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Mr Programme Director, and my colleague Prof David L Mosoma, Deputy Vice Chancellor 
and Vice Principal (Operations) at Unisa, and Chair of the Steering Committee organising this 
conference, 
 
My colleagues, members of the Executive Board of ACDE, 
 
The Honourable Mrs Naledi Pandor, MP, Minister of Education, 
 
Dr Mathews Phosa, Chairperson of the Council of the University of South Africa, 
 
The Honourable Ministers of Education, guests and participants at this conference, 
 
My friend and colleague, Prof Njabulo Ndebele, President of the Association of African 
Universities, and Vice Chancellor of the University of Cape Town, 
 
Your Excellencies, members of the diplomatic corps, 
 
Our partners, donors and grantmakers who have contributed generously to the success of 
this conference, 
 
My colleagues, members of the Executive Management of the University of South Africa, 
 
Conference participants and delegates at the General Assembly of the ACDE representing 
member institutions, aspirant members, and members of the ACDE,  
Distinguished guests, visitors and friends, 
 
Comrades, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen: 
 
 
It is a signal honour for me to welcome you to the University of South Africa, South Africa’s 

“single dedicated distance education” as the national Plan for Higher Education has so 

designated Unisa. With the restructuring of higher education beginning January 2004, Unisa 

also became one of the six comprehensive institutions in the new higher education 

landscape. We are very delighted to have you at Unisa and it is a privilege and an honour to 

host this 1st Conference of the African Council for Distance Education. 

 

The ACDE is a pan-African association of leaders, practitioners and providers of distance 

education, and of planners and policy-makers, of scholars and researchers. It is a forum for 

discussion and debate, for the promotion of and advancement of distance education in Africa. 

The Council seeks to advance distance education and open learning in higher education 

throughout Africa by providing occasions for networking and collaborations among distance 

education institutions, researchers and practitioners, by promoting scholarly research and 

studies in distance education, and by the provision of expertise and advisory services in 

distance education. 
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The founding conference of ACDE was held at Egerton University in Njoro, Kenya in January 

2004. Though it hatched in Egerton University, the idea itself was conceived at a conference 

of the SCOP, the Standing Committee of Presidents and Vice Chancellors under the aegis of 

the International Council for Distance Education held at Unisa in October 2002. It transpired 

that, unlike Europe and Asia, Africa did not have an association of distance education 

providers, and participation by Africa in the activities of ICDE was very limited, the Unisa 

conference being the first occasion when Africans attended in reasonably large numbers, 

albeit as observers because they were not members of ICDE. 

 

An added impulse for open learning and distance education in Africa was presented by the 

Meeting of African Ministers of Education, convened by the then Minister of Education, the 

Hon Prof Kader Asmal, MP in February 2004 in Cape Town. The result thereof was the Cape 

Town Declaration which holds out a promise of cooperation and partnership between distance 

education providers and those who shape public policy on higher education in government, 

especially public servants, experts, legislators and Ministers of Education. That matter was 

taken a step further with the adoption of the Algiers Declaration by the Conference of African 

Ministers of Education in April 2005.  

 

Distance education and open learning in Africa is without doubt an idea whose time has 

come. It is driven by the tremendous impetus for technical and intellectual advancement and 

drive towards human capacity building and training throughout the Continent. It is an 

appropriate and urgent response to decades of neglect and lack of investment in higher 

education over the years to meet the challenge of the times. We have now reached a stage 

when no one country in Africa on its own can be expected to marshal the necessary 

resources for the massive investment required by higher education.  

 

Second, distance education promises the appropriate degree of innovation and flexibility and 

to allow collaboration and cooperation across countries. It is best able to maximise the mutual 

recognition of qualifications and transfer of credits that the SADC Protocol on Education and 

Training, of NEPAD, and of the more recent Algiers Declaration of the Ministers of Education 

of the Member States of the African Union (April 2005), as well as the Strategic Framework 

on Education and Human Resources, 2015 of the African Union. Distance education and 

open learning is best set to bring into the learning bracket many whom our societies had 

deprived of opportunities for education either because of poverty, war and conflict or due to 

family circumstances. It gives effect to the lure of lifelong learning.  

 

Finally, with the advances of technology, the demands of the information society and the 

challenges of total human development it enables the whole of society to be beneficially 

engaged in development and human advancement.  
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But we all know that the backlog and deficits are enormous. We are aware open learning and 

distance education is not going to materialise without a major investment in technology, 

infrastructure and people. Contrary to some opinions on this matter, distance education does 

not come on the cheap. We need to build expertise in distance education in all our countries. 

Even more important, we must ensure that distance education is quality assured, relevant and 

flexible and uses innovative modes of delivery and modern technology, and commits to high 

levels of learner support. That is, if anything, enough reason for the establishment of the 

African Council for Distance Education. 

 

There is a lot of work ahead of us. There will be parallel sessions and workshops at which we 

shall engage each other with the assistance of experts in their fields, we shall discuss and 

debate developments in distance education, we shall expound on policy options and practical 

strategies for distance education. In the foyer, there are exhibitions of materials, reports, 

publications which not only market programmes and activities taking place in different parts of 

the Continent, they are also a means of sharing of ideas, an invitation to collaboration. We 

expect to publish the Proceedings of the Conference, and the best of the papers, refereed 

and peer reviewed, will be published in the inaugural African Journal for Distance Education 

in December 2005. The ideas and opinions of all 200+ delegates and participants count. By 

your active participation, remember that you are contributing to the big idea: the renewal of 

the Continent cognisant of the founding Objectives of the African Union as set out in the 

Constitutive Act of the African Union, 2000: 

 Achieve greater unity and solidarity between African countries and the peoples of 

Africa; 

 Promote sustainable development at the economic, social and cultural levels… 

 Promote cooperation in all fields of human activity to raise the living standards of 

African peoples’ 

 Advance the development of the continent by promoting research in all fields, in 

particular in science and technology… 

 

As I end, I wish to acknowledge my colleagues who have contributed so selflessly towards 

the achievement of this milestone event under the leadership of Prof David Mosoma. The 

entire Unisa, academic, professional and administrative staff, has been mobilised to produce 

a first rate conference. I wish to thank the Council of the University under the leadership of Dr 

Mathews Phosa, the Executive Management team, the Africa Directorate, Corporate 

Communications and Marketing, the Unisa Foundation, secretarial staff and the print works, 

caterers, security personnel, drivers, the hosts and hostesses who met and greeted you as 

you landed at the Johannesburg International Airport. Thank you. I also wish to take this 

opportunity to add a word of gratitude to Prof Ezra Maritim, Secretary General of ACDE and 

Vice Chancellor of Egerton University, and to his colleagues in the fledgling Secretariat of 
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ACDE hosted by his university, for the wonderful work they have done to make this day a 

reality. 

 

To the donors, sponsors and partners at this conference: UNESCO, the Commonwealth of 

Learning, Ford Foundation, a big thank you.  Ends 

Inaugural Conference of the African Council for Distance Education 

University of South Africa, 

City of Tshwane, South Africa. 

10-12 August 2005. 


