
RESEARCH ETHICS APPLICATION FOR ETHICS WAIVER 

PREAMBLE 

All research requires ethics clearance, according to the VUT Research Ethics Policy. 

Certain research projects require extensive examination in addressing questions of 

research ethics, and the applications may thus be rather complex. There are, 

however, some research projects where the potential for harm, or the risk of 

research ethic contraventions, are virtually non-existent. Matters related to 

Intellectual Property, Plagiarism and Copyright abuse are matters that should be 

addressed in accordance with other Policy directives at the University and do not 

resort within the “Research Ethics” domain. 

In these circumstances it is appropriate that the Research Ethics requirements are 

fulfilled when the research in question is scrutinised with regard to research ethical 

matters. The application does thus not warrant an extended process, and should be 

expeditiously accomplished. 

Consequently, the existing Research Ethics Policy and its Standard Operating 

Procedures make provision for a Research Ethical Clearance process that 

culminates in what is termed a “Research Ethics Waiver.” 

In essence, a Research Ethics Waiver means that a qualified Research Ethics 

specialist has scrutinised the application, found no research ethical concerns in the 

submission, and has immediately issued a waiver or right to proceed with the 

relevant research. 

IMPORTANT: It should be noted that a waiver can be considered in respect of any 

type of research, including Masters and Doctoral work, research for NDP et cetera. 

EXAMPLES OF RESEARCH PROJECTS WHICH MIGHT GARNER A RESEARCH 

ETHICS WAIVER: 

The following examples illustrate the nature of projects that might lead to such a 

waiver. The list is not exhaustive. It is emphasised that what follows are simply 

typical examples.  It must be noted that, in all cases, the source of the data is to be 

seen as the ONLY source. If other sources are added, that might include humans, 

animals or the environment directly, the possibility of a waiver falls away and the 

normal route is followed. 

1. Where the research engages with critical analysis of creative work already in 

the public domain.  The analysis of poetry, novels, films, television 

programmes and art exhibitions would be good examples. 

2. Where the research engages in archival work and where permission to 

access the archive is either self-evident, where the archive is in the public 

domain, or permission has been granted. The application must be supported 

by proof of such permission acquired. There are occasions where archival 



work requires more than this, and often these are conditions laid down by the 

archivists. 

3. Where research uses extant publications to critique arguments made therein. 

The notion of ‘publication’ already indicates that the document is in the public 

domain. 

4. Where databases that are consulted are in the public domain, such as Stats 

SA. 

5. Research that engages with the law, Court judgments, the constitution, 

reports in and from Hansard, Government Gazettes et cetera.  This would 

include all government policy documents that are in the public domain. 

One area that should be approached with care is where the database or databank is 

under the control of a particular organisation, such as the National Zoological 

Gardens.  In such an event, permission must be sought from the organisation and, 

critically, part of that permission must indicate (a) whether the data stored had been 

collected ethically, and/or (b) such original owners of the data had granted 

permission for the data to be used for projects other than the one for which original 

permission was granted. Proof of such approval must accompany the application for 

ethical waiver. 

PROCESS: 

In all cases it is accepted that the following will apply: 

1. An officially sanctioned body, namely the FRIC/DRIC, has approved the 

science of the research. 

2. The documents that served at the FRIC/DRIC also serve at the relevant ethics 

body, namely the FREC. 

Thereafter, the process is as follows: 

1. The research proposal (in whatever form: see the Guidelines for Research for 

Non-Degree Purposes where appropriate) serves at the FRIC/DRIC. 

 

2. The FRIC/DRIC considers and approves the science of the project. 

 

3. The proposal document together with proof of approval by the FRIC/DRIC, in 

the form of a ‘Chair’ letter, or an Extract from the Minutes, is submitted to the 

FREC administrator; 

 

4. The aforementioned two documents are accompanied by a signed Memo 

from the researcher, requesting a Research Ethics Waiver (see the relevant 

Template), and providing grounds for the request. These documents can be 

seen as the equivalent of the two official Research Ethics Application forms. 

VERY IMPORTANT:  This means that the signed Memo becomes the binding 

research ethics declaration in the same way that the signatures on the two 



official Research Ethics Application forms are declarations of commitment to 

the processes as agreed to.  

 

5. The researcher should also be aware that merely requesting an ethical waiver 

does not guarantee that the proposal will achieve that status of ethical 

approval. The application will still be scrutinised as any other ethical clearance 

application would. 

 

6. Because this is a waiver application, the FREC Chair makes a decision as to 

whether the waiver can be granted immediately and, if so, the Chair proceeds 

to allocate a research ethics clearance number and to issue the Waiver letter. 

Should the application need to go for Expedited Review, the FREC Chair 

initiates such a process and informs the applicant.  It may be decided that the 

project warrants a full review, in which case the applicant is informed 

accordingly. 

FREC Administration: 

All Research Ethics Waiver documents and decisions are recorded in the FREC 

Agenda and Minutes, so that a clear ‘paper trail’ can be created.  The Agenda will 

thus contain the proposal document, the FRIC approval, the signed Memo and the 

Research Ethics Waiver approval letter for ratification.  The decision by the FREC to 

ratify is duly minuted. 

CONCLUSION: 

As the process of negotiating a Research Ethics Waiver unfolds, there may be 

further matters that need to be attended to in this set of guidelines.  Please submit 

comments and suggestions, in this regard, to:  

Prof Thiri Padayachee (thiri@vut.ac.za) as chair of the CREC, or 

Prof Allan Munro (allanm@vut.ac.za) as deputy chair. 
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