
Challenges facing graduates of 
foreign medical schools returning to 
South Africa: developing criteria for 
the recognition of medical degrees

Tahir Pillay, MBChB (Natal), PhD(Cantab), FRCPath(Lon), FCPath(SA), Massaf

Professor, Chief Specialist and Head, Department of Chemical Pathology, 

Director, Division of Clinical Pathology

University of  Pretoria & NHLS Tshwane Academic Division

Pretoria, South Africa

Honorary Professor, Division of Chemical Pathology, University of Cape Town

President, South African Association for Clinical Biochemisry & Laboratory Medicine

Editor-in-Chief, Journal of Clinical Pathology

Chair, Communications & Publications Division, IFCC



Summary

• Overview of medical graduate output in South 
Africa

• HPCSA process for curriculum review

– “Robot” system

– Exam vs non-exam track
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Background and problem statement-output of 
MBChB graduates into the health care system

• 9 medical schools in South Africa
– UP
– UKZN
– UCT
– UFS
– WSU
– SMU (Medunsa established in 1976)
– UL (first intake in 2016- 40 year gap)
– Wits
– SU

• Planned
– NMU (first intake in 2021; accreditation planned for  completion in Oct 2019)
– NWU

• Mandela-Castro collaboration students
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South Africa United Kingdom

Population 56.7 million 66 million

Number of medical schools 9 33

Number graduates 
annually

1800 6000

• Local production around 1800 / yr
• The present doctor population ratio is around 0.8 / 1000.  
• We should be targeting at least 1,5 to 2 / 1000. 
• So need to double the total registered.  
• Even if we double production it will take quite a few  years to reach the 

target. 
• NHI should support more GP s without necessarily employing them in public 

sector
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Medical School application numbers

• 1770 places for students in SA  (2014) ; 36 000 
applications

• Roughly 20-30 applicants / place

• UKZN as example: 6945 for 250 places
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Placement of graduates

• 1900 students applied for 1400 internship 
posts

• 1342 interns applied for 1332 community 
service positions

• Recently, NHLS has also taken up community 
service doctors
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Study abroad

• China, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ireland, 
Egypt, Mauritius, Pakistan, Scotland

• 2017: 150 in Mauritius; 900 in China

• Provincial governments; Turkey; Romania, 
Russia, China
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• A number of recruiting agencies that recruit for 
foreign medical schools also mislead students 
into believing that following graduation from a 
foreign medical school with a medical degree, 
they can register with the HPCSA. 

• Some use cleverly worded phrases such as “ 
graduates are eligible to apply for registration 
with the HPCSA….” or “graduates eligible for 
registration as a medical practitioner in HPCSA.”
This gets wrongly interpreted as implying that 
they will be granted registration with the HPCSA. 
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(former) Curriculum subcommittee of 
the MDB

• Restructuring of MDB - now falls under the 
ambit of Medical Education and Training 
committee (METC)
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Curriculum committee

• Created in 2014 by MDB

• 10  members of this committee including Medical 
and Dental Board members; representatives of 
the  following entities:
– committees of medical and dental deans; 

– medical scientists; 

– postgraduate education and training committees;

– clinical associates;  

– the HPCSA Ombudsman

– and a medical education specialist. 
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• reviewing curricula from foreign institutions to 
determine if the graduates are eligible for the exam 
track or non-exam track pathway before being 
registered as a medical practitioner with the HPCSA. 

• A graduate from a non-exam track institution is not 
required to take the HPCSA board exam. 

• The intention is for this list to be reviewed every 5 
years and adjustments made to the listing if required.

• This means that an institution previously deemed to be 
non-exam track, can potentially move to the exam 
track listing if circumstances of the institution have 
changed 
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Process

• the enquiry is usually initiated by a foreign 
medical graduate, often a South African citizen 
who has been studying abroad. 

• The applicant then has to ensure that the full 
curriculum and programme details are 
submitted to the HPCSA for the committee to 
evaluate. 
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”Robot” system

• Based on the ‘Competent Authority’ process 
used in other countries to register foreign 
medical graduates

• This is the basis of deciding whether an 
applicant who qualifies outside of South Africa 
can be registered without writing an exam,  or 
whether they need to write an exam in order 
to assess their clinical competence 
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• The process of choosing the  ‘Competent 
Authorties’  is based on those operating in 
English speaking countries which have a National 
medical regulatory authority (such as the HPCSA) 
which accredits medical schools in a process 
which is rigorous and transparent. 

• Competent Authorities identified using these 
criteria are the GMC of the UK and the Medical 
Board of Australian, New Zealand and the 
Canadian medical council 
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Registration for Internship 
 

Application of practitioner holding a 
foreign  qualification as  medical/dental 
practitioner 

 

Administrative compliance 
 

Curriculum 
review 
Robot system 

 

Green Orange Red 
   

Non Exam Track Non Exam Track Exam Track                 
(Board Exam) 

 

Successful 
 

                                                         Register as Intern 
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• Listing of the institution in the World Directory of 
medical/dental schools; International medical education 
directory

• proof of national/international accreditation
• Accreditation by the UK GMC/GDC and one other medical 

council acceptable to the HPCSA ( Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada, as well as ECFMG accreditation

• Programme of study must be at least 5500 hours over a 
minimum of 5 years and at least 75% of the training must 
be at the primary institution

• Curriculum must be similar to the core South African 
curriculum

• Proof of academic English proficiency
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• Three possible routes  (Green, Orange & Red) 
for  practitioners applying for registration are 
outlined: 
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GREEN: Non-exam track
• Generalists

• The qualification must have been awarded by an institution listed in the following:

– World Directory of Medical Schools

– IMED (International Medical Education Directory ). Proof of National or International (approved by 
HPCSA) accreditation:  National Ministry of Health, and national Ministry of Education confirmation 
or appropriate national agency. 

– Avicenna Directory for Medicine: only listed, not accredited

• The institution listed in these directories will allow verification of qualifications

• The qualification must have accreditation by the General Medical Council (GMC) of the United Kingdom 
and at least one other Medical Council acceptable to the HPCSA e.g. Australia, New Zealand or Canada  
and be accredited by the ECFMG (Educational Commission for Foreign Medical Graduates). 

• Programme of study (need to ensure appropriate balance of theoretical and clinical teaching) must include 
at least 5500 hours over a minimum period of 5 years. The majority of the training (75%) must be 
undertaken at the institution where the degree has been awarded. 

• Curriculum must be equivalent to South African core curriculum as accredited by HPCSA and be 
internationally recognized. 

• Proof of academic English proficiency (IELTS or TOEFL) within the previous 2 years (if English is not the 
language of tuition at medical school)

• The applicant must be 2 years post qualification or they would need to do supervised internship training in 
South Africa

• IELTS = International English Language Testing System

• TOEFL = Test of English  as a foreign language
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GREEN: Non-exam track

• Post registration, the practitioner must undergo a probation period 
of 12 months (with 3 favorable probation reports by their clinical 
supervisor) to ensure exposure to the South African disease profile, 
and to assess that they are clinically competent, have good 
communication skills, work well in a team and practice ethically. 

• The applicant must accrue 25 CPD points in their first year of 
working in South Africa. 

• Specialist applications
• As above for points 1, 2, 5, 7, and 8
• Re specialist training and experience required:
• Duration of training must be equivalent number of years as in SA for 

the speciality
• Evidence of research competence
• Portfolio of clinical experience
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ORANGE: QUALIFICATIONS THAT MAY 
BE EXEMPT FROM EXAMINATIONS

• The primary qualification must have been awarded by an institution listed in the 
following:

– IMED (International Medical Education Directory):  Ministry of Health, Ministry of 
Education confirmation or appropriate national agency. 

– Avicenna Directory for Medicine: only listed, not accredited

• The institution listed in these directories will allow verification of qualifications

• The primary qualification must have accreditation by either General Medical 
Council, United Kingdom or another Medical Councils acceptable to the HPCSA e.g. 
Australia and Canada

• Programme of study (need to ensure appropriate balance of theoretical and clinical 
teaching) must include at least 5500 hours over a minimum period of 5 years. The 
majority of the training (75%) must be undertaken at the institution where the 
degree has been awarded. 

• Proof of academic English proficiency (IELTS or TOEFL) within the previous 2 years 
(if English is not the language of tuition at Medical School)

• The applicant must be 2 years post qualification or they would need to do 
supervised internship training in South Africa

• Candidate may be required to do the HPCSA “Board Examination”  written section.  
If they pass with a mark of >65%, they can be registered without doing the 
practical examination. 
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RED: QUALIFICATIONS WHICH REQUIRE APPLICANTS TO 

PASS AN EXAMINATION BEFORE REGISTRATION

• Where the candidate’s qualification fails to satisfy any 
of the above mentioned criteria and there is no proof 
of accreditation with a medical council recognized by a 
Competent Authority, the candidate must complete an 
examination, before being considered for which would 
be either: 

• Generalist: HPCSA Board Examination which consists 
of a written and practical component. 

• Specialists: The appropriate College of Medicine 
Examination

• Note: the other criteria noted in points 5,6,7 & 8 are 
also applicable once registered.  
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Summary

• Overview of medical graduate output in South 
Africa

• HPCSA process for curriculum review

– “Robot” system

– Exam vs non-exam track
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Thank you for your attention
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