Report to ASAWU on Postdoctoral
Fellows’ Concerns
As submitted to the Committee on 23 May 2016
Over the course of the last year, postdocs have raised a number of concerns. This
document attempts to capture some of the major concerns raised while protecting the
complainants’ identities. The majority of these concerns center on the lack of
transparency in decision-making at the Research Office, though they also extend into
questions involving SARS and the payroll office.
Note: This document has simultaneously been circulated on the postdoc list serve for
comments.

Types of Funding
Internal (URC)
NRF (Individual and Internally Allocated)
Mellon (Internally Allocated)
Other (Externally funded including foreign funding)

Health Care
Wits Medscheme does not include postdocs. Postdocs are covered under a separate
package negotiated between the Research Office and Discovery Health. This package
is a minimal Keycare package with options to upgrade. The minimal package is
covered by the Research Office, above and beyond the stipend. The cost of upgrading
this package, to either include dependents or to extend to more complete cover, is
deducted from the postdoc’s stipend.
Postdocs seek clarity on the following issues: How is the postdoc health care package
funded? Some externally funded postdocs have a specific allocation in their funding
for health care. How are these allocations being spent? Are they subsidizing other
postdocs’ health care to save the university money? What is the annual cost of health
care for a single postdoc and what are the provisions for opting out? Why has the
allotment for healthcare been reduced?

Contracts
Contracts were significantly revised between 2012 and 2013. These changes are made
without notification or accountability. Postdocs cannot change or negotiate their
contractual conditions, though there are degrees of flexibility in different faculties and
with different hosts. Postdocs seek to protect this flexibility while enforcing
accountability and a minimal threshold for pay and privileges. (See appendix with
2012 contract and current contract.) Postdocs seek representation on committees
responsible for revising contracts and conditions of employment.

Postdocs are staff. They should be treated professionally and with respect in a
work place. Postdocs should not be reduced to students. They should be given staff
work spaces and the same access to computers, internet, and printing as other
academic members of staff. They should be invited to general staff meetings, not as
observers but as valued participants. It is disconcerting that the current version of the
contract, under the heading of “Status of Fellow” reads: “The privileges of the Fellow
are in line with those of postgraduate students” (2). In addition to diminishing a
postdoc’s status, this definition of status does not include what the privileges of a
postgraduate student are.

Conditions of Employment and Pay
The Conditions of Employment and pay are outlined in the Policy Document on
Postdoctoral Research Fellows .Why have postdocs not been given access to this
document? This document should be available on the Research Office webpage.
Why does postdocs’ pay or “stipend” not reflect our level of education? This lack of
pay is preventing the transformation of the postdoctoral system at a national level.
Black South African candidates are highly sought after employees in the current
political and economic context. It is telling that very few of these sought after and
highly qualified candidates see postdocs as a viable employment strategy due to their
low pay and lack of prestige. We request that our pay be benchmarked against
lecturer salaries, as it is globally, and that we receive mandatory inflationary
increases.1 Wits housing for postdocs should not increase at a rate higher than our
payment increases. Postdoc housing at Wits should not cost in excess of 30% of a
postdoc’s stipend, as recommended by South African experts.2
Wits postdocs have been informed multiple times via the Research Office and the
Payroll office that payment can only be made every 3 months. However, postdocs at
Stellenbosch, UCT, and UJ all report that they receive monthly payments. We would
ask that the Research Office investigate how these models work and work up a
new plan for implementing monthly payments. See Payment Procedures (9-10).
Furthermore, the Appendix includes the SARS regulations on non-taxable income. At
no point do they state a requirement for quarterly payments (11-16).
The section on “Value of Fellowships” is also problematic. It states “the maximum
Fellowship value will be capped so as to avoid the moral quandary of paying large
amounts without making a contribution via income tax to the national treasury. This
cap will increase with inflation from year to year and will be recorded by the
University Research Office on their website” (6). If there is to be an inflationary
increase of this cap, than why is there not an inflationary increase to the minimum
payment? Additionally, despite the directive that the cap be posted, there is no
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http://www.property24.com/articles/how-much-rent-should-you-pay/20540

information on payment bands, minimums or maximums. 3 Postdocs request this
information.
The Research Office webpage states: “Besides boosting the research output of the
University the purpose of a Postdoctoral Fellowship is to assist with the professional
development of recent PhD graduates preparing them for an academic career.”4 If
postdocs are widely considered as professional development, how do we account for
the dismal job prospects in the university sector after completing a postdoc? How
many postdocs find academic employment upon exiting Wits?
Another concern raised surrounds leave policy. Can we not have a minimal number
of weeks of leave included in our contracts? The current version of the Policy
Document on Postdoctoral Research Fellows states:
Postdocs are required to negotiate leave of absence for the purposes of
vacation with their Hosts. No mandatory minimum period is prescribed.
Vacation leave must not exceed twenty four working days per annum. Leave
requests are to be approved by the Host using the normal staff leave system
(6).
Can a host withhold permission to take leave based on performance? ASAWU has had
a number of complaints from postdocs whose hosts have refused to negotiate holidays
based on performance evaluations. Is this legal?

Code of Conduct and Grievance Procedures and Complaints
If called into a meeting to discuss their performance with more invitees than their
host, a postdoc should be made aware of their rights to bring in a third party such as a
union representative. Given the precariousness of their situation, postdocs should be
afforded all supports necessary to counterbalance their precarity. The Code of
Conduct and Grievance Procedures and Complaints needs to be amended to
incorporate union representation.

Teaching
The provisions and limitation on teaching in the policy document need serious
reconsideration. The document currently states:
The express purpose of a Postdoc Fellowship is to provide a profession and
academic fellowship. Thus Postdocs may not be remunerated for services
rendered, for example, undertake contract research or professional consulting.
However, it is expected that the Postdoc practically experiences all parts of the
academic profession and thus supervision and teaching are allowed and even
encouraged. Emphasis should be placed on postgraduate student supervision
but, should they wish to lecture to gain experience, this should be limited to a
maximum of 10% of their normal working hours and this should in no way
constitute part of the basic teaching provisioning of a School. This teaching is
to be performed on a voluntary basis (10).
3
4

https://www.wits.ac.za/research/postdoctoral-fellows/
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While postdocs are not paid a wage commensurate with their education and
experience, the university seeks to eliminate supplementary sources of income. This is
punitive and decreases the appeal of postdocs for transformation candidates.
Furthermore, in stating the limits of a teaching load to 10%, a footnote clarifies that a
postdoc should not teach in excess of 12 hours per week. If 12 hours is 10%, is an
expected work week 120 hours? In regards to the limitations set on teaching, are host
departments even aware of these limitations? Are postdocs expected to protect
themselves, or do hosts have accountability structures? How is it ensured that a
postdoc is volunteering to teach? We have had multiple reports of postdocs not being
informed of this option. While teaching and supervision are encouraged, the Research
Office annual reports do not accept teaching or supervision as part of a postdoc’s
contribution to their department. This report focuses almost exclusively on
publications. Furthermore, while the policy states that teaching “should be focused at
the postgraduate level” (3) we have had reports from postdocs who are only given the
option as acting as tutors on first year modules. Postdocs should not be treated as
honours students. Departments need to be informed of this policy and the
Research Office should make some effort to ensure that departments observe the
conditions stated in the contracts.
Furthermore, while postdocs are officially given permission by the research office to
supervise, host departments are unclear on who postdocs are permitted to supervise.
Additionally, co-supervision is often a guise for a postdoc to perform the labour a
senior colleague to claim the output. It is of fundamental importance that postdocs
who are supervising be listed formally as supervisors with the Graduate Office.
The number of supervisees could have a significant impact on a postdoc’s capacity to
publish.

Publications
If a postdoc “is not required to provide any service in return for the Fellowship
value”, how does this impact the MoA between the university, the host and the
postdoc, particularly in regards to publications? The policy states that the university
has a specific set of “expectations,” including “an average peer reviewed research
output of at least two publications…per annum.” Publications are monitored in an
annual reporting system, however, it is unclear what the appropriate procedures are
for facilitating these publications. The “Conditions of Postdoc Fellowships” section
states “The Fellowships given to Postdocs provide no fringe-benefits and the Postdoc
is not required to provide any service in return for the Fellowship value” (5). How
then are postdocs denied holidays and even renewal if they do not meet performance
management targets?
Is the two publications a year policy being evenly applied? Does this policy favour
the sciences, and other disciplines where articles are the standard of academic
success, rather than the humanities where books are the benchmark for hiring and
promotion? Can we actually promote book publication in a system which requires a
yearly renewal?

Is this implementation open to abuses? Do hosts have the right to threaten to withhold
their signatures from a postdoc’s quarterly stipend if they are perceived to be “under
performing”? Why is it a postdoc’s responsibility to report inconsistencies in hosting
to the Research Office? Shouldn’t a precarious worker have more protections?
What are the common practices on listing authors on articles in the different faculties?
Are people being listed as authors who are not substantively contributing to the data
collection and/or analysis?
Far more than income generating teaching, publishing is a precarious business with
unavoidable delays and obstacles. The rejection of an article can be based on its
unsuitability within a journal’s parameters rather than its lack of contribution to
academic knowledge. This process of editing and resubmission is essential to the
process of generating knowledge. Given the precarity and long investment in this
business, should the parameters not be based on submissions rather than acceptances?
Requiring acceptances, leads postdocs to aim for lower ranked journals and for less
prestigious publications. Are we stifling excellence?

Accountability of Hosts
Are hosts accountable? To whom? Are they aware of their obligations and
responsibilities in regard to postdocs? Postdoctoral contracts have been modified to
reflect some abstract responsibilities of hosts:
I undertake the role of Host for this Postdoctoral Fellow and in doing so
confirm that I will:
• Act as a mentor for the Fellow, for example providing guidance, where
necessary, to the Fellow in respect of his/her assigned research project;
• Assist in the process of securing the required research funds to support
the proposed research;
• Provide support for the Fellow in developing professionally in all
aspects of the academic profession, for example opportunities will be
provided to build their teaching experience.(5)
Still, it is unclear how the hosts are being monitored and if they have any
accountability structures, beyond the threat of not receiving future postdocs.
Postdocs across the university are struggling to get access to adequate office space,
computers, printing facilities, and internet access. The policy states: “The Postdoc
should be provided with adequate working space, equipment and basic amenities” (5).
Can the Research Office ensure that hosts will provide postdocs to appropriate
office space and equipment?

Additional Concerns
Academia is not immune to gender bias. Some hosts have continually addressed
postdocs in the masculine singular when addressing female postdocs. This is
unacceptable gender bias.
While RINC funding is fundamental to the justification of postdoc funding strategies,
postdocs are often unaware of the money they are raising and how it is being

allocated. Other researchers in the institution have direct access to a portion of their
funding. Postdocs would like to know: Where is our RINC money going? And, why
do postdocs have less access to RINC money than other academics?
Given the recent removal of the R10,000 for research funds from the contracts, how
are postdocs meant to generate the world class research they have been hired to
publish? Even the R10,000 that was available, was only sufficient funding for a local
conference rather than an overseas conference.

Appendix:
1. Sample Contract 2012
2. Sample Contract 2015
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Postdoctoral Fellowship Contract
This contract binds the Postdoctoral Fellow and his/her host to the principles of postdoctoral
fellowships at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg.

Full Name of Postdoctoral Research Fellow: ………………………………………
ID/Passport No: ……………………………Country of Origin:
…………………………………
Name of Host: Prof. ………………………………………………………………….
School/Research

Entity:

………………………………………………………………………..
CESM Code: ………………………………………………………
Commencement

Date

of

Fellowship:

……………………………………………………..
Fellowship

ends

not

later

than:

Va l u e
of
Postdoctoral
Fellowship
………………………………………………………….

(Grant):

……………………………………………………………………..

Name of and Proportion Granted by Sponsor / Sponsors: …………………………………

Contractual Conditions of Postdoctoral Research Fellowship

This contractual agreement is a three way agreement between the University of the
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg (the University), the Postdoctoral Fellow named above (the
Fellow) and the academic mentor named above (the Host). A Postdoctoral Research
Fellowship is, by definition, a temporary position. It is therefore specifically agreed and
recorded that on termination of this appointment there will be no expectation of continued
employment with the University, or of being engaged on a further fixed period contract either
on the same or similar terms or on less favourable terms.
The duration of the agreement is for a period of twelve (12) months from the commencement
date recorded on page one of this agreement. However, there is an option, at the University’s
discretion, to renew the contract for another twelve (12) months. The renewal process will be
based on your performance as assessed by your host and the availability of funding.

Nature of the Agreement
As a result of this contractual agreement:
•

The Fellow will:
o Undertake the activities of an academic apprenticeship where you will be
guided in your professional development as a research active academic of the
University. This will include undertaking research, teaching and academic
service. Teaching should be focused on the supervision of postgraduate
students. The teaching of undergraduates should be limited and only taken on
as a professional development activity and not as a routine activity which will
attract income tax. However, the primary focus must remain on research;
o Any additional activities of academic citizenship in which the Fellow
engages must be agreed to beforehand by your host;
o Perform at high levels as measured by your research output. This will be in
the form of peer reviewed ISI journal articles, or equivalent. The expectation
is that you will produce at least two such research outputs per annum on
average during your Fellowship.

•

The University will:
o Transfer the fellowship to the value that is shown above to the Fellow
on a quarterly basis;
o Provide the space to do research;
o Treat the Fellow as a junior staff member;
o Provide mentorship through the host, Fellow relationship.

Status of the Fellow

The Fellow will be registered on the University’s HR system as a staff member and will be
provided with a staff access card that will entitle the Fellow to use certain University facilities
and amenities, in particular the libraries and the staff bus service. It is specifically agreed and
recorded that this registration does not afford the full privileges of University staff to the
Fellow. The privileges of the Fellow are in line with those of postgraduate students.
Specifically, this status means that any absences from duty, for reasons of illness, vacation or
family responsibility, must be agreed beforehand with the Fellow’s Host. The Fellow may not
receive the normal benefits associated with that of a remunerated staff position.

Termination of Contractual Agreement

Any of the parties (the University, the Host or the Fellow) may terminate this contract by
giving two (2) months written notice of the intention.

Performance

It is expected of the Fellow will make a significant contribution to the University’s peer
reviewed research output. Any possible renewals of the fellowship will be based on discipline
specific assessments of performance against this expectation.

Dispute Resolution

Should the relationship between the host and Fellow breakdown to the extent that external
mediation is required, then
•
•
•

The party that declares the dispute (either host or Fellow) should inform the other
party and the Head of School or the Director of the research unit in writing;
The Head of School or the Director of the research unit should seek to mediate the
dispute within 14 days of receipt of the notification of the dispute;
Should the mediation fail then the Dean of the faculty should arbitrate a fair solution
for the dispute.

Medical Insurance

A comprehensive medical aid insurance scheme will be arranged for the Fellow only. The
University will pay for the insurance up to a fixed limit determined by the University.

Workplace Injuries

Insofar as they may not be remedied under medical insurance discussed above, e.g., where a
permanent disability is incurred, compensation may be available through the University’s
group insurance cover.

Ionising Radiation

Fellows who use or operate radioactive isotopes, or other radioactive material, or an
electronic product or any other equipment which produces ionising radiation must undergo
such medical examinations, tests and monitoring, as may be required by law. Further details
are available from of the Head of the Research Office.

Publications

A Fellow is expected to publish the results of his or her research and to acknowledge the
School and the University in all publications arising from the Fellow’s postdoctoral research
project(s) whether or not they are completed while at University.

Intellectual Property

The protection of the intellectual capital and its exploitation will be carried out in accordance
of the University rules and regulations. The Fellow agrees to abide by all of these rules and
regulations. A fair share of the proceeds of the exploitation of intellectual property may
accrue to the Fellow.

Obligations acknowledged and accepted by:
Postdoctoral Research Fellow:
Name:

……………….……………………………………..……………………

Signature:

………………………………………………………………………..…

Date:

……..………………………………………………………………………

Endorsement by Host
I undertake the role of Host for this Postdoctoral Fellow and in doing so confirm that I will:
•
•
•

Act as mentor for the Fellow, for example provide guidance, where necessary, to the
Fellow in respect of his/her assigned research project;
Assist in the process of securing the required research funds to support the proposed
research;
Provide support for the Fellow in developing professionally in all aspects of the
academic profession, for example opportunities will be provided for the Fellow to
build their teaching experience.

Name of Host:
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………
Signature:
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………

Date: …………………………………………………………………………………

Endorsement by Head of School or Research Institute
I support this Postdoctoral Fellowship in my School/Institute and in doing so confirm that:
•
•
•
•

The Host has the required research funds to support the proposed research by the
Postdoctoral Fellow;
The School or Institute has space to house the Postdoctoral Fellow appropriately;
The Postdoctoral Fellow will be treated as if he/she is a member of the academic staff
of my School or Institute;
Opportunities will be provided for the Postdoctoral Fellow to build their teaching
experience, they will be appropriately rewarded for doing so and they will not be
exploited in this regard.

Name of Head of School/Research Institute:
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………
Signature:
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………

Date: …………………………………………………………………………………

Endorsed on behalf of the University by:
Signature:……………………………………………………………
Date:

……………………………………………………………

Dr Robin Drennan
Director: Research Development

Details of Postdoctoral Fellow’s next of kin:
Name:

____________________________________________________

Address:

____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________

Telephone Number (incl international prefix): ____________________________
Fax Number: (incl international prefix): _________________________________
E Mail: __________________________________________________________

Relationship (wife, father, mother, brother, sister, friend, etc): _______________

