms to maximise impact. For example, 
flagship awareness programmes such as National 
Science Week have transitioned to being observed 
through partnerships, rather than through the 
traditional grant issuance model.



39NRF - Annual Performance Plan 2026-2027

8.3	 Programme 3: Research 
and Innovation Support and 
Advancement 

The purpose of programme 3 is to support, 
promote, and advance research and human 
capacity development through funding and 
research infrastructure provision. This facilitates 
the creation of knowledge, innovation and 
development in all fields of science and technology, 
including humanities, social sciences and 
indigenous knowledge. Its main activities include 
the designing and implementation of funding 
frameworks, funding instruments, funding calls, 
grant management, promotion of research 
excellence and impact towards the achievement 
of the NRF mandate and strategic outcomes and 
vision in the NRF Five-Year strategy (NRF Strategy 
2030). The planned performance from Programme 
3 over the MTEF period is outlined in Tables 11 
and 12 below.

NRF-Research Advancement (NRF-RA) is the lead 
Business Unit for the delivery of the programme 
activities. The exposition of the functions performed 
by Programme 3 is organised in two parts, in 
accordance with the NRF mandate and NRF 
Strategy 2030:

a)	 Supporting, promoting, and advancing 
Human Capacity Development (people) 
to facilitate knowledge creation, innovation, 
and contribution to development. The NRF 
recognises that the researcher workforce 
includes the next generation, emerging and 
established researchers. A shortage of 
researchers in these categories will negatively 
affect the future academic pipeline. 

Next Generation Researchers

The NRF funds human capacity development to 
increase the supply of high-end skills required for 
knowledge creation, lead innovation and contribute 
to developmental impact. The size and diversity of 
the research workforce remain inadequate. 
However, progress in demographic representation 
has been noted in the White Paper STI 2019 and 
confirmed by the STI Indicators Report of 2023. 
To address the factors affecting supply, throughput, 
and quality of the Human Capital Development 
(HCD) pipeline outputs, the NRF, through the 
strategic lens of transformation, innovation, 
excellence, and sustainability towards impact, 
implements tailored granting programmes that 
contribute to an increased supply of a transformed, 
globally competitive research workforce. The 
NRF’s critical initiatives for supporting and funding 
HCD for STI include: 

•	 In country funding of postgraduate studies; 

•	 Global Knowledge Partnerships (GKP);

•	 Fulbright Foreign Student Programme 
(FFSP);

•	 NRF-Mandela Institute for Development 
Studies (MINDS) mobility programme; 

•	 NRF-Deutscher Akademischer 
Austauschdienst (DAAD) mobility 
programme;

•	 DAAD Research Mobility Grants 
programme;

•	 Young Scientists Summer Programme 
(YSSP);

•	 NRF-Mathematics of Information 
Technology and Complex Systems (Mitacs) 
mobility programme;



40 NRF - Annual Performance Plan 2026-2027

•	 Global Young Scientists Summit (GYSS); 
and

•	 Annual NRF Next Generation and Emerging 
Researchers Symposium.

Emerging Researchers 

Emerging researchers in South Africa are 
comprised of postdoctoral fellows and early-
career researchers, including knowledge workers 
without doctoral qualifications. The 2018 Study on 
Building a Cadre of Emerging Scholars for Higher 
Education in South Africa estimated the potential 
that 4 000 Higher Education Institution (HEI) staff 
in the ranks of lecturers and senior lecturers can 
serve as feeders for emerging researchers. In 
2019, the Report of the Ministerial Task Team on 
the Recruitment, Retention and Progression of 
Black South African Academics highlighted the 
need for targeted interventions. Several initiatives 
in support of emerging researchers include the 
following: 

•	 In country postdoctoral fellowship pro-
gramme (PDFP);

•	 NRF partnership with the International Centre 
for Genetic Engineering and Biotechnology 
(ICEGB) and the DSTI; 

•	 Other instruments include the Black 
Academics Advancement Programme 
(BAAP) Thuthuka Research Grants, the New 
Generation of Academics Programme 
(nGAP) research development grant, the 
NRF-SASOL Young Accelerator Academic 
Programme (YAAP) and the development 
grants for Y-Rated Researchers;

•	 Research Infrastructure Professionals 
Programme (RIPP);

•	 GKP;

•	 Japan Society for the Promotion of Science 
(JSPS);

•	 GYSS;

•	 NRF-Mitacs mobility programme;

•	 NRF partnership with the Advancing Early 
Career Researchers and Scholars (AECRS) 
programme of Universities South Africa 
(USAf) through Thuso connect mentorship; 
and 

•	 Annual NRF Next Generation and Emerging 
Research (NGER) Symposium.

Established Researchers

Investment in established researchers is essential 
for enhancing research productivity as well as 
training and mentoring of the next generation of 
researchers. The investment must respond to the 
need for training and mentoring of postgraduate 
and postdoctoral candidates to meet the NDP 
targets as well as the NRF’s research productivity 
target of 1% of the global research output. Lastly, 
the investment must make allowance for the 
growth in the number of established researchers 
that will progress from the emerging-researcher 
category.

b)	Support the development and 
maintenance of the national science 
system and support government 
priorities by enabling locally relevant 
and globally competitive research and 
innovation.

The strategic investments in research and capacity 
development are aimed at developing and 
maintaining the NSI’s fitness for purpose by 
enabling South African public universities, NFs, 
and science councils to collectively attract and 
retain excellent researchers and scientists and 
establish multi-disciplinary and multi-institutional 
research capacity. The programme has three 
focus areas, namely:
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•	 Institutional capacity development, 

•	 Research infrastructure funding, and 

•	 Multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary 
collaborations and partnerships.

The current institutional capacity investment 
interventions include: 

•	 South African Research Chairs Initiative 
(SARChI), 

•	 Centres of Excellence (CoEs), 

•	 Strategic Research Equipment (SRE), 

•	 National Equipment Programme (NEP), 

•	 Access to local and global research 
infrastructure, 

•	 National Research Institutes, 

•	 Funding for competitive research 
programmes/projects, and

•	 Evaluation and Rating of researchers. 

University Development Programmes 
and Collaboration

The NRF recognises that the researcher workforce 
includes the next generation, emerging and 
established researchers. A shortage of researchers 

in any one of these categories will negatively affect 
the future academic pipeline.

Hence, the NRF strategically invests resources at 
all levels to ensure a transformed, excellent, and 
sustainable researcher cohort. This objective is 
accomplished by persistently supporting and 
advancing the expansion of a competitive and 
reformed labour force in the field of research 
through grants and recognition programmes 
designed to attract, develop, support, and retain 
researchers. The objective for doing this is to 
develop researchers who will lead the knowledge 
enterprise in line with the priorities outlined in the 
Decadal Plan for a sustainable science system.

The newly-established University Programmes 
and Collaboration (UPC) portfolio is a reimagined 
university development programme. Over the past 
three decades, numerous interventions have 
addressed the historic inequalities in the South 
African higher education landscape. Despite the 
gains that have been achieved, most South 
African public universities have yet to achieve 
sound management and governance, financial 
sustainability, digital transformation, curriculum 
reform, competitive research and innovation 
programmes, and postgraduate training. 
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Table 12: Programme 3 Annual and Quarterly Targets for 2026-27 financial year

Output Indicators Annual Target Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4
Number of NRF-funded 
postgraduate students 

5 807 3 775 4 936 5 517 5 807

Number of NRF-funded 
researchers 

3 200 2 348 2 889 3 005 3 200

Number of NRF-rated 
researchers

4 850 - - - 4 850

Number of interventions 
for HEIs participating in the 
University Programmes 
and Collaboration 

5 - - - 5

Number of external 
datasets incorporated into 
the NRF Research and 
Development Information 
Platform

5 - - - 5

Explanation of Planned Performance 
over the MTEF period

The White Paper STI 2019 notes that South Africa 
does not produce sufficient skills in Science, 
Engineering, and Technology (SET) for the 
economy. Despite various initiatives over the years 
to increase the output of SET graduates, the 
percentage of SET graduates as a proportion of all 
graduates has remained unchanged over the past 
12 years, according to the 2023 STI Indicators 
Report. As graduates serve as the pipeline for 
researchers, this stagnation, combined with the 
ageing of the current researcher cohort, has led to 
a decline in the total number of researchers in the 
country. 

To reverse this trend and tackle the historical 
under-representation of designated groups in the 
research workforce, the NRF will implement 
interventions anchored to its strategic pillars of 
transformation, impact, excellence, and 
sustainability across the HCD pipeline and its 
strategic research support programmes. NRF 
interventions are conceptualised and designed in 

collaboration with the DSTI. They aim to attain STI 
priorities in the NDP, White Paper STI 2019, 
Decadal Plan and MTDP. The innovation 
interventions will focus on selected STI Domains 
of the Decadal Plan, namely (i) Health Innovation, 
(ii) Sustainable Energy, and (iii) ICTs and smart 
systems as underlying and common enabling 
technologies. 

Funding for Postgraduate Studies

The NRF plans to moderately increase the number 
of funded postgraduate students in 2026-27, with 
growth stabilising in later years. This is guided by 
strategic priorities such as transformation, 
innovation, and human capital development, while 
remaining sensitive to funding availability and 
programme shifts.

The NRF has made significant progress aligned 
with the Strategic Policy Framework on Disability 
for the Post-School Education and Training (PSET) 
system towards improving funding opportunities 
for people with disabilities to the extent of setting 
up a 1% target across all its funding opportunities. 
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For postgraduate students, an additional support 
of up to R20 000 per annum is made available for 
the purchase of assistive technology devices. The 
NRF is mindful of this strategic policy framework, 
transformation and redress concerning full 
inclusion, integration, and equality for persons 
with disabilities in the PSET system, which must 
be accelerated.

The NRF provides funding for postgraduate 
students to contribute to the achievement of the 
NDP goal of increasing PhD graduates to 6 000 
per annum by 2030. The NRF currently supports 
less than 10% of all postgraduate students 
enrolled at public higher education institutions and 
contributes 400 PhD graduates per annum. 

Funding for students is governed through the 
DSTI-NRF Postgraduate Funding Policy (PFP), 
which came into effect during the 2021 academic 

year. This policy responds to the challenges of 
transformation, barriers to completion, financial 
need, and disability, and incentivises excellence. 
The policy further responds to challenges such as 
low throughput and continuation to higher 
postgraduate study levels, for example, from 
honours to master’s and master’s to PhD; the 
proportion of funded South African black and 
women postgraduate students; age at the time of 
completion of the degree; priority fields and 
disciplines; and financial need.

Figure 1 below shows the proportion of funded 
South African black, and women postgraduate 
students from 2020 to 2024. The proportion of 
both South African black and female students 
funded by the NRF increased over the 5-year 
period from 79% and 58% in 2020 to 86% and 
60% in 2024, respectively.

Postgraduate students funded by the NRF

0

20

40
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80

100

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

SA Black % SA Female %

70% 80%
84% 86% 86%

58% 58% 59% 61% 60%

Figure 1: Postgraduate students funded by the NRF before and after the introduction of the DSTI-NRF Postgraduate 
Funding Policy (PFP) 
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A total of 17,784 students completed their 
postgraduate studies through the NRF funding, as 
illustrated in Table 13 below. The overall 
demographic profile of these completions reflects 
the NRF’s ongoing efforts to promote transformation 
and inclusivity in the National System of Innovation 
(NSI). South African black students represented 
most completions across a five-year period, 
averaging 83% of all completions. South African 
female students accounted for an average of 61% 
of all completions over the same period. 

Table 13: Students graduated between 
2020 and 2024

Completion Year

N
um

be
r o

f 
C

om
pl

et
io

ns

SA
 B

la
ck

 %

SA
 F

em
al

e 
%

2020 5370 82% 60%
2021 4315 82% 61%
2022 3938 85% 62%
2023 2958 83% 59%
2024 1881 85% 63%
Total (2020 - 2024) 17784 83% 61%

During the MTEF period, funding of postgraduate 
students will be carried out through but not limited 
to the following opportunities/initiatives:

•	 The NRF has submitted a grant application 
proposal to the National Skills Fund for 
funding of postgraduate students and 
postdoctoral fellows for the 2026, 2027 and 
2028 academic years. The proposal requests 
funding for 5 400 postgraduate students and 
900 postdoctoral fellows, with a total 
investment of R1 billion and R333 million 
required, respectively. Funding will be 
prioritised for financially needy students, 
those living with disabilities and exceptional 
academic achievers, aligned with the Skill 
Development Act. 

•	 The NRF has signed a new co-funding 
partnership with the South African 
Qualifications Authority (SAQA) to provide 
postgraduate scholarships for refugees and 
asylum seekers in South Africa, and this 
agreement will be in place until 2028, with a 
total investment of R4 million. 

•	 The NRF and SASOL Foundation Trust have 
renewed an agreement that underpins their 
joint sponsorship and support for South 
Africa’s next generation of researchers in the 
science field. Through the renewed 
agreement, the two organisations will co-
fund up to 271 South African students at Full 
Cost of Study (FCS) over three years from 
2025 to 2027, to pursue Honours, Master 
and Doctoral studies. The total investment of 
the agreement is around R52 million for the 
MTEF period.

•	  The NRF is in the process of renewing 
agreements with Energy Mobility Education 
Trust (EMET), DAAD, and the FFSP for a 
further 3 years starting from 2026 until 2028. 
The total investment of these agreements is 
envisaged to be around R52 million for the 
MTEF for support of postgraduate students.

Funding for Researchers

The support provided to researchers is tailored to 
suit the various stages of development and 
enables realisation of excellent knowledge and 
innovation outcomes towards developmental 
impact. Additionally, research-enabling inter-
ventions aim to foster the growth of the upcoming 
cohort of researchers to expand the size and 
competitiveness of emerging and established 
researchers. Researchers are supported through 
NRF investment in all knowledge domains. 
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The NRF strategically invests across the HCD 
pipeline to ensure a transformed, excellent, 
sustainable researcher cohort. To this end, the 
NRF supports and advances the expansion of a 
competitive, transformed research workforce 
through grants and recognition programmes 
designed to attract, develop, support, and retain 
researchers. The high-end skilled workforce is a 
critical driver for national development through 
innovation and economic competitiveness. 

The projected targets consider fiscal realities, 
strategic priorities, and needs in the national 
research ecosystem. The number of NRF-funded 
researchers is expected to grow moderately over 
the MTEF period, driven by thematic funding calls, 
institutional capacity building (especially for women 
and HDIs), and increased co-investment through 
local and international partnerships. This growth 
reflects a strategic response to systemic research 
needs.

The NRF funds research by awarding grants to 
researchers, and the grants are listed in the annual 
Register of Grants. The Register of Grants also 
contains the titles of funded research projects and 
is available on the NRF website, where it is 
updated continuously to provide an almost real-
time status of the research grants. 

a.	 Emerging Researchers

A primary structural challenge in expanding the 
pool of active and emerging researchers and 
scholars within the South African Higher Education 
system is the limited number of academics with a 
doctoral degree. Additional barriers include the 
low representation of established black and female 
researchers at universities, as well as the 
disproportionate demographics among professors 
at public institutions. Due to the challenges of an 
ageing senior academic workforce, the NRF 
acknowledges the importance of making strategic 

investments in emerging researchers to support 
the transformation, renewal, and growth of the 
research community, thereby ensuring a 
sustainable scientific system. In response to 
ongoing challenges, including a limited number of 
higher education staff with doctoral qualifications, 
an ageing academic population, and skills 
shortages in key national development fields, the 
NRF remains committed to enhancing and 
executing effective interventions. NRF interventions 
for emerging researchers are designed to 
complement programmes of the DHET and other 
NSI entities. However, advancing the transformation 
of research workforce leadership necessitates 
prioritising South African black and female 
researchers, as well as individuals living with 
disabilities. Achieving this objective will require a 
sustained increase in investment. 

b.	Established Researchers

The NRF will continue to attract, support, and 
retain established researchers to ensure growth in 
the research leadership to drive the NRF knowledge 
enterprise through the following: 

•	 Strategic programmes (DSTI-NRF South 
African Research Chairs Initiative (SARChI); 
DSTI-NRF Centres of Excellence; Research 
Infrastructure),

•	 Implementation of thematic grant funding to 
align with the Research Agenda,

•	 Collaborations and travel grants, and 

•	 Evaluation and Rating of individuals. 

Strategic investments in research programmes 
support South African universities, National 
Facilities, and Science Councils in attracting and 
retaining excellent researchers and building 
transdisciplinary research capacity. These 
investments foster collaboration across disciplines 
to address real-world problems and include 
initiatives such as SARChI Chairs, the Oliver 
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Reginald Tambo Africa Research Initiative 
(ORTARChI), the Standard Bank Group Research 
Chairs Initiative (STBGRChI) and Communities of 
Practice (CoPs), respectively. The SARChI Chairs 
programme prioritises co-funding initiatives aligned 
with the Decadal Plan, focusing on accelerating 
transformation by supporting more black and 
female researchers. Efforts during the MTEF period 
will focus on increasing participation in under-
represented disciplines such as Space Science, 
Astronomy, Nanotechnology, and the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution.

The SARChI Chairs programme supports 
transformation in the National System of Innovation 
through targeted initiatives, including Decadal 
Plan-aligned Chairs specifically for HDIs, UoTs, 
and new universities. During the 2026/27 financial 
year, the NRF will officially launch 36 new SARChI 
Chairs at these institutions. New Innovation Chairs 
will focus on sustainable energy, health innovation, 
and ICT-smart systems, while CoPs will prioritise 
Gender-Based Violence and Femicide (GBVF), 
working in collaboration with public and private 
sector partners. The GBVF SARChI Chair, which is 
co-funded with the Female Academic Leaders 
Fellowship (FALF) started in 2025 and is hosted by 
the University of Witwatersrand (WITS). Despite its 

location at WITS University, this SARChI Chair – as 
is required of all the NRF SARChI Chairs – will 
collaborate with other institutions and across 
disciplines. Furthermore, the Chair aims to 
spearhead research that responds to the national 
call to action against GBVF by addressing 
fundamental questions about its root causes and 
impacts. Progress in terms of the work of the 
GBVF SARChI Chair will be monitored through 
regular engagement with the Chairholder, 
Professor Relebohile Moletsane, as well as through 
the submission of mandatory Annual Progress 
Reports. 

Following a successful outcome of the 2024 CoE 
Funding Instrument evaluation, the second cohort 
of DSTI-NRF Centres of Excellence (CoEs), i.e., 
those established between 2013 and 2015, has 
been granted a third funding cycle. 

The demographic profile of researchers supported 
by the NRF over the past five years (academic 
years 2020–2024) is illustrated in Figure 2 below, 
highlighting a growing proportion of South African 
black and/or female researchers among those 
funded. However, this positive shift in representation 
has coincided with a decline in the overall number 
of supported researchers.
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Figure 2: Black and/or women researchers supported, including postdoctoral fellows (2020 to 2024)

In 2024, the NRF supported a total of 3 212 
researchers, including postdoctoral fellows. Of 
these, 63% were black and 50% were female, 
restricted to South African citizens and permanent 
residents. This reflects a significant increase from 
the 2020 academic year, when 49% of supported 
researchers were black and 44% were female.

The demographic composition of funded 
researchers is expected to shift in line with the 
NRF’s transformation agenda as outlined in Table 
14 below. The proportion of the South African 
female researchers is projected to increase from 
50% in 2024 to 52% in the 2027 academic year, 
where it is expected to remain in the 2028 
academic year.

Table 14: Projected number of funded 
researchers 

Academic 
Year

Researchers SA Black 
%

SA 
Female 

%
2025 3 555 64% 50%
2026 3 612 65% 51%
2027 3 300 66% 52%
2028 3 300 66% 52%

Awarding Excellence

Established researchers play a critical role in 
promoting excellence in research through peer 
reviews and evaluations of interventions. The 
evaluation and rating of individuals is a voluntary 
evaluation conducted by experts to assess the 
applicant’s position among peers. It helps 
benchmark the quality of research by South 
Africa’s researchers against the best in the world 
and recognises the researchers’ achievements. 
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The NRF plans to continue promoting rating 
among scientists, aiming to grow and transform 
the demographics of the pool of rated scientists. 
The NRF rating system is being reviewed for 
efficiency and effectiveness as a benchmark for 
research excellence and its contribution to the 
long-term sustainability of the national science 
system. Performance measures and targets will 
be reviewed to improve relevance and response to 
NRF Strategy 2030 and Vision 2030. 

In line with the NRF’s mandate to advance 
research excellence while promoting transformation 
and inclusivity within the National System of 
Innovation, Black rated researchers currently 
constitute the majority (62%) of rated researchers, 
with most located within the C-rated category. 
Female researchers represent 38% of the total 
rated researcher cohort. This positive trajectory is 
expected to continue, driven by growing 
engagement with the NRF rating system from 
HDIs and UoTs. In the 2026/27 financial year, the 
NRF will intensify its efforts to promote participation 
in the rating system within these institutions, in 
support of institutional differentiation and capacity 
development.

In 2025, approximately 61% of first-time rated 
researchers were black, while 39% were women. 
This reflects progress towards the NRF’s 
transformation objectives and is expected to be 
sustained through the implementation of targeted 
interventions aimed at strengthening the emerging 
researcher pipeline:

i.	 In support of career progression and research 
capacity development, the NRF has removed 
specific bottlenecks that previously limited 
access to the rating system for emerging 
researchers funded through programmes 
such as Thuthuka. This intervention is 
projected to contribute approximately 10% 
to the growth in first-time rated researchers 

and is expected to significantly increase 
participation by black and female researchers, 
who constitute the majority of beneficiaries 
within these programmes.

ii.	 The NRF continues to support the Future 
Professors Programme through active 
participation in capacity-building workshops 
designed to empower programme 
participants. As part of this engagement, the 
NRF promotes awareness and uptake of the 
rating system among candidates, who are 
predominantly black and female. This 
initiative contributes directly to the NRF’s 
transformation agenda and long-term 
sustainability of the research workforce.

In alignment with the NRF’s commitment to 
continuous improvement and evidence-based 
policy refinement, the NRF plans to undertake a 
comprehensive evaluation of the Rating Instrument 
in 2026/27. This evaluation will extend the current 
assessment of the rating process, which focuses 
on optimising business processes, including 
reviewer access, turnaround times, and the quality 
and consistency of reviews. The outcomes of this 
evaluation will inform enhancements to the rating 
system to ensure its relevance, efficiency, and 
alignment with the NRF’s strategic objectives.

HEI Collaboration

The NRF has developed the UPC as a flagship 
HDI research and human capacity development 
initiative for implementation during the next five 
years. The approach of the UPC requires the 
creation of an evidence-based plan for enhancing 
the research capacity of each institution.

Over the MTEF period (2025/26–2027/28), the 
number of interventions is expected to remain 
stable or grow marginally, reflecting the NRF’s 
commitment to a focused institutional 
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strengthening, academic excellence, and 
transformation within the higher education sector. 
The programme will provide customised support 
targeting HDIs, UoTs and new universities to 
expand and transform the academic pool to boost 
capacity for increased production of PhDs, 
knowledge and innovation outputs. 

Research and Development Information 
Platform

During the MTEF period, the focus of the Research 
and Development Information Platform will be on 
acquiring and analysing external datasets related 
to the priority areas of Human Capacity 
Development, Research Impact, and Innovation. 
This involves implementing a programme to grow 
a diverse and representative technical cohort that 
will possess the right skills and knowledge mix to 
(a) custom design and manufacture cutting-edge 
research infrastructure, instruments and 
components; (b) maintain, refurbish and operate 
specialist research instruments, equipment and 
components; (c) support research through 
technical training of postgraduate students and 
researchers; (d) enable evolution of instrumentation 
to a higher degree by creating a pipeline from 
technicians to instrument scientists; and (e) 
constitute the nucleus for fostering and advancing 
technological innovation in the knowledge 
enterprise. 

Key Initiatives Aligned with the DSTI 
Decadal Plan and NRF Strategy 2030

Over the MTEF period the NRF will conceptualise 
and implement the following initiatives:

The National Institutes for Research, Deve-
lopment and Innovation (NIRDI) funding 
instrument has led to the launch of the National 

Institute for Theoretical and Computational 
Sciences (NITheCS) in September 2025, and the 
process towards the establishment of the Institute 
for the Preparedness and Prevention of Pandemics 
(IP3) is at an advanced stage. Several new NIRDIs 
aligned with national priorities, such as Indigenous 
Knowledge-Based Bio-innovation, Poverty, 
Inequality and Unemployment, the One-Health-
Based Cancer Institute, a new Advanced 
Engineering and Digital Technologies Institute to 
catalyse research in computer, information and 
digital sciences and technologies, a Polar Research 
Institute, potential additional Institutes of Applied 
Human and Social Sciences, as well as the 
Science, Technology and Innovation Observatory, 
are being conceptualised in collaboration with the  
DSTI.

Funding research for impact: The NRF is 
phasing out the Competitive Programme for Rated 
Researchers (CPRR) and Competitive Support for 
Unrated Researchers (CSUR). These will be 
replaced by thematic research programmes that 
are better aligned with the strategic imperatives of 
the NRF Strategy 2030 and the STI Decadal Plan 
2022-2032. The new thematic research 
programmes will support research clusters that 
are led by established researchers engaged in 
interdisciplinary research. 

The transition from primarily supporting individual 
researchers to funding research groups is intended 
to enhance the NRF’s human capital development 
pipeline and produce research outputs that 
contribute to the strategic outcomes of the NRF 
Strategy 2030. The first cohort of interdisciplinary 
research programmes to be introduced in 2026 
will focus on the Decadal Plan domain areas, 
namely Information Communication & Technology 
and Smart systems, Health Innovations, and 
Sustainable Energy. 
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Capacity development for HDIs: The NRF UPC 
bespoke funding initiative will emphasise Cohort 
Staff Development, Emerging Research Areas, 
and the establishment of Research Niche Areas. 
This funding will serve as a foundation for 
institutions to secure additional resources from 
NRF’s International Collaborative Research and 
Industry, Innovation, and Research and 
Development funding streams, as well as other 
external sources. As research capacity grows, 

researchers will have the opportunity to apply for 
competitive funding, such as Thematic Funding 
for Groups or Strategic Funding, which includes 
Research Chairs, Centres of Excellence, or 
Institutes. The UPC bespoke funding will run 
concurrently with other NRF competitive funding 
available to all institutions. Furthermore, university 
staff and postgraduate students not participating 
in the UPC bespoke funding will still have access 
to NRF’s open competitive funding programmes.

Programme 3 Resource Considerations

Table 15: Budget for Programme 3 to achieve its planned performance targets

R’000
Budget Budget Budget Budget

2025/2026 2026/2027 2027/2028 2028/2029
Parliamentary Grant 352 904 368 904 386 627 398 653
DSI Contracts 2 076 820 1 919 743 1 905 059 1 990 563
Other Contracts 514 281 508 857 519 802 506 283
Internal Income 54 623 35 445 24 627 24 629
Other Income 90 - - -
Total Income 2 998 718 2 832 949 2 836 116 2 920 129
Running Expenses (Excluding 
Depreciation) 140 696 148 783 145 382 137 629

Grants and Bursaries 2 498 950 2 345 201 2 371 888 2 469 773
Internal Expenses 196 692 155 114 132 513 127 198
Salaries 151 495 180 486 185 378 184 514
Capital Expenditure 10 884 3 365 956 1 015
Total Expenditure 2 998 718 2 832 949 2 836 116 2 920 129

The resources allocated for Programme 3 are 
outlined in Table 15. The variations reflect targeted 
increases in personnel to align with the new 
service delivery model structure, a reduction in 
capital expenditure following the completion of 
major projects, and a consistent focus on 
sustaining grants and bursaries within a 
constrained fiscal environment. The growth in 
salaries is primarily due to the inclusion of  

vacancies and critical posts aligned with the 
approved Service Delivery Model structure. In the 
outer years, the allocation stabilises, reflecting 
efforts to contain growth in the salaries expenditure 
while maintaining capacity to deliver on programme 
mandates.
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Grants and bursaries remain the largest expendi-
ture item, averaging around R2.5 billion annually. 
The allocation shows modest growth over the 
MTEF period, with variations reflecting the timing 
of grant awards and bursary allocations in line with 
programme commitments and funding cycles 
which have been impacted by budget cuts.

The decline in capital expenditure in 2026-27 
reflects the completion of once-off infrastructure 
and equipment projects, including the solar 
project. Capital expenditure for 2026-27 includes 
ongoing building renovation projects to 
accommodate staff movement.

8.4	 Programme 4: National 
Research Infrastructure 
Platforms

The purpose of Programme 4 is to provide 
leading-edge research infrastructure platforms to 
support the production of world-class knowledge 
and innovation outputs and, in the process, 
facilitate human capacity development and 
science engagement. The National Facilities (NFs) 
support the national research and development 
strategy by exploiting geographic advantages, 
e.g. Astronomy and Astrophysics from the 
southern skies, and knowledge advantage areas, 
such as Biodiversity and Environmental Sciences, 
that are unique to Southern Africa. They provide 
unique and cutting-edge research platforms 
through a network of distributed institutions. 
These NFs support research of strategic 
importance and provide access to “big science” 
infrastructure for researchers nationally and 
internationally. 

In terms of national users, while the NFs serve 
almost all HEIs, they also interact extensively with 
various government departments and their 
Science Councils or research-active entities; 

examples include the Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research (CSIR), Technology Innovation 
Agency (TIA), Agricultural Research Council (ARC), 
Water Research Council (WRC), the Council for 
Mineral Technology (Mintek), etc. 

It is through these NFs that South Africa can 
compete and co-operate effectively with 
international counterparts in selected strategic 
research areas. Planned performance for 
Programme 4 over the MTEF period is outlined in 
Table 16 and Table 17 below.

The National Research Infrastructure Platforms 
are summarised below:

NRF-iThemba LABS is a multidisciplinary 
research facility based on the development, 
operation, and use of particle accelerators and 
related research equipment. With a total of 7 
particle accelerators in operation, NRF-iThemba 
LABS is the premier accelerator-based research 
facility across the African continent. The 200 MeV 
Separated Sector Cyclotron (SSC) at NRF-
iThemba LABS is the largest accelerator facility of 
its kind in the Southern Hemisphere. The 
accelerators are used to accelerate charged 
particles and ions for basic nuclear and hadron 
physics research, radioisotope research and 
development as well as supply (of radioisotopes) 
to the medical sector, radiobiology research 
related to particle therapy, and applications such 
as radiation hardness testing of electronic 
components used in satellites and detector 
calibrations. This NF is utilised by national and 
international researchers for basic science 
research and several applied research areas such 
as ion beam analysis, nanotechnology studies, 
atomic mass spectroscopy for dating ancient 
artefacts, radiobiology, nuclear medicine, and 
environmental studies.
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NRF-SAEON2 is a comprehensive, sustained, 
coordinated and responsive national network of in 
situ environmental observatories that delivers 
long-term reliable data for scientific research and 
postgraduate student training across terrestrial, 
aquatic and marine realms. NRF-SAEON has 
actively explored diverse methodologies to 
generate environmental data and advance 
research outputs across a wide spectrum of 
environmental domains, ranging from organismal 
ecology to Earth system science. It has a 
distributed nodal structure covering all of South 
Africa’s biomes spread in five provinces, with 
geographically dispersed observation landscapes 
along different ecosystems, such as Arid Lands, 
Bushveld, Fynbos, Grasslands, Forests, Wetlands, 
Coastal Areas, and Offshore Marine. 

This research platform hosts three key research 
infrastructures as part of the South African 
Research Infrastructure Roadmap (SARIR), 
namely:

•	 EFTEON

•	 SMCRI

•	 SAPRI 

The integration of these research infrastructure 
platforms into NRF-SAEON fosters an expansive 
and comprehensive environmental research 
network, unparalleled in both its scale and 
comprehensiveness. Furthermore, they bring 
together terrestrial and marine sites, representing 
an unprecedented model globally, and overcoming 
historical institutional barriers and constraints. 
Data collected by NRF-SAEON is accessible 
through a CoreTrustSeal-accredited open data 
platform and used for the analysis of long-term 
patterns and processes and the development of 
models, publications, archived datasets and 

2	  SAEON is yet to be declared a National Facility

training purposes. These research products, as 
well as the hosted South African Risk and 
Vulnerability Atlas (SARVA), form the basis for 
policy and other decision-making inputs, as well 
as decision-support tools.

NRF-SAAO is the National Facility for optical and 
infrared astronomy in South Africa. Its primary 
function is to conduct and enable fundamental 
research in astronomy and astrophysics. NRF-
SAAO operates a number of telescopes, including 
the Southern African Large Telescope (SALT). The 
latter is owned by the SALT Foundation formed by 
an international consortium of institutions, with the 
NRF as the major shareholder on behalf of South 
Africa. NRF-SAAO’s research and engineering 
expertise and outputs are strong, with the 
Sutherland-based research infrastructure 
platforms serving as the backbone of this success 
with SALT as the flagship telescope. The Sutherland 
site capabilities are also world-class, leveraging 
strong international connections and collaborations. 
Applications and the scope of technologies and 
intellectual property contained within the NRF-
SAAO engineering department are broadening in 
reach. An array of capabilities in cutting-edge 
technology fronts is emerging, in particular in 
photonics, detector systems, and precision 
mechanical engineering, as impact areas for 
innovation in support of, and beyond, fundamental 
Astronomical research.

NRF-SARAO’s goal is to establish South Africa 
as a global leader in radio astronomy and 
associated technologies and disciplines by 
successfully hosting and participating in the design 
and construction of the SKA telescope and other 
radio astronomy and geodesy infrastructure 
platforms. This goal is to be achieved through 
programmes and activities that deliver against 
NRF-SARAO’s four strategic objectives, which are 
to: 
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•	 Manage and optimise South Africa’s 
contribution to and benefit from the 
international Square Kilometre Array (SKA) 
Project. 

•	 Establish and sustain globally competitive 
and transformed radio astronomy and space 
geodesy research and infrastructure in South 
Africa and abroad, where appropriate. 

•	 Maximise the associated national socio-
economic benefit from radio astronomy and 
space geodesy activities. 

•	 Promote radio astronomy and space 
geodesy capacity in Africa.

NRF-SARAO is primarily an enabler of scientific 
research through the provision of world-class 
research platforms to an externalised research 
community – this includes the design, construction 
and hosting of the MeerKAT, MeerKAT Extension 
and the Square Kilometre Array radio telescopes 
in collaboration with international partners, 
including the SKA Observatory. 

NRF-SAIAB is a national facility with the purpose 
of undertaking research and innovation for the 
sustainable economic development of South 
Africa’s marine and freshwater environments. The 
NRF-SAIAB provides research platforms and 
infrastructure for multidisciplinary and multi-
institutional scientific investigations across fields 
such as Fisheries, Freshwater and Marine Ecology, 
Climate and Global Change, Aquatic “Omics”, 
Bio-discovery, Geophysics, Ecophysiology, and 
Invasive species management. The research 
conducted contributes vital knowledge on water-
based ecosystem functioning, informing the 

sustainable development of coastal, estuarine, 
and freshwater resources for the long-term benefit 
of South Africa’s people.

NRF-SAIAB enhances its traditional strength in 
knowledge generation by actively driving innovation 
to achieve impact. Key innovation frontrunners 
identified include Novel Aquatic Compound 
development, Aquatic Computer Vision & 
Robotics, Aquaculture & Fisheries, Green 
engineering, and Biocontrol. NRF-SAIAB’s unique 
research platforms, including the Aquatic 
Biodiversity Collections, Associated Specialist 
Laboratories, the African Coelacanth Ecosystem 
Programme (ACEP), and Marine Platform Provision 
(coastal craft, in situ instrumentation, ROV, Baited 
Remote Underwater Videos, and the National 
Acoustic Tracking Array Platform (ATAP)), are 
available to the broader NSI research community. 
Uniquely, NRF-SAIAB operates and has end-to-
end infrastructure capabilities across all three 
scales of biodiversity (Ecosystem, Individual, and 
Gene), supported by five SARIR programmes. 
Through ACEP, NRF-SAIAB manages an 
expanding marine science platform and an 
established marine science transformation 
programme, ACEP Phuhlisa, offering equipment 
and training. The institute also plans to expand the 
DSTI/NRF Joint Labs initiative, building Joint 
Freshwater Labs at inland Historically 
Disadvantaged Institutions (HDIs). NRF-SAIAB 
contributes scientific evidence for national 
environmental policy formulation on issues such 
as water resource management, coastal zone 
management, marine spatial planning, and invasive 
species management.
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Explanation of Planned Performance 
over the MTEF period 

Each of the NFs contributes to the performance 
indicators and targets of Programme 4 through its 
portfolio of research infrastructure platforms and 
human capital capabilities. This is done on a 
differential and proportional basis based on the 
unique circumstances of each NF and the scientific 
and technical context in which it operates. 

Patient Doses of Radioisotopes

The supply of accelerator-based medical isotopes 
produced at iThemba LABS for nuclear medicine 
is indicative of the contribution of the facility to 
benefit societal health, both nationally and 
internationally. 

The inadequate provision for UPS backup remains 
an ongoing challenge for iThemba LABS. The 
200-MeV SSC infrastructure complex is heavily 
reliant on the unstable Eskom power that leads to 
an increased risk of vulnerability that presents as 
damage to critical systems and extended recovery 
times. Consequently, such equipment failure 
triggers a domino effect of disruption of the 
isotope production schedule and subsequently 
the sales and/or collection of isotope-based 
revenue.

Consequently, the projected medical isotopes 
production for 2026/27 will dip to 170 021 patient 
doses.  This is due to ongoing challenges 
associated with the lack of a functional UPS for 
the SSC. The transition to the new dedicated 
isotope cyclotron will continue in 2026/27 with the 
bombardment targets being optimised and all 
new radioisotope products going through 
regulatory authorisation. The outer years will see a 
pickup to 215 088 and 225 842 doses.

The overall ageing research infrastructure, 
particularly the SSC, which requires major 
refurbishment, starting with the replacement of the 
UPS unit with a modern solution, and a technical 
upgrade of the SSC and its associated detector 
infrastructure. A comprehensive proposal was 
developed as part of the motivation to replace the 
aged UPS unit together with an upgrade of the 
SSC and ancillary isotope infrastructure. This 
project will be initiated in 2026/27 with the 
proposed quantum of >R1 Billion to be submitted 
to the National Treasury Budget Facility for 
Infrastructure Projects. 

Intellectual Property (IP)

Scientific knowledge generated by the NFs and its 
translation into intellectual property products 
contributes to the enhancement of the technological 
capacity of the country in the relevant areas. In 
addition, once commercialised, patent-protected 
technologies and intellectual property products 
have the potential to derive an additional income 
stream for the NFs to supplement operational 
income and/or reinvestment into further 
development capacity. However, most IP-related 
products from the NFs are in the form of proprietary 
know-how rather than directly patentable outputs, 
e.g. the radioisotope production processes of 
NRF-iThemba LABS, the computational and data 
processes of NRF-SARAO, or unique precision 
(opto-) mechanical engineering and fibre-optics 
capabilities at NRF-SAAO. 

During the MTEF period an integrated com-
mercialisation plan between all the National 
Facilities will be developed to embrace available 
opportunities. This will require internal capability to 
market or develop mechanisms to include strategic 
partners such as TIA, CSIR or Industry in the 
commercialisation of the products from the NFs.
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NRF-SARAO leads South Africa’s participation in 
the SKA project, providing project management, 
engineering expertise, and policy advice, while 
participating in the SKAO’s governance. Strategic 
benefits include securing South Africa’s role in the 
procurement, construction, and operation of high-
tech scientific infrastructure; stimulating local 
industry; developing critical skills; and 
commercialising technologies. South Africa’s 
strategic direction for the SKA project is steered 
through the South African SKA Steering Committee 
(SASSC). NRF-SARAO further fulfils hosting 
obligations by acting as a co-management 
authority under the Astronomy Geographic 
Advantage Act and delivering radio astronomy-
friendly telecommunications. Over the medium 
term, NRF-SARAO will advance SKA-Mid 
construction, deliver host country infrastructure, 
and finalise operational agreements with SKAO. 
This includes transferring MeerKAT to the SKAO 
under agreed terms and valuation. 

NRF-SARAO will establish the South African SKA 
Regional Centre to enable scientific exploitation of 
SKA data products and broader data-intensive 
research. It will also seek opportunities to deliver 
technical solutions and products to international 
partners.

The NRF-SAAO goal on innovation and technology 
transfer efforts is to ensure that cutting-edge 
tools, methods, and insights developed for 
astronomical research are also translated into 
benefits for society and industry at large. The 
culture of innovation is entrenched in the NF’s 
development programmes, and all possible 
instruments are leveraged, including funding 
opportunities, partnerships with other NRF 
Business Units, the academic community, as well 
as with external industry partners.

Developing instruments, software, and data 
systems for astronomy fosters technical expertise 
that can be adapted to challenges in fields such 
as aerospace, telecommunications, energy, and 
advanced manufacturing. Technologies originally 
designed for telescopes, sensors, optics, and 
data analysis have natural applications in industries 
such as medical imaging, geospatial mapping, 
environmental monitoring, and big data analytics. 
Several of these bespoke technologies under 
development in Astronomy, specifically within the 
imaging, astro-photonics and precision engineering 
fields, are being translated into multiple other 
applications, evolving towards technology transfer 
into industry. 

NRF-SAAO’s Precision Fabrication Centre currently 
serves NRF-SAAO, SALT, NRF-iThemba LABS, 
and NRF-SARAO through the design and 
manufacturing of precisely machined parts. 
Contracts are in place for the provision of lead 
pots for iThemba LABS and SKA receivers for 
NRF-SARAO. Over the next five years, the NRF-
SAAO intends to expand its technical space to 
enable an Innovation Hub that serves all the NFs 
and steadily increase the number of registered IP 
products. 

NRF-SAEON does not have the in-house expertise 
to conduct research and development (R&D) or 
innovation that can improve service delivery or 
reduce the risk and vulnerability of society to a 
changing climate. However, other Business Units 
within the NRF have this skill set and NRF-SAEON 
intends to collaborate across NFs and with external 
service providers to develop innovative 
technologies to improve the observations of the 
environment.
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The MTEF period will see the development of an 
integrated commercialisation plan between all the 
NFs to embrace appropriate opportunities. The 
approach will in all likelihood involve internal 
capability to go all the way to market or involve 
mechanisms by which appropriate partners such 
as TIA, CSIR or Industry are involved. 

Technical and Policy Briefs

The translation of scientific knowledge generated 
by the NFs into technical and/or policy briefs 
contributes to the enhancement of the capacity of 
the State in the commensurate areas, such as 
policy development, decision-making as well as 
future scenario planning. The nature of policy 
briefs is such that they are a result of the synthesis 
of the latest body of knowledge and emerging 
considerations in a particular area. Some of these 
technical and/or policy briefs are commissioned 
by government departments and/or entities that 
report to them.

For a reputable and internationally recognised 
research facility, the number of publications in 
peer-reviewed journals provides a reliable measure 
of the NFs’ competitiveness within the relevant 
scientific fields of its expertise, including subatomic 
physics, material science, biological physics, 
radiation protection, and accelerator engineering 
and technology.

NRF-SAIAB will provide scientifically defensible 
data to decision-makers and policymakers for 
informed decisions on aquatic resources and 
economic opportunities, and data collected by 
NRF-SAEON is accessible through a CoreTrustSeal-
accredited open data platform and used for the 
analysis of long-term patterns and processes and 
the development of models, publications, archived 
datasets and training purposes. These research 
products, as well as the hosted South African Risk 

and Vulnerability Atlas (SARVA), form the basis for 
policy and other decision-making inputs, as well 
as decision-support tools.

Operational Capability of Research 
Platforms

The operational capability of the different research 
platforms across the NFs must be maintained at a 
high qualitative and productive level to provide 
effective and impactful support to the science 
system. To achieve that most effectively, it is 
essential to establish clear performance standards, 
specifically in relation to the uptime availability of 
the research platforms to the users of the platforms. 
This, in turn, reflects on the effectiveness of the 
maintenance regime of the underlying infrastructure 
and instrumentation. When optimised or even 
maximised, this contributes positively to the 
productivity of the research platforms. The 
Research Infrastructure Availability Factor (RIAF) 
measured in this context demonstrates the 
availability for use of available platforms, delivering 
on the core mandate of the programme. 

Over the MTEF period, research infrastructure 
availability for each NFs will be monitored through 
the availability of selected representative research 
platforms. Each NF has unique operations tailored 
for the field of science that it supports and, 
therefore, measures its research platform’s 
availability differently. 

Planned performance over the MTEF period for 
the operational availability per NF is as outlined 
below.

Percentage of operationally available 
beam time of accelerator platforms: 
NRF-iThemba LABS

The Key Performance Indicator (KPI) relating to 
the percentage of operational available beamtime 
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measures the total number of hours during which 
operational beam time is available from accelerator 
platforms operated by NRF-iThemba LABS, 
namely 200 MeV SSC; 11 MeV cyclotron; 3 MeV 
Tandetron and 6 MeV Tandem. 

The facility has experienced unpredictable epis-
odes of load-shedding in the past and this is not 
only a major challenging source of concern, but 
also one that, if persistent, threatens to derail the 
progress towards the medium and long-term 
objective of safeguarding the current and future 
sustainability of the facility through research, 
training and development using cutting edge 
infrastructure. 

Replacement of the 30-year-old UPS is the only 
viable long-term mitigation to counteract the 
negative effects of load-shedding, though a 
secondary challenge of affordability arises in that 
the current budgetary estimate for a suitable UPS 
is in the order of R130 million. In the interim, NRF-
iThemba LABS has reached a Load Curtailment 
Agreement with ESKOM, according to which 
agreement NRF-iThemba LABS is required to 
implement reduction of its Power Consumption 
during elevated levels of load-shedding stages.

The reliable delivery of good quality beam from the 
four accelerators (SSC, Tandetron, Tandem and 
11 MeV) is as much an indication of the state of 
the facilities as it is a validation of the requisite 
technical maintenance schedule of the different 
components of the accelerator infrastructure 
system. This also signals the preponderance at 
NRF-iThemba LABS of the technical competence 
and expertise in operating advanced nuclear 
physics research infrastructure platforms, such as 
the magnetic spectrometers, gamma ray detectors 
and such surface characterisation platforms as 
the nuclear microprobe operated in the material 
research department. 

The new 70 MeV is dedicated for radioisotope 
production and will become fully operational in the 
MTEF period. The 200 MeV SSC Cyclotron will 
dedicate 100% availability to subatomic physics 
research experiments, a move which will enhance 
the rate at which postgraduate research students 
complete their research projects. 

Critical technical skills for the maintenance, up 
keeping, and operation of the accelerator 
infrastructure and research instruments will be 
deployed to ensure that the planned operational 
beam time is available/ achieved.

Percentage of research fleet days at sea 
(ACEP): NRF-SAIAB 

The NRF-SAIAB is a leading provider of specialised 
coastal marine research infrastructure to the 
National System of Innovation (NSI). Over the past 
decade, NRF-SAIAB’s Marine Platforms have 
been developed to include critical and unique 
research assets, supported by a highly qualified 
and competent team of marine technicians. This 
infrastructure enables research in the coastal zone 
to depths of up to 3 000m and complements the 
capabilities of the NRF-SAEON’s Elwandle Node 
and the research vessels of the Department of 
Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE). 
By design, overlap with NRF-SAEON infrastructure 
is limited. NRF-SAIAB’s marine infrastructure also 
forms part of the DSTI’s South African Research 
Infrastructure Roadmap (SARIR) through the 
Shallow Marine and Coastal Research Infrastructure 
(SMCRI) programme, hosted by NRF-SAEON.

NRF-SAIAB offers cutting-edge aquatic 
infrastructure research capabilities, from collections 
and specialised laboratories to marine platforms 
unique in the NSI. Crucially, NRF-SAIAB links 
infrastructure provision with competitive access 
mechanisms, such as the ACEP infrastructure-
linked Open Research Call. NRF-SAIAB’s research 
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infrastructure and equipment are clustered into 
three main platforms, unique within South Africa 
and Africa, and will continue to be provided to the 
NSI in the medium term:

•	 Marine Infrastructure Platform: Includes the 
National Coastal Craft Fleet, ATAP, Marine 
Remote Imagery Platform (MARIP), and 
Marine Geophysics Platform (GEMAP). 
These platforms focus on the coastal zone 
to a depth of 3000m, complementing other 
national infrastructure and supporting the 
Blue Economy.

•	 Collections and Associated Laboratories: 
Features the National Fish and Diatom 
Collections, the Aquatic Genomics Research 
Platform (AGRP), and the Aquatic 
Ecophysiology Research Platform (AERP). 
The AGRP provides research infrastructure 
for molecular biological studies, including 
DNA extraction, Sanger Sequencing, and 
Next-Generation Sequencing, with dedicated 
workstations for 18 users. The AERP, 
established in 2014, provides tools to 
determine the effects of global climate 
change on living organisms.

•	 Library and Information: Comprises the 
Margaret Smith Library and the Bioinformatics 
Platform. The Margaret Smith Library is a 
specialised aquatic science research library 
and archive, unique for its heritage literature 
collections.

By providing access to research infrastructure and 
technical support, the NRF-SAIAB Marine Platform 
plays an important role in supporting research 
projects led by researchers from across the 
country and serves as a critical resource for 
advancing marine research. The number of sea 
days provides a good indication of the effectiveness 
of the platform and its relevance within the NSI. A 
key risk remains in the operation of the vessel 
Phakisa as the vessel requires a full refit but to 

date, the funds have not been identified and as 
such the vessel performance can be erratic.

Percentage of availability of near real-
time research infrastructure platform 
data: NRF-SAEON 

NRF-SAEON develops and manages several 
environmental research infrastructure platforms 
across the country. Most of these platforms 
contain in situ instruments that collect and deliver 
continuous data, some of which can offer near 
real-time data. In order for the instruments to 
produce reliable data, appropriate in-field 
maintenance operations for the research 
infrastructure platform are highly important. 

The monitoring of the instruments’ operational 
performance in collecting data and the data being 
provisioned through research data platforms will 
contribute to better management of the research 
infrastructure platforms. During the MTEF period 
the NRF will monitor the availability of research 
infrastructure platforms that provide near real-time 
data for a range of variables crucial for climate and 
global change research, as a proxy for the 
operational performance of the NRF-SAEON 
research platforms.

Percentage of time available of SALT: 
NRF-SAAO

The projected SALT uptime for 2026/27 (i.e., the 
time available for observations) considers five 
nights offline due to the installation of the new 
Robert Stobie Spectrograph detector in May 
2026, a planned six-week maintenance shutdown 
beginning mid-February 2027, and an estimated 
6% loss due to technical issues. The target for 
2026/27 has, therefore, been reduced to 80% 
compared to the actual of 94% in 2024/25. To 
achieve the targeted uptime for SALT will involve 
continuous monitoring and preventative 
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maintenance, including having critical spares kept 
in stock for high-impact or long-lead items. Night-
time issues affecting operations will be addressed 
through standby support, while unresolved 
technical faults will be reviewed the following 
morning to ensure that repairs are carried out as 
effectively as possible.

The steerable telescopes (NRF-SAAO’s two 1m 
telescopes and the 1.9m) operate under stable 
conditions with little expected downtime due to 
technical faults. Scheduled maintenance and time 
spent implementing engineering improvements 
are not included in the available time. The usable 
time as a fraction of available time is expected to 
exceed 98% each year.

Percentage of operational availability of 
64 MeerKAT receptors: NRF-SARAO

As a primary enabler of global astronomy research, 
NRF-SARAO will ensure that its world-class 
infrastructure, including MeerKAT and the 
Hartebeesthoek 26m telescope, remains fully 
operational and scientifically competitive. 
Availability of the 64 MeerKAT receptors is targeted 
to remain at 90% throughout the MTEF period, 
safeguarding high productivity for the international 
research community.

International investment has been secured to 
extend MeerKAT’s capabilities through the 
MeerKAT Extension Project, which will increase 
the number of antennas and enhance scientific 
capacity. Over the medium term, NRF-SARAO will 
commission these upgrades and ensure high 
operational availability to maximise usage by the 
global scientific community. Operational excellence 
will be driven through preventive maintenance and 
targeted upgrades, ensuring the reliability of NRF-
SARAO’s instruments while managing essential 
costs such as electricity and other alternative 
sources of power.

Key Initiatives Aligned with the DSTI 
Decadal Plan and NRF Strategy 

International Partnerships: NRF-SARAO will 
oversee the migration of the MeerKAT telescope 
into the SKAO-MID telescope by 2030, 
strengthening South Africa’s role in global radio 
astronomy collaboration. 

DSTI Multi-Wave Strategy: The Southern 
African Large Telescope (SALT), now 20 years old, 
requires refurbishment of key components. While 
significant investment has been made in radio 
astronomy, the strategic value lies in advancing 
multi-wave and multi-messenger astronomy. This 
will necessitate enhanced optical and near-infrared 
capabilities, as provided by NRF-SAAO. Funding 
for this refurbishment will need to be secured. 

DSTI Marine and Antarctic Strategy: Platforms 
operated by NRF-SAIAB and NRF-SAEON will be 
upgraded to support the forthcoming Marine and 
Antarctic Strategy. Key developments include full 
implementation of the SAPRI, expansion of the 
Shallow Marine and Coastal Research Infrastructure 
(SMCRI), and the refitting of research vessels—
starting with Phakisa, followed by Observer.

Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS): HSS 
will be more deeply integrated into the National 
Research Infrastructure Platforms (NRIP) portfolio 
by promoting research impact, fostering 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches, 
and developing HSS infrastructure plans for the 
post-2030 period.

Innovation: Continued development of the NFs’ 
innovation portfolio will be prioritised, alongside 
the creation of a coordinated and integrated 
innovation strategy across all NFs.
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Programme Resource Considerations

Table 18: Budget for Programme 4 to achieve its planned performance targets

R’000
Budget Budget Budget Budget

2025/2026 2026/2027 2027/2028 2028/2029
Parliamentary Grant 397 500 416 981 434 717 463 087
DSI Contracts 2 224 690 2 530 754 2 450 344 2 546 441
Other Contracts 305 631 280 909 378 067 219 320
Internal Income 150 519 123 317 118 511 112 005
Other Income 196 096 186 340 253 040 297 065
Total Income 3 274 436 3 538 302 3 634 679 3 637 917
Running Expenses (Excluding 
Depreciation) 1 603 242 1 626 723 1 596 737 1 648 119

Grants and Bursaries 108 181 93 738 85 751 89 746
Internal Expenses 85 821 95 014 99 783 100 164
Salaries 847 351 1 019 376 1 145 369 1 144 869
Capital Expenditure 629 841 703 451 707 039 655 019
Total Expenditure 3 274 436 3 538 302 3 634 679 3 637 917

Resources allocated for Programme 4 over the 
MTEF period are outlined in Table 18. The 2026/27 
budget for Programme 4 is expected to increase 
due to the re-baselining of the funding for NRF-
SAIAB and NRF-SAAO. Personnel expenses is 
the second largest cost driver for the programme, 
averaging 29% of the total annual expenditure 
budget. Employee costs are expected, at a 
minimum, to increase in line with cost-of-living 
adjustments approximating 5% increase for 
2025/26 projections; however, with the conclusion 
of the service delivery model interventions in 
2025/26, some vacancies at the NFs will be filled, 
resulting in an impact in 2026/27.

Capital investment total spend for 2026/27 is 
forecasted at a 2% increase, although it is 
envisaged that increased activity and related 
spend will be seen should there be additional 
income received by the NFs over the planning 
period.

Infrastructure Funding and Strategic 
Priorities (MTEF Period)

The planned budgets for the upcoming Medium-
Term Expenditure Framework (MTEF) period 
continues a financing model that historically 
inadequately supports the maintenance and 
replacement of ageing infrastructure. Discussions 
with the Department of Science, Technology and 
Innovation (DSTI) are ongoing to ensure that the 
Strategic Research Infrastructure Grants that were 
radically reduced during and post COVID-19 are 
reinstated at a sustainable and appropriate level to 
ensure the adequate maintenance of equipment. 

Key infrastructure priorities over the next 5 years 
include:

•	 NRF-iThemba LABS: Upgrades to the 200 
eV Cyclotron, HVAC systems, UPS units, 
SAIF hot cells, and building cladding,
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•	 NRF-SAIAB: Refurbishment of research 
vessels,

•	 NRF-SAAO: Refurbishment of the Southern 
African Large Telescope (SALT),

•	 NRF-SARAO: Upgrades to the Hart-
beesthoek facilities, and

•	 NRF-SAEON: Ongoing replacement of 
distributed research instruments.

8.5	 Key Risks and Mitigation 
Plans 

In developing the organisational strategic risks, 
the NRF Management and the Board concluded a 
robust risk review process where both internal and 
external factors are considered to understand and 
appreciate the interconnectedness of risks and 
potential adverse impact on the delivery of our 
mandate. The table below presents strategic risks 
that are aligned to the strategic outcomes and the 
aspirations as contained in the Decadal Plan. 

The NRF recognises that socio-economic 
conditions directly influence its financial and 
human resource sustainability. These uncertainties 
present both risks and opportunities, requiring the 
organisation to remain agile in managing downside 
impacts while leveraging upside potential. At the 
operational level, increasing pressures on 
sustainable investment into research platforms 
continue to escalate, placing strain on mandate 
delivery. In response, the NRF pro-actively engage 
with key stakeholders to position the organisation 
for greater societal and economic impact. This 
includes embedding innovation across its functions 
and diversifying income sources to enhance long-
term sustainability.

A detailed mapping exercise was conducted to 
illustrate the direct (primary and secondary) as well 
as indirect impacts of various risks on multiple 
outcomes. Table 19 maps the primary impact 
alignment of the eleven strategic risks to strategic 
outcomes and will be used to provide appropriate 
mitigation actions as part of strategy execution.
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8.6	 Infrastructure Projects 

The NFs will continue to make new infrastructure 
available to the NSI. The table below outlines the 
key projects, anticipated budgets, and delivery 
timelines. In 2026/27, key projects in the astronomy 
domain will include the ongoing construction of 
the Engineering Operations Centre (EOC) and the 
initiation of Phase One of the Science Processing 
Centre (SPC). Planning for the Visitors Centre and 
Regional Centre will also continue. A significant 
milestone will be the completion of the MeerKAT 
Park Fence, expected in Q4 of 2025/26 or early in 
2026/27. In the sub-atomic space, the transition 
of isotope production to the 70 MeV cyclotron will 

continue, alongside refurbishment of the HVAC 
system, subject to budget availability. Within the 
biodiversity and environmental disciplines, 
SMACRI, SAPRI, and EFTEON will remain on 
track, delivered in accordance with their 15-year 
roadmaps.

The new projects show a vibrancy of the research 
infrastructure ecosystem. However, 2026/27 will 
also see the development of revised requirements 
for research infrastructure maintenance of the 
older workhorse instruments. Given the anticipated 
quantum (approximately R5 billion distributed over 
at least two MTEF cycles), a submission to 
National Treasury’s Budget Facility for Infrastructure 
(BFI) in collaboration with the DSTI, will be required. 
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8.7	 Financial Overview of the NRF 

 STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL ERFORMANCE 
CATEGORY  2024/25

 Actual 

R’000

 2025/26

Projected 

R’000

 2026/27

Projected 

R’000

 2027/28

Projected

R’000 

2028/29

Projected 

R’000
MTEF allocation - Parliamentary grant 
(PG) 

 941 446  983 623  1 028 666  1 075 183  1 123 449 

MTEF allocation - DSTI contract 
income* 

 3 524 968  4 423 418  4 518 047  4 418 781  4 606 101 

Other contract income*  691 875  829 764  797 612  903 748  731 702 
Interest received  96 502  53 942  40 001  39 001  39 237 
Other income   178 384  175 731  172 987  241 801  285 985 
Total income  5 433 175  6 466 479  6 557 313  6 678 514  6 786 474 

Grants and bursaries  2 428 819  2 659 642  2 462 652  2 479 197  2 584 372 
Operating expenditure  1 957 906  2 231 034  2 241 496  2 223 671  2 279 245 
Salaries  1 041 389  1 203 429  1 443 041  1 580 576  1 590 414 
Total expenditure  5 428 114  6 094 105  6 147 189  6 283 444  6 454 031 

Net income before capital acquisitions  5 061  372 373  410 125  395 070  332 443 
Less:  Net capital expenditure and 
transfers 

 265  (372 373)  (410 125)  (395 070)  (332 443)

Net budgeted unspent funds  5 326  (0)  0  (0)  0 

*Carry forward funding included 
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8.8	 Notes on financial overview

Income

The NRF total budgeted income for the 2026/27 
financial year is R6.5 billion which comprises of 
the following sources of funding:

•	 Parliamentary Grant (PG) - R1 billion (15%)

•	 Contract funding received from the DSTI – 
R4.5 billion (68%)

•	 Contract funds from other government 
departments, entities, and private institutions 
-R798 million (13%)

•	 Income generated through isotope sales and 
interest income - R213 million (4%)

The PG (baseline) income is appropriated for 
delivering the organisational mandate and is the 
foundational funding that is fundamental for the 
NRF’s operations. The baseline reflects an average 
increase of 3,4% over the MTEF period. The total 
MTEF allocation (PG and DSTI contract funding), 
excluding carry forwards, will increase by 25.72% 
in 2026/27, 3.30% in 2027/28 2.36% in 2028/29, 
taking into consideration the move from a lower 
base due to significant budget cuts imposed in 
2024/25 towards an allocation of R1 billion per 
annum to NRFSARAO-SKA from the Budget 
Facility for Infrastructure (BFI) to fund the SKAO 
host buildings.  

The NRF requires consistent funding to remain 
innovative, agile, competitive, responsive and at 
the leading edge of technological development. 
However, it is constrained by a lack of perpetual, 
meaningful funding while the demand for research 
and postgraduate student funding is constrained 
with demand exceeding supply. The budget 
provides no new funding for new initiatives 
stipulated in the NRF Strategy 2030 – these will 

have to be sourced through internal reprioritisations, 
raising new sources of funding through the 
Business Advancement Division while minimal 
provision is made for new capital expenditure from 
the PG (largely office and computer equipment).

Expenditure

Considering that the NRF MTEF allocation does 
not mirror projected inflation, the NRF must ensure 
that it remains sustainable over the medium term 
with a particular focus on carefully managing 
several factors, including:

•	 Movement in the overall salary bill and 
staffing requirements,

•	 Operational costs, such as utilities and 
maintenance, which generally exceed 
inflation,

•	 Impact of foreign exchange volatility.

•	 Lack of flexibility in initiating bold new initiat-
ives and their impact on targets, and

•	 Deliberate targeting of new revenue genera-
tion and funding streams.

However, it must be noted that such continued 
measures put NRF at an unsustainable position as 
austerity measures and lower than inflationary 
adjustments, especially on the Parliamentary 
Grant (PG) which funds the fundamental operations 
of the organisation, has remained flat or negative 
in real terms.

Grants and bursaries are directly linked to the 
movement in funding and subsequently to 
movements in performance targets. Research 
grants and bursaries account for 40% of the total 
NRF expenditure, which is disbursed for research 
grants, scholarships and bursaries at universities 
through various funding instruments.
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Operating expenditure is in line with activities 
and available funding following budget cuts.

Employee’s remuneration is forecast to increase 
in line with a cost-of-living adjustment as per 
National Treasury guidelines. The abnormal 
increase relates to new staffing requirements for 
re-aligned structure, new staffing for projects such 
as the South African Research Infrastructure 
Roadmap (SARIR) and SKA1 (NRF-SARAO) 
projects as it moves into the next phase of the 
international build requirements as well as staff 
required for two significant engineering build 
contracts sourced from SKAO which are fully 
funded.

Capital expenditure is provided at a bare 
minimum to maintain the operations based on the 
limited resources – primarily office and computer 
equipment. The exceptional growth funding of 
R1.1 billion in the current MTEF cycle relates to 
funding from BFI for South Africa’s hosting 
obligations to provide various SKA building 
requirements, which includes the Science 
Processing Centre and Regional Centre, SKA 
Science Operations Centre Building, SKA 
Engineering Operations Centre Building, MeerKAT 
National Park Fencing and the MeerKAT extension 
and preparatory costs for the SKA1. A formal 
proposal for the shortfall in RSA funding of the 
SKA Project over the next 5 years has also been 
submitted to the BFI to fund South Africa’s 
obligations to the SKAO amounting to R5 billion. 
Additional infrastructure projects from new funding 
sources through contracts include the South 
African Research Infrastructure Roadmap require-
ments, the South African Polar Research 
Infrastructure and the NRF- SARAO Northern 
Cape Visitor’s Science Centre.
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PART D:

	 Technical Indicator 
Descriptions 
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Programme 1

Indicator Title Outcome of Annual Audit by AGSA.
Definition Auditor’s opinion expressed on the financial statements and compliance with 

Generally Recognised Accounting Practice (Standards of GRAP) and the 
requirements of the Public Finance Management Act, No. 1 of 1999 (PFMA). 
Conclusion on the usefulness and reliability of reported performance information. 
Audits include audit of all processes in the organisation over and above financials 
statements and programme performance information audits, i.e. Corporate Support 
Service, Office of CEO, Governance, etc.

Source of Data •	External audit report
•	Financial statements
•	Audit Action Plan
•	Annual Performance Report
•	Annual Performance Plan

Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

The outcome stated in the Management Report AGSA

Means of Verification Final Audit Report from AGSA
Assumptions •	No changes in legislation and planning framework 

•	External auditors available to conduct regulatory audit
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Non-cumulative
Reporting Cycle Annually 
Desired Performance To obtain a clean audit outcome for the NRF’s financial and performance information 

activities.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Chief Financial Officer

Indicator Title Proportion of black women in leadership and management supervisory (P1-7) 
levels

Definition This indicator measures the demographic representation of measures these 
measures black women on top management to professional qualified occupational 
level.

Source of Data NRF Human Resources Information Management System 
Method of Calculation/
Assessment

Divide the count of black women occupying positions from top management to 
professional qualified levels divided by the total population of top management to 
professional qualified occupational – expressed as a percentage (%).

Means of Verification Employment records 
Assumptions An appropriate attrition rate and availability of candidates when positions become 

available.
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Indicator Title Proportion of black women in leadership and management supervisory (P1-7) 
levels

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable)

Black women = 29%

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable)

N/A

Calculation Type Non-cumulative
Reporting Cycle Annually
Desired Performance To achieve the targeted level for black women employees to occupy positions from 

top management to professional qualified occupational level as defined by the EE 
Plan.

Indicator 
Responsibility

Group Executive for Corporate Services

Indicator Title Revenue obtained from private and international partners (excl. SKA and 
isotope sales) (R million).

Definition This indicator measures NRF wide revenue obtained from private, international, 
non-traditional government sectors/core contracts. The indicator specially excludes 
money raised through SKA and sales of isotopes. 

Source of Data D365 financial reports
Method of Calculation 
/ Assessment 

Actual revenue reported as obtained from derived from private and international 
partners (excl. SKA and isotope sales) (R million)

Means of Verification AFS approved by Board
Assumptions The NRF’s mandate and outcomes align with the priorities of private and/or 

international partners
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Cumulative 
Reporting Cycle Quarterly  
Desired Performance To obtain financial resources that exceed the planned target over the MTEF.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Group Executive for Business Advancement
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Indicator Title Foreign income (Rand million) derived from NFs activities/operations.
Definition Measures the income derived from the sale of products and/or services to clients 

abroad and foreign investment leveraged for the operations and projects of the NFs. 
This excludes the in-kind work where there is no direct payment made to the NFs.

Source of Data Finance reports drawn from the D365 Financial System
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

Sum of all foreign income reflected in the banking/financial records/statements of the 
NFs

Means of Verification Primary data, as relevant, in any of the forms listed: 
•	Financial/banking or accounts/statements of the NFs
•	 Invoices 
•	Contracts 
•	Any other record of the transactions

Assumptions The value and timing of the awards and commencement of contracts at annual 
planning stage is not certain.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Cumulative.
Reporting Cycle Quarterly.
Desired Performance To provide service and products that will generate income towards the financial 

sustainability of the NRF.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Chief Financial Officer 
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Programme 2

Indicator Title Number of public engagements with and in science interventions.
Definition The indicator measures the public engagements with and in science interventions, 

such as National Science Month, festivals, public-viewing, ministerial Imbizos, and 
others, which are designed to contribute to the achievement of a society that is 
knowledgeable about science, able to form independent opinions about science 
issues, and scientifically literate.

Source of Data Records of interventions
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

A simple count of public engagements with and in science interventions.

Means of Verification Any of the following: Records of interventions – including any combination of the 
following: third-party reports or approved plans, evidence of implementation, 
participating entities, beneficiary group/s, location, dates of activities, beneficiaries 
that received services and proof that this was offered where practically and 
reasonably available.

Assumptions Factors that are accepted as true and certain to happen without proof. 
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

Statistics of disaggregation of beneficiaries indicating District Municipalities, Metros 
and Provinces covered, as well as according to race, gender and disability will be 
collected and reported as required.

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

Geographical spread of implemented projects according to District Municipalities, 
Metros and Provinces and investment 

Calculation Type Cumulative.
Reporting Cycle Quarterly 
Desired Performance To provide public engagements that contribute to the achievement of a society that is 

knowledgeable about science, able to form independent opinions about science 
issues, and scientifically literate.

Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 2 

Indicator Title Number of interventions supporting the development of skills for the future 
work.

Definition The indicator measures the number of interventions or activities implemented to 
support learners and/or students in preparing for careers that will be required by the 
economy of the future. The interventions assist to identify and nurture talent in STEMI 
fields and to expand the STEMI education pipeline. The focus should be on 
interventions that advance fields of science areas that contribute to the development 
of skills required for the future work.

Source of Data Records of interventions.
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

A simple count of interventions for supporting learners and/or students.

Means of Verification Any of the following: Proof of execution of interventions, which can take different 
forms such as audio, video records, attestation by beneficiaries.

Assumptions Reliability of data related to race, gender and disability status of beneficiaries is 
dependent on disclosure by the applicant.
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Indicator Title Number of interventions supporting the development of skills for the future 
work.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

Statistics of disaggregation of beneficiaries indicating district municipalities, metros 
and provinces covered, as well as according to gender (Male or Female), will be 
collected and reported as required.

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

Not applicable

Calculation Type Cumulative
Reporting Cycle Quarterly
Desired Performance To provide interventions that will identify and nurture talent in STEMI fields and to 

expand the STEMI education pipeline.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 2

Indicator Title Number of interventions to build science engagement capacity across the NSI.
Definition The indicator measures the methods, modes and platforms that build science 

engagement capacity across the NSI such formal and informal science 
communication, workplace exposure (internship and volunteerism), etc.

Source of Data Science Engagement Information Management System (SEIMS), contracts, third 
party reports, attendance register

Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

A simple count of capacity building interventions.

Means of Verification Any of the following: Records of intervention e.g., a combination of attendance 
registers, reports, Contracts.

Assumptions Reliability of data related to race and disability status of beneficiaries is dependent on 
disclosure by the applicant.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

Statistics of disaggregation of beneficiaries indicating district municipalities, metros 
and provinces covered, as well as according to race, gender and disability, will be 
collected and reported as required.

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

Not applicable

Calculation Type Cumulative
Reporting Cycle Quarterly 
Desired Performance To provide interventions that are aimed at strengthening science engagement 

capacity across the NSI.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 2 
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Programme 3

Indicator Title Number of NRF-Funded Postgraduate Students.
Definition •	The indicator measures the number of NRF-funded postgraduate students with 

specific annually set targets for each year of the MTEF period.
•	Postgraduate students for the purpose of this indicator refers to an NRF-funded 

individual who is registered for a postgraduate qualification with an academic 
institution at the level of Honours, Master’s, and Doctoral studies.

Source of Data NRF Grant Management System including NRF Connect
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

The count of all NRF-funded postgraduate students who have been registered on the 
NRF Grant Management system. Students funded through funding policies directed 
at internal NRF employee development initiatives are excluded from the count. 

A postgraduate student will be recognised as funded when the funding support to 
the postgraduate student is expensed or in the case of a postgraduate student 
supported by a Centre of Excellence and operationally similar instruments, the grant 
to the centre is expensed. In determining the full count of NRF-funded postgraduate 
students in any one year, each student must only be counted once, regardless of the 
number of sources of funding received from the NRF, except on a few occasions 
where a postgraduate student completes one qualification and starts another within 
one academic year. 

Means of Verification Records supplied by students or education institutions and kept by the NRF related 
to the application for funding, e.g., copy of applicants’ IDs and/or passports, funding 
awards and applicant acceptance, as well as expenses against allocations.

Assumptions Reliability of data related to race and disability status is dependent on the disclosure 
by the applicant.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

In determining the disaggregation of funded-postgraduate students into designated 
groups, the profile of postgraduate students who are South African citizens and 
permanent residents is considered. 

Target for women: 60% 

Target for Black: 90% 

Target for persons living with disabilities: 1%
Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A 

Calculation Type Cumulative
Reporting Cycle Quarterly. 
Desired Performance To fund 5 807 and more Postgraduate Students in line with the DSTI-NRF priorities. 
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 3
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Indicator Title Number of NRF-Funded Researchers
Definition •	This indicator measures the number of NRF-funded researchers (including 

postdoctoral fellows) with specific annual MTEF targets set for this number. 
•	Researchers are those designated as such by research-based institutions and 

organisations and are eligible to receive research grants or make use of Research 
Infrastructure Platforms or test results or research information generated or held by 
the NRF. Researchers also include postdoctoral fellows, staff of research 
institutions designated as researchers or delegated as users of test results or 
research information.

Source of Data NRF Grant Management System including NRF Connect
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

The count of all NRF-funded researchers (including postdoctoral fellows). A 
researcher will be counted as funded when the funding support for the researcher is 
expensed. In totalling NRF-funded researchers in any one year, each researcher must 
only be counted once, regardless of the number of grants received. 

Means of Verification Portfolio of evidence includes records supplied by researchers and kept by the NRF 
related to application for grants, e.g., copy of applicants’ IDs and/or passports, grant 
awards and applicant acceptance, as well as expenses against allocations. 

Assumptions Reliability of data related to race and disability status of beneficiaries is dependent on 
the disclosure by the applicant.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

The profile of researchers to be reported include proportions for all groups that 
constitute the full profile of all NRF-funded researchers expressed as % 

Target for women = 51%

Target for Black = 65%

Target for people living with disabilities = 2%
Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A 

Calculation Type Cumulative
Reporting Cycle Quarterly
Desired Performance To fund 3 200 and/or more researchers in line with the DSTI-NRF priorities.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 3 

Indicator Title Number of NRF-Rated researchers
Definition This indicator measures the total number of researchers rated through the NRF 

system.

Rating of researchers gives a proxy on the highest levels of research skills in the 
human capacity development for the national science system. This indicator 
measures the growth in the pool of established researchers.

Source of Data NRF Grant Management System including NRF Connect
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

The count of researchers that has a valid rating (in accordance with NRF-rating 
requirements) in the performance year regardless of when it was granted. 

Means of Verification The portfolio of evidence made of records for application, rating decisions and 
awards to researchers. 

Assumptions Reliability of data related to race and disability status of beneficiaries is dependent on 
the disclosure by the applicant.
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Indicator Title Number of NRF-Rated researchers
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

The profile of researchers to be reported include proportions for all groups that 
constitute the full profile of all NRF-rated researchers expressed as % 

Target for women = 40%

Target for Black = 45%
Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Non-cumulative
Reporting Cycle Annually
Desired Performance To increase the pool of established researchers.  
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer  for Programme 3

Indicator Title Number of interventions for HEIs participating in the University Programmes 
and Collaboration

Definition The NRF institutional capacity development support ensures that investments for 
HCD and research support are effective in terms of scope, relevance and 
productivity. This indicator measures directed interventions aligned with the Decadal 
plan and leading to the improvements by the supported institutions in towards high 
productivity levels and participation of the institutions in high end NRF funding 
instruments.

Source of Data NRF management reports and NRF Connect
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

The simple count of interventions in the implementation stage or completed in the 
reporting period.

Interventions may have longer implementation time horizon, and therefore each may 
be counted in more than one financial year.

Means of Verification Reports and documentary evidence for decisions and activities linked to the 
inventions.

Assumptions The support to the institutions is sustained and adequate
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

HDIs, UoTs, New Universities

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A 

Calculation Type Non-cumulative
Reporting Cycle Annually 
Desired Performance To implement HEIs interventions that are aligned with the Decadal plan.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 3 
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Indicator Title Number of external datasets incorporated into the NRF Research and 
Development Information Platform

Definition Acquire external datasets addressing priority areas: Human Capacity Development, 
Research Impact, Internationalisation and Funding Available for the National System 
of Innovation (NSI). 

A dataset is an ordered collection of related data elements that may be accessed 
individually or in combination or managed as a whole entity. A dataset contains data 
that can be analysed to draw trends and provide insight.

Source Data The dataset is available in the NRF BI platform infrastructure and online data analysis 
functionality e.g. Dashboard reporting is available.

Method of Calculation/ 
Assessment

Cumulative count of external datasets acquired

Assumptions N/A
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable)

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable)

N/A

Calculation type Cumulative
Reporting Cycle Annually
Desired performance Five or more datasets are incorporated into the NRF Research and Development 

Information Platform.
Indicator responsibility Deputy Chief Executive Officer  for Programme 3
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Programme 4

Indicator Title Number of patient doses generated from radioisotopes produced by NRF-
iThemba LABS. 

Definition Measures the number of patient doses generated from radioisotopes produced by 
NRF-iThemba LABS. The patient dose for each isotope is defined as follows: 
•	For Iodine-123, 5 millicurie = 1 patient doses:  

(A production batch size of 250 millicurie will therefore be administered to 50 
patients. 

•	For 18F-FDG: 10 millicurie = 1 patient doses:  
(A production batch size of 250 mCi dispatched, will be administered to 25 
patients). 

•	For the 68Ge/68Ga Generator: A typical 50 mCi generator will be administered to 
300 patients during a nine-month shelf-life. 

•	For the 82Sr/82Rb Generator: A typical 100 mCi generator will be administered to 
300 patients during a four-week shelf-life (12 patients x 5 days x 4 weeks).

Source of Data Production and dispatch to clients records in database of information from 
Radioisotopes Department of NRF-iThemba LABS.

Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

Sum of the number of patient doses for each isotope (as per definition), from 
radioisotopes produced by NRF-iThemba LABS, and dispatched to clients.

Means of Verification Examination of:
•	Radioisotopes production, and
•	Product order and dispatch records.

Assumptions Market demand and interruption of power supply are variables that affects the 
production schedule and the planned performance target.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Cumulative.
Reporting Cycle Quarterly.
Desired Performance Produce the planned number of radioisotopes by NRF-iThemba LABS.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 4 

Indicator Title Number of active intellectual property products in the internal development 
stages.

Definition Intellectual property products such as patents, copyright, protected disclosures, 
proprietary know-how developed or in the process of development or registered by 
NFs.

Source of Data Records kept by business units.
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

Count the number of intellectual property products (physical, electronic, documented) 
that have been developed/or are being development/registered within the reporting 
period. The count covers all IP products or knowhow that have active or completed 
progress/project status during the current financial year.
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Indicator Title Number of active intellectual property products in the internal development 
stages.

Means of Verification Inspection of records of the primary data, as relevant, in any of the forms listed:
i.	 Technology register
ii.	 Collaboration agreements
iii.	 Joint development agreements
iv.	 Funding agreements
v.	 Licensing agreements
vi.	 Patent applications
vii.	Invention disclosures
viii.	Documented proprietary know-how

Assumptions •	Technologies have been developed.
•	 Internal resources and/or external partners are available for technology 

development, customisation and/or optimisation.
•	Funding is available for preliminary technology development, customisation and/or 

optimisation.
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Non-cumulative
Reporting Cycle Annually
Desired Performance To produce/develop 30 or more active intellectual property products by NFs.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 4 

Indicator Title Number of technical and policy briefs developed by NFs.
Definition A technical brief is a publication or official document providing scientific/technical 

synthesis on a specified topic which provides advice or recommendations about the 
positioning of a knowledge area or technical application either locally, nationally or 
globally.

A policy brief is a formal document or publication that provides specific advice or 
recommendations to policy/decision-makers at an institutional, local/provincial/
national Government level based on the synthesis and analysis of the latest science/
technological applications.

Source of Data Document management systems of the business units.
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

A count of stand-alone copies of technical or policy briefs.

Means of Verification The actual stand-alone copies of the technical or policy briefs and proof that the 
copy was shared (via email or any other means) with the relevant stakeholder or its 
representative.
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Indicator Title Number of technical and policy briefs developed by NFs.
Assumptions A technical or policy brief will be used for the interpretation of peer-viewed academic 

outputs into a format that will facilitate uptake into planning and policy documents. 

Authors will declare affiliations with the NFs to publishers accurately and consistently.
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Cumulative
Reporting Cycle Quarterly
Desired Performance To approve 20 or more technical and policy briefs for publication by NFs.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 4 

Indicator Title Percentage (%) Operationally Available Beam Time (in hours) of accelerator 
platforms – NRF-iThemba LABS.

Definition Measures the time during which operationally available beam is produced as a 
proportion of total time available in a year for production of operationally available 
beam for the four NRF-iThemba LABS accelerator platforms: 200 MeV SSC; 3 MeV 
Tandetron; 6 MeV Tandem and11 MeV Cyclotron at NRF-iThemba LABS. 

Source of Data Operation logs of accelerator platforms
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

The sum of the hours in a year during which the beam is produced divided by the 
sum of the hours in a year available for production of the beam for four accelerators. 
Express the results in percentage. 

The sum of the hours in a year available for production of the beam for four 
accelerators is calculated as total hours in a year x 4 (35040) minus the sum of 
annual non-operational hours and planned maintenance (see assumptions), which is 
equal to 17556 hours.

Means of Verification Accelerator Beam Operational logs 
Assumptions Assumptions

In setting the target the following factors were considered.

Accelerator Annual 
non-

operational 
hrs 

Planned 
maintenance

ESKOM Load 
curtailment

Unplanned 
breakdowns 

provision

200 MeV 240 1218.3 776.4 1014.54
3 MeV 6293 64 96 64
6 MeV 2911 64 192 128

11 MeV 8040 80 48 48

Total hours in a year for accelerators

Hours in year x 4 = 8760 x 4 =35040
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Indicator Title Percentage (%) Operationally Available Beam Time (in hours) of accelerator 
platforms – NRF-iThemba LABS.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Non-cumulative 
Reporting Cycle Quarterly  
Desired Performance An operationally available Beam Time (in hours) of accelerator platforms – NRF-

iThemba LABS as planned.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 4 

Indicator Title Percentage (%) Research Fleet Days (in days) at Sea (ACEP) – NRF-SAIAB.
Definition Days that the vessels proceeded to sea with researchers to conduct research out of 

the available appropriate weather days.
Source of Data Vessel logbook
Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

The sum of the actual numbers of days of research trips to sea undertaken by each 
vessel in a year divided by the total number of the available appropriate weather days 
for all vessels expressed as a percentage.

Means of Verification Vessel engine hours are recorded in the vessel log before and after each trip.
Assumptions Assumptions are made around the future weather conditions being similar to that of 

historic weather conditions when setting targets, these are estimated as 24.93 % of 
planned annual workable days for Port Elizabeth and 43.56% for Durban. Annual 
workable days for the two vessels are 236 days after making allowance of 20 days 
planned maintenance and adjusting for weather disruptions. This is determined using 
average historic weather information. The target also includes allowances for staff 
normal rest days and maintenance. 

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Cumulative
Reporting Cycle Quarterly
Desired Performance Research Fleet days at Sea – NRF-SAIAB as planned
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 4 
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Indicator Title Percentage (%) Operational Time (in days) Availability of near real-time 
research infrastructure platform data – NRF-SAEON.

Definition Measures the duration that NRF-SAEON’s near real-time (24 hour) stations are 
functional and collecting data, as a percentage of the total number of days in a 
reporting period.

This indicator measures the availability and efficiency of in situ environmental stations 
in collecting near real-time data. It evaluates the proportion of time each station is 
functional during a reporting period, reflecting both the reliability of the stations, and 
infield maintenance operations.

Source of Data A summary table of station availability can be downloaded directly from the data 
server managing the in situ network. The download provides an excel sheet of 
selected stations and the percentage of days it was functional, within a specific 
reporting period (including the start and end date of that period). The raw data which 
are used to create the above summary table is accessible through an online SAEON 
observation monitor https://observationsmonitor.saeon.ac.za/. Alternatively, data can 
be requested for manually collected station data.

Method of Calculation 
/ Assessment 

The duration that each station is functional, as a percentage of the total number of 
days in a reporting period. For each station, the ‘% uptime’ is calculated from the 
total number of days that it provided data divided by the total number of days in a 
reporting period. The average uptime for all the stations is then calculated for the 
reporting period. Only direct sensor data are included and derived variables are 
excluded.

Means of Verification Station data is recorded for the period under review and is made available for 
download on the NRF-SAEON Observation Monitor at finest resolution for all 
variables audited as reflected in the excel table provided, noting only non-derived 
variables are used in the calculations.

Assumptions The platform uptime is calculated by accounting for periods when stations are out of 
commission due to maintenance or other phenomena such as vandalism and fires. 
The near real-time instruments are representative of an array of NRF-SAEON 
instruments, and other datasets provided by SAEON to the scientific community.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Non-cumulative
Reporting Cycle Quarterly
Desired Performance An operational available time (in days) of near real-time research infrastructure 

platform data – NRF-SAEON as planned.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 4 
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Indicator Title Percentage (%) Operational Time (in hours) Availability of SALT – NRF-SAAO.
Definition The Research Infrastructure Availability demonstrates availability, for use of available 

platform/s, delivering on core mandate of NRF for NFs as percentage of total number 
of hours in the year, which is the outcome of key technical and maintenance 
functions implemented. This is measured in % time available for research and 
application excluding unplanned technical downtime. 

Source of Data Total number of available hours SALT – data obtained from SALT science database 
and nightly operations electronic logs.

Method of Calculation/
Assessment 

Divide the total number of uptime hours in the reporting period for the RIP, by the 
total number of hours available in the reporting period. This fraction is to be 
expressed as a percentage [%].

Total hours available in the reporting period is calculated as normal calendar hours 
for the period that are available for observations (which is the night length - twilight to 
twilight). For the year, the total number of available hours is 3273.

The total number of actual uptime hours includes science time, engineering time and 
weather downtime, but excludes technical downtime and scheduled maintenance 
downtime.

Means of Verification Operational Logs:

Electronic records of Stats on a customised dedicated control system/documented 
by way of computerised logs.

Assumptions The operational logs are used to complete the calculation of the uptime and is done 
through online software tools accessing the database. Technical downtime is 
expected to be equal to or less than 6% of the available hours in the year. 

Scheduled maintenance hours will be added to the downtime expectation if/when 
scheduled. This will impact on the expected uptime for SALT for the period.

The available hours in the year are 3273, calculated twilight to twilight. Science time, 
weather downtime and engineering times are included in actual uptime, as the 
telescope is available during those times.

Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Cumulative 
Reporting Cycle Quarterly
Desired Performance An operational available time (in days) of near real-time research infrastructure 

platform data – NRF-SAAO as planned.
Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 4 
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Indicator Title Percentage (%) Operational Time (in hours) Availability of 64 MeerKAT 
receptors – NRF-SARAO.

Definition Availability of the receptor means that it is fully functional, available and is ready for 
observations. 

Source of Data 
The availability of each receptor will be measured on an ongoing basis by logging the 
time on the Control and Monitoring (CAM) System. The CAM system is used to 
control and monitor MeerKAT.

Method of Calculation 
/ Assessment 

Average availability over time: Sum of total number of hours each receptor is 
available (ready to be used for observations), divided by the total number of hours for 
each receptor per year less the number of hours each receptor is in ‘scheduled 
maintenance’. 

Schedule maintenance takes places as follows: 
•	Three (3) receptors are taken out of service for four (4) days per week for a 

scheduled maintenance. 
•	The schedule maintenance takes place twice a year as per the approved 

maintenance manual. 

Calculations for the total hours the receptors are in maintenance per annum is as 
follows:

T scheduled maintenance. = 64 receptors x 24 hours x 4days/cycle x 2 cycles/dish

= 12,288 hours

Calculations for the total hours the receptors could technically be available per 
annum is as follows:

T technical availability = 64dishes x 24hrs x 365 days - T scheduled maintenance 

 = 560,640 hours - 12,288 hours

 = 548,352 hours

Therefore, the MeerKAT availability calculations per annum will be as follows:

% Availability = Sum (hrs available per receptor) X 100%

 T technical availability

The variable T technical availability may be scaled proportionally by the fraction of the 
performance period under review, where one performance period = one year. 
Time logs extracted from the CAM System and a Python script used to perform the 
calculations above.

Assumptions N/A
Disaggregation of 
Beneficiaries (where 
applicable) 

N/A

Spatial Transformation 
(where applicable) 

N/A

Calculation Type Cumulative 
Reporting Cycle Quarterly

Desired Performance An operational available time (in hours) of the 64 MeerKAT receptors for NRF-SARAO 
as planned.

Indicator 
Responsibility 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer for Programme 4 
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ANNEXURE A: District Development Model 
The Government of the Republic of South Africa 
has adopted a new district-based development 
framework l, the District Development Model 
(DDM) that will strengthen and synchronise 
planning by all spheres of government and 
stimulate citizens, business, and civil society 
involvement in the development of South Africa’s 
44 municipal districts and eight metro municipalities. 
The NRF participates in the DSTI Entities 
Consolidated DDM Planning and Monitoring 
Platform under the leadership of the DSTI.

The NRF contributes to the delivery of the DDM as 
follows:

•	 The NRF provides support for postgraduate 
studies to students enrolled at all public 
Higher Education Institutions.

•	 Science engagement initiatives and events 
are planned such that they take place across 
the country, with a schedule of activities by 
District.

•	 The National Research Infrastructure 
Platforms are strategically based at 
geographic locations for optimal scientific 
advantage.

The organisation provides services to the public, 
as contemplated in the DDM, by way of an add-on 
to its operations and as part of social impact 
mitigation of its activities. Where these projects 
are significant, they get included in the DSTI 
Entities Consolidated DDM Plan and Monitoring 
Platform. Highlights of interventions that contribute 
to the DDM priorities are outline for granting, 
research infrastructure and science engagement 
functions of the organisation.

Granting function

The NRF invests in research that leads to better 
understanding of spatial and demographic 
dimensions of developmental challenges. The 
investments provide valuable insight used to 
design, implement and evaluate effectiveness of 
customised interventions. The following SARChI 
chairs conduct related research:

•	 Biological Control & Freshwater alien invasive 
species management

•	 Cities, Law and Environmental Sustainability

•	 Advancing African Languages for Social 
Inclusion and Success in Higher Education

•	 Biodiversity Value and Change in the Vhembe 
Biosphere Reserve

•	 Acid Mine Drainage Treatment

•	 Ecosystem Health and Biodiversity in KZN 
and The Eastern Cape

•	 Ecosystem Health: Monitoring and Managing 
the Health Resilience of the Limpopo River 
Basin

•	 Inclusive Cities

•	 Interdisciplinary Science in Land and Natural 
Resource Use for Sustainable Livelihoods

•	 Land Use Planning and Management

•	 Spatial Transformation (Positive change in 
the Built Environment)

•	 Sustainable Local (rural) Livelihoods
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Research infrastructure provisioning 
function

The NRF develop, build, operate and maintain a 
portfolio of large research infrastructure platforms 
with a national footprint, and some in the remote 
rural and township settings. As part of developing 
supporting infrastructure for its operation needs, 
the NRF often shares this development with local 
communities. In this area the major contribution 
has been realised through the construction of the 
MeerKAT as a precursor to the SKA_MID 
construction. The project has resulted in the 
realisation of the following benefits:

•	 Development of local owned business to 
service the NRF, and new opportunities for 
Astro tourism,

•	 Employment created in the construction 
projects,

•	 Skills development through artisan training 
and internships,

•	 STEM curricula support to local schools, and

•	 Roads, communication and internet 
connectivity infrastructure.

Over the MTEF the rollout of other SKAO building 
projects is anticipated to yield further developmental 
benefits related to the DDM. 

Science engagement function

As a national coordinator for science engagement, 
NRF-SAASTA predominantly contributes to 
initiatives that catalyse and advance economic 
inclusion of the youth through support to youth-
owned enterprises and innovations, develop skills 
for employability and enhance engagement of 
youth as active citizens through development 
initiatives, and indirectly through mostly awareness 

campaigns and/or support of external programmes 
or projects that focus on engaging the youth in 
finding solutions that are to some extent directed 
at challenges within rural communities that include 
service delivery, among others. A large proportion 
of these projects are focused more on the school-
going youth, who act as a catalyst for future 
economic inclusion in the STEMI sector. 

From a geographic perspective, the majority of the 
projects are spread across the nine provinces, 
which include their respective districts and metro 
municipalities. The ultimate aim is to reach all 52 
through each project, a combination of projects, 
or through initiatives stimulated by partnerships 
established by these projects. In addition, NRF-
SAASTA also rates district municipalities based on 
several of its own criteria, including hard-to-reach 
districts and under-engaged districts, among 
others, to stimulate interventions through grant 
funding. NRF-SAASTA also aims to systematically 
increase the footprint of its projects to include 
previously unreached districts through individual 
projects. That being said, projects are not explicitly 
linked to or implemented in a specific district year-
on-year; it changes depending on various factors, 
including but not limited to the ability of grant 
holders to reach a particular area, availability of 
resources and funding, availability of the target 
market, and outcomes and recommendations 
made as a result of monitoring and evaluation. 

Although these projects cover a variety of districts, 
the majority are not directly targeted at specific 
districts nor specifically or strategically responsive 
to the DDM. However, the following projects more 
directly consider DDM and are focused on 
particular districts on a year-on-year basis or for a 
predetermined project implementation cycle 
based on grant allocations.
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Table 21: DDM supporting science engagement initiatives

Project Name /Initiative Objectives Contribution to the DDM One 
Plan - 6 categories

Programmatic Support Grant 
Intervention Programme and 
Capacity Development in Science 
Centres Programme

•	Promotion of science and 
technology literacy among youth 
and the public.

•	Enhancement of learner 
participation and performance in 
science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (STEM).

•	Promotion of STEM career 
education.

•	Identification and nurturing of 
youth talent and potential in 
STEM

Demographic and District Profile, 
Economic Positioning and Spatial 
Restructuring

National Youth Service Programme •	Enhance the skills, knowledge 
and abilities of young people to 
make the transition to adulthood.

•	 Improve the youth’s employability 
through work experience, skills 
development and support to gain 
access to economic and further 
learning opportunities.

•	Harness the nation’s untapped 
human resources; and

•	 Increase accessibility of the 
country’s youth to science, 
engineering and technology (SET).

Other- Science Engagement

Identification and Nurturing Talent in 
Science, Engineering and 
Technology

To identify and nurture talent in 
STEM subjects

Demographic and District Profile



99NRF - Annual Performance Plan 2026-2027

ANNEXURE B: 2020 NRF Institutional Review Progress 
Report
No. Review Panel Recommendation
NRF’s mandate and core functions within the NSI ecosystem
1 A systemic review of the NSI and its reporting line 

as well as the positioning of the NRF therein is 
needed as a matter of highest priority. The 
overarching focus of this NSI review should be on 
how to optimise and enhance the flow of 
information and resources through the NSI, how 
to enable all stakeholders to play their roles 
optimally, and how to improve the interactions 
and the coordination across the system.

The Ministry of Higher Education, Science and 
Innovation (HESI) completed the HESTIIL review 
during 2021. Furthermore, the initiation of any 
future systemic review remains the prerogative of 
the DSTI. The NRF supports such a future 
systemic NSI review. Progress on this is not 
within the scope of NRF control.

2 Extension of the role of the NRF within NACI and 
NSI ecosystem will require clarification and 
mandate certainty going forward

NRF supports the review of the National Council 
on Innovation Act, in advancing the role that NRF 
can play in achieving national objectives in the 
science, technology and innovation domain. 

Progress on this is not within the scope of NRF 
control.

3 Substantially improved system-wide coordination 
of the NSI Science is required, and strategy-
informed budgeting and execution. 

Coordination of the NSI is the responsibility of the 
DSTI. The NRF strategic direction is created 
against the background of the national policies, 
strategies and plans of the government.  The 
strategy-informed budgeting process should also 
ensure greater accountability and flexibility for the 
different NSI institutions. Progress on this is not 
within the scope of NRF control.

4 To the benefit of NRF, and of the entire South 
African HCD system, DSI and DHET, now residing 
under one single ministry, should develop a 
shared NRF-resourcing plan.

The engagement with DSTI and DHET on the 
pooling and directing of financial resources to 
ensure improved HCD and STEMI throughput is 
fully supported.  The Presidential PhD programme 
and the Universities Capacity Development and 
Collaborations Programme are new initiatives in 
this regard. 

5 Integration of the humanities and social sciences 
within the NRF mandate offers tremendous scope 
for inter-disciplinarity research and teaching. NRF 
and the HSRC, together with DSI and DHET, 
should develop a new resource plan on how to 
capitalise on this opportunity.

The NRF and DSTI are in continuous 
conversation on how best to increase resources 
towards supporting HSS, including establishing 
associated research infrastructure leveraging the 
NFs. Seeding resources has been secured and 
implementation has commenced. 
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No. Review Panel Recommendation
Governance Issues
6 DSTI, DHET and NRF, ideally as a part of the 

proposed review of the entire NSI ecosystem, 
should enter a new dialogue on a desired and 
needed level for strategic autonomy for NRF.

As a public entity, the NRF’s strategy 
development is aligned with the national 
imperatives of government, whose STI priorities 
are articulated by the DSTI. The current contract-
based funding model used by the DSTI 
constraints the statutory autonomy granted to the 
NRF through the NRF Act. It limits its tactical 
ability to implement programmes for optimal 
development impact.  Good progress is 
registered.

7 NRF should further promote and implement “One 
NRF” concept, and doing so, better cater and 
provide for cultural changes, to go hand in hand 
with (re)organisation.

The implementation of a new business partnering 
model for support services and the restructuring 
of the organisational structure will contribute to 
the creation of One NRF culture and identity.  
Good progress registered. 

8 NRF should consider a matrix organisational 
arrangement of SAASTA, making it a cross-
cutting, horizontal department, and with matrix 
type of funding.

The science engagement role of the NRF, led by 
NRF-SAASTA, is a mandatory cross-cutting 
function within the NRF NFs, and across all grant 
funding instruments.

NRF-SAASTA is being repositioned and gradually 
resourced to take on the role of national 
coordinator of the science engagement 
programme in accordance with the DSTI Science 
Engagement Strategy. Good progress registered.

9 There is need to streamline and synchronise the 
timing of producing a new 5-year NRF Strategic 
Plan, the NRF – 5-year review cycle, and 
appointment of a new CEO.

The CEO appointments and the Strategic Plan 
cycles statutorily determined and cannot easily be 
aligned at the behest of the NRF.  However, the 
5-year review period can be timed to align with 
the Strategic Plan cycle. The timing of these 
cycles will be continuously discussed with the 
DSTI. Good progress has been registered.

10 The South African Government should endeavour 
to stabilise its commitment of South Africa as a 
knowledge-based society and economy, 
recognise the fundamental role which the NRF 
fulfils in the overall NSI and NDP system and offer 
the NRF a long-term stability and needed growth. 

Whole of government budget coordination 
mechanisms are currently being championed by 
the DSTI. Good progress has been achieved to 
date. NRF will be guided by DSTI on further 
actions

11 The NRF, NACI, all NSI partners, DSTI, DHET and 
the Parliamentary Committee should initiate 
debate with the South African Government about 
anti-cyclic investing in S&T and R&D sectors in 
South Africa.

NRF has highlighted the negative impacts of the 
anti-cyclic investing in S&T and R&D in its 
presentation of Annual Performance Plans and 
Annual Reports to the DSTI and Parliamentary 
Portfolio Committee. NRF is still considering 
convening a conference on the importance 
investment in research to socio-economic 
development. Good progress is registered. 
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12 NRF’s future budget growth should be achieved 

across three pillars: (i) increased direct 
governmental annual allotments, (ii) better 
coordination, streamlining and shared budgeting 
across the partners in the NSI and (iii) increased 
co-investments and shared ventures with the 
industry and private sector. The pillars should 
have clearly defined targets and firmly agreed 
delivery schedules.

NRF received positive feedback on the need for 
more flexible mechanisms to its funding by the 
DSTI. The NRF has established strategic resource 
mobilisation capacity and is planning on 
expanding its revenue generating activities of its 
NFs, focusing on increased isotopes production, 
as well as research infrastructure management 
and engineering services. Good progress is 
registered.  

13 NRF “Vision 2030”, and “NRF Strategy 2025” are 
visionary and cutting-edge strategies but need to 
be backed-up by resourcing and budgeting 
plans.

Through a new approach of joint planning and 
coordination of activities between the NRF and 
the DSTI, resources will be matched to 
expectations. Good progress is registered. 

14 A zero-based budgeting process needs to be 
adopted by NRF to align with agreed upon 
national targets. At a higher level, this may 
include the costing of the Decadal plan and the 
repurposing of the NACI and the NRF towards 
the desired trajectory to achieve outcomes 
consistent with that required for economic 
rejuvenation and the fostering of future fit skills.

Allocations of budgets between STI institutions 
falls under the responsibility of DSTI. It is 
expected that this will be considered by the DSTI 
when STI Decadal Plan implementation roles are 
further clarified.  The NRF continuously engages 
the DSTI on programmes that implement Decadal 
Plan priorities. Good progress is registered. 

15 If the current inadequacy of the NRF budget 
continues, the NRF, in order to safeguard its 
medium and long term financial and institutional 
sustainability, would have to undertake serious 
efforts to re-focus and reprioritise its activities, 
starting with the currently ongoing Strategy 2025. 
NRF should include such a scenario in its Risk 
Management Framework. 

NRF has established a new Business 
Advancement Division to focus on mobilisation of 
additional resources to support the execution of 
its mandate, through leveraging of public funding 
and expansion of revenue generation potential of 
its core functions.  Good progress is registered.

South African Research Chairs Initiative (SARChI) and the Centres of Excellence (CoEs)
16 The NRF should prepare an Operational Plan for 

operationalising the recommendations from 
previous reviews of SARChI and CoEs with key 
indicators aligned to each recommendation.

The recommendation has been implemented. 

17 Modifications to the SARChI – instrument should 
be considered to consolidate and build on the 
success achieved so far. The Panel recommends 
that, instead of focusing on the individual 
researcher, Research & Innovation funding be 
directed to the establishment of Centres/Groups/
Institutes of Research Excellence within which 
SARChI Chairs will be located.

The recommendation has been implemented.
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18 Further investments in the SARChI be continued 

and strengthened, preferably in the context of 
above-mentioned Institutes of Research 
Excellence; but the funding instrument requires 
modification to achieve national transformation 
goals and the development of the next generation 
of South African research leaders.

Recommendation has been implemented.

19 NRF should review the performance of the CoEs, 
terminate those that are no longer relevant, and 
consider establishing new CoEs at different levels. 
The CoEs should be subjected to international 
review and be challenged to embrace diversity, 
inclusivity, and succession, together with 
generating a critical mass.

The recommendations have been implemented 

20 NRF should consider undertaking a facilitated 
process of aligning its research agenda to the 
national, regional, and global development 
agenda, and with a specific focus on the role of 
SARChI and CoEs instruments herein. 

The NRF has developed the NRF Research 
Framework that establish priority sectors and 
thematic areas to be supported. The NRF 
continues to engage with the DSTI to agree and 
fine tune the alignment with NDP, White Paper 
STI 2019 and the STI Decadal Plan. Good 
progress is registered.

Bursaries and scholarships
21 NRF, DSTI and DHET to establish a Task Team to 

scope the possibilities of jointly investing in an 
NRF-led Bursaries and Scholarship funding 
scheme, with the aim to increase national share 
of NRF funded postgraduate students from 10% 
currently to 20% by 2025.

A number of new sources of funding for 
postgraduate studies have been made available 
through the support of the Minister and the PPC. 
This is a result of focused attention that the NRF 
leadership and the DSTI has given to the need to 
close the widening gap between demand and 
supply of funding. Good progress is registered.

22 NRF should better align its policies, rules and 
administrative conditions across different types 
and categories of its bursaries and fellowships; 
like those resulted from direct applications to 
NRF, and those provided within SARChI funding 
schemes.

The postgraduate funding is standardised through 
DSTI-NRF Postgraduate funding policy.

The NRF has standardised the policies, rules and 
administrative processes for postdoctoral 
fellowships.

Recommendation has been implemented
23 NRF, in collaboration and with co-funding from 

South African public universities, should establish 
a national support front office for prospective 
applicants and for active NRF-supported student 
grantees. The office should offer both 
administrative, as well capacity and skills 
development support (e.g., proposal or 
manuscript writing workshops).

The NRF is the process of implementing the 
Universities Capacity Development and 
Collaborations Programme for implementation 
during the 2025 to 2030 period. Good progress 
is registered. 
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The NRF Researchers Ratings System
24 The NRF is encouraged to conduct a critical 

review of all aspects of the NRF rating system, 
including evaluation criteria and the review 
process, to increase transparency and fairness.

The NRF rating system is currently being 
reviewed for efficiency and effectiveness as 
benchmark for research excellence and its 
performance measures and targets will be 
reviewed to improve relevance and response to 
NRF Strategy 2030 and Vision 2030. 

The NRF introduced the Impact Award category 
for its 2024 NRF Awards. Furthermore, the 
funding of research groups and group ratings are 
being considered.  

Good progress is registered.

25 The NRF rating system, if continued, should be 
carefully re-considered in the context of the 
overall NRF mandate and its role in the 
transformation and equity agendas.

26 Alternative, more inclusive forms of benchmarking 
academic and research excellence should be 
considered, such as group ratings.  

27 It is also recommended that the NRF engage 
more with the stakeholders to assist them with 
the process of applying for the NRF rating.

Chapter 5 – Transformation Challenge
28 The NRF is advised to explore avenues of closer 

collaboration with HDIs, possibly in cooperation 
with the DHET, to advance capacity building in 
these institutions to alleviate inequalities. 

In the area of research infrastructure provision, 
the NRF envisages the emulation of SAIAB’s Joint 
Marine LABS Programme as a mechanism to 
extend access to research infrastructure at other 
NFs in a thematically aligned approach with 
identified HDIs, particularly in the domains of 
Physics & Astronomy.

In the area of research and human capacity 
development funding and support the 
introduction of the Universities Capacity 
Development and Collaborations Programme is 
aimed at tailored development support. Good 
progress is registered.

29 The NRF is encouraged to consider greater 
efforts to provide training for support staff at 
universities, especially at HDIs, for staff assisting 
students with bursary applications and grant 
administration.

30 The NRF is encouraged to engage with the DSTI 
to re-consider measures of success in 
transformation. The placement of NRF-supported 
students in private-sector jobs in the knowledge 
economy should be considered as an additional 
measure of success. Throughput of black 
students to Doctoral level, Postdoctoral 
fellowships, and the research cohort, while 
obviously desirable, should not be the only 
measure of transformation success. 

The NRF is in the process of implementing an 
Alumni system to track NRF-supported students 
and researchers throughout their careers. Linked 
to this effort, the NRF and DSTI is driving a 
process for access to alternative post service and 
granting data sources such as beneficiaries 
employment status from SARS, UIF, STI related 
surveys, etc. 

31 The NRF should consider a special bursary 
category for women above the general age limit 
with strong motivations presented for support.

The postgraduate funding will undergo a five-year 
review soon. The age limit for funding has been 
revised to address concerns to age-related 
gender barriers to equitable access, while 
ensuring returns for the limited funding.  
Implementation has commenced.
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Science Engagement
32 The NRF together with DSTI are encouraged, as 

a priority, to evaluate and enhance NRF-SAASTA 
in its role as national coordinator of science 
engagement across the NSI five strategic areas.

The processes of clarifying conceptual and 
operational models regarding the coordinating 
role of NRF-SAASTA have been ongoing between 
the NRF and DSTI since 2020. The NRF-SAASTA 
Business Plan has been agreed to with the DSTI 
and implementation is underway.

33 The NRF and NRF-SAASTA can only play its 
connecting role between science and society and 
strive for an engaged society when sufficient 
budget is allocated to this mandate. Given the 
national, NSI-wide science engagement mandate 
and function, NRF-SAASTA budget should be 
increased through additional DSI budget 
allocation, and not at the cost of other NRF core 
functions.

34 The NRF should further its efforts to bring science 
engagement efforts and stimulate engaged 
research in practice both at the organisational 
level as well as the policy level, in the line with 
DSTI White Strategy STI paper, and with its own 
NRF vision 2030. 

NRF will focus on increasing the integration of 
science engagement (SE) into research activities 
over the medium-term period, aligning with 
objectives of Research Advancement functions. 
This will be achieved by redeveloping RA 
(Research Advancement) application requirements 
to include SE objectives. Implementation is 
expected by 2026/27. Good progress is 
registered.

35 The NRF should further science engagement at 
the researchers’ and postgraduate level by 
offering training and support programmes in order 
to increase awareness about researchers’ roles in 
society and improve their science engagement 
and outreach skills. 

The NRF has to date, included a limited portfolio 
of science communication training in its 
programme mix, often in partnership with key 
stakeholders in the science journalism sectors. 
Good progress is registered. 

36 When the current NRF researcher rating system is 
reconsidered as per recommendation in this and 
previous Reviews, science engagement criteria 
should be included.

This will be taken up as part of the continuous 
review of the rating system. A Task Team is 
currently reviewing the rating system and its 
science engagement category.

37 The NRF, in collaboration with partners, should 
develop a plan on how to become a key actor in 
the overall promotion of the NSI.

NRF exploring platforms that can revive more 
focussed and coordinated national conversations 
about the overall promotion of the NSI. Good 
progress registered.

Partnerships and Internationalisation
38 In pursuing further its extended mandate of being 

an international funding agency, the NRF will need 
to have the resources for playing that role more 
effectively and becoming known as one. New 
ways of leveraging funds should be identified for 
the sole purpose of growing the portfolio to reflect 
new demands.

New established Business Advancement Division 
is spearheading these tasks in the NRF.

Good progress registered
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39 The NRF needs to be selective in which areas it 

wishes to prioritise in the development of 
partnerships. Since it does not have the 
resources to be directly and actively engaged in 
many sectors and in many countries, it will need 
to develop criteria to guide the selection of a 
small number of areas and countries where its 
engagement will have the most impact, as 
defined by the NRF itself, over a defined period.

40 We also recommend that international initiatives 
should have an advisory committee that will 
ensure synergy and coordination.

41 The NRF does not need to be present in any 
country to make its resources count in a big way. 
It needs new partners and agents that respond to 
it. For example, its investment in the African 
Research Universities Alliance could be 
reformatted to deepen its impact through relevant 
investment made in South African universities and 
other research institutions.

42 Building equitable research partnerships is 
important in view of the changing nature of the 
development challenges that South African 
researchers will have to confront. As more and 
more problems become transnational, South 
African researchers must be supported to engage 
in equitable partnerships at all times. Funding 
should be used as an instrument for engaging in 
equitable partnerships.

Industry Partnership
43 Additional concerted and dedicated effort to align 

Human Capital Formation and Research and 
Development of the private sector and SOEs with 
the NRF supported portfolio of activities should 
be undertaken as a matter of a high priority.

The Industry Partnership Strategy provides 
direction to guide and position the NRF to play a 
prominent and facilitative role in promoting 
collaboration between industry and academia to 
develop industry-ready graduates and attract 
investments. This strategy is aggressively 
implemented. Good progress is registered

44 In collaboration with industries, truly engaging 
partnerships, and participative co-design of jointly 
sponsored research across (NRF funded) 
academia and the industries should become 
preferred modus-operandi.

45 A (government-wide) strategy needs to be 
developed, as a part of the NDP and NSI shared 
ambition and targets, on how to leverage a 
meaningful share of annual Research and 
Development public and private national 
spendings for engaged partnerships and research 
collaboration between public and private actors. 
NRF, DSTI and DHET should closely collaborate 
in supporting and coordinating this process. 



106 NRF - Annual Performance Plan 2026-2027

NOTES





Physical Address:
Meiring Naude Road, 
Brummeria, Pretoria, 0184

Postal Address:
PO Box 2600, Pretoria, 0001

Telephone: +27 12 481 4000
Fax: +27 12 349 1179

Email: info@nrf.ac.za
Website: www.nrf.ac.za ISBN: 978-1-86868-120-4




