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CHAPTER 1

Introduction
It is well known that the share of the rural population living in poverty is greater 
than that in urban areas; also that a significant majority of all poor people and poor 
households in South Africa are rural dwellers. If anything, there are indications of 
deepening rural poverty since 1994, despite a large number of policies and initiatives 
that aim to stimulate the rural economy. One premise of this research project is that 
the trends affecting the rural economy are not understood with sufficient clarity to 
enable government to formulate an adequate response. A second premise is that 
national datasets alone are not sufficient to depict these trends; rather there is a need to 
amalgamate and generalise across case studies.

The purpose of this contribution is to flesh out the significance of the challenges to 
rural development, and to identify the potency and/or limitations of existing policy 
and programme interventions. Areas of complementarity and contradiction between 
government initiatives will also be identified.
 
The focus of the research is on four aspects or ‘sectors’ within the rural economy:
• The commercial agriculture sector, in particular its ability to absorb labour.
• The subsistence/small-scale agricultural sector, particularly within former homeland 

areas, and especially in response to anecdotal evidence that there has been a decline 
in land use in these areas in recent years. 

• The non-farming micro-enterprise sector in rural areas, whether in former homeland 
areas or elsewhere. 

• Government projects, with an emphasis on group-based projects, whether past 
or present.

The document consists of four provincial case studies, each undertaken by a different 
individual or team. This is followed by a brief synthesis chapter. The provincial case 
studies are drawn from Limpopo, Western Cape, Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. 
Different research strategies were pursued in each province. The main distinction 
between them is that, whereas primary research was conducted in Limpopo and 
KwaZulu-Natal for the purposes of this project, for the Western Cape and Eastern Cape, 
the authors drew on data collected earlier as part of other research projects, not least 
the research initiative on chronic poverty undertaken by the Programme for Land and 
Agrarian Studies (PLAAS) of the University of the Western Cape. Moreover, the provincial 
case studies also differ according to focus areas, and are either narrower or more diverse, 
depending on the nature of the sites selected. To summarise:
• Limpopo –  three study sites were identified, two in the former Lebowa homeland 

and one in former ‘white South Africa’. The research involved individual, key 
informant and focus group interviews and cut across the four ‘sectors’ identified 
above.

• Western Cape – the analysis drew on two research projects: namely (i) a study of 
trends in the commercial farm employment patterns in six wine and/or fruit growing 
districts of the province, and (ii) a study of chronic poverty centred in Ceres and 
its associated townships. The latter case study focussed particularly on labour 
absorption in commercial agriculture, and pays some attention to the non-farm 
micro-enterprise sector and, more broadly, the factors affecting rural households’ 
livelihood strategies. 
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• Eastern Cape – the analysis draws mainly on ongoing research into chronic poverty 
in the Mount Frere District, with particular attention to land utilisation and changing 
livelihood strategies.

• KwaZulu-Natal – five sites were identified for primary research (involving mainly 
key informant and focus group interviews): Skhonyana, Macambini and Amahlubi, 
each in the north of the province, and two sites in the southern part of the province, 
namely Amanyuswa and Umzumbe. 

Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy
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CHAPTER 2

Limpopo Province Case Study 

By Themba Mthethwa 

2.1 Introduction

This chapter summarises the results of research into four economic sectors in Limpopo 
province, including ‘white’ commercial agriculture, subsistence/small-scale farming, micro-
enterprise and government-funded development projects. The study was undertaken in 
three locations in Limpopo province: 
• Dihlophaneng, a community in the former homeland of Lebowa, some 30 kilometres 

south-east of Polokwane (generally shown on maps as ‘Lithuphaneng’). 
• The Depaarl Agricultural Project, an irrigation scheme adjacent to the community of 

Ga-Masemola, which is also in former Lebowa, but some 70 kilometres further south 
of Dihlophaneng, or about 40 kilometres east of Marble Hall.

• In and around the town of Dendron, which is about 60 kilometres north-by-
northwest of Polokwane in former ‘white’ South Africa, but 15 kilometres east of a 
large part of former Lebowa (Bochum and Seshego).

The study areas were chosen for their diversity and because, collectively, they encompass 
the different issues the study intended to address. Depaarl was included because of its 
concentration of subsistence and small-scale farmers. Dendron was chosen because it 
offered the opportunity simultaneously to study dynamics within the commercial farm 
sector, trends among subsistence/small-scale producers in nearby former Lebowa and 
small business development within the town itself.

The research involved a mix of individual, focus groups and key informant interviews. 
Interviewees included private individuals and business people, government officials 
(including extension officers) and members of targeted associations: e.g. farmers’ 
associations. The findings of the focus group interviews and those of individual interviews 
were compared and, for the most part, corroborated one another.

The questions were directed at the situation in the sector as a whole and focussed less 
on individual experiences, although these were considered helpful. In addition to 
primary data, the analysis also depends to some extent on other recent studies in the 
areas, not least research on the small business sector in and around Dendron (Kwaw & 
Mthethwa 2001). 

2.2 The context of Limpopo province

Limpopo province is overwhelmingly rural (De Villiers 1997; Northern Province 1997). 
In fact, according to the census, Limpopo is by far the most rural province in the 
country, with an 86.7 per cent share of the total population living in rural areas in 2001, 
down slightly from 88.5 per cent in 1996. (The second most rural province is Eastern 
Cape, at 61.2 per cent.) This reflects the fact that Limpopo’s economy is relatively non-
industrial, with its two main primary sectors – agriculture and mining – accounting 
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for the major share of the province’s gross geographical product (DBSA 2000: 29–30). 
Although Limpopo has a growing services sector which may show more promise than 
manufacturing, the services sector is not widespread across the province. 

The Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA) report (2000: 14) concluded that ‘the 
economy of the province is not able to utilise its available human resource capacities 
effectively’, which is another way of saying that it has an especially high rate of 
unemployment. The Growth and Development Strategy (Northern Province: 4) argues 
that: ‘In brief the Province is rural, has a low Human Development Index (HDI), a 
youthful potential, high illiteracy and unemployment…’. The legacy of apartheid is severe 
in Limpopo: with a lack of physical infrastructure (roads, electricity, etc.), services (water, 
sanitation, etc.) and economic prospects of employment. The absence of different rural 
development services and the context of the former homeland restrict the development 
of the various economic sectors. This excludes a somewhat well-resourced commercial 
agriculture sector.

2.3 The Dihlophaneng community

Background 

The Dihlophaneng community, sometimes called Lithuphaneng on the GIS Maps, is 
situated within Mankweng municipality. Although only 35 kilometres from Polokwane ‘as 
the crow flies’, it is not easily accessible. Leaving the tarred road to Tzaneen, one travels 
by gravel road, much of which is eroded, past a number of other communities. The car 
trip from Dihlophaneng to Polokwane takes about 40 minutes. 

Dihlophaneng falls within the former Lebowa homeland. The local chief is called 
Chief Setlakalane Molepo. At a rough estimate, there are 300 to 400 households in 
Dihlophaneng. According to respondents, the people of Dihlophaneng were not directly 
affected by forced removals.

In addition to focus group interviews, an in-depth interview was done with Mr Eleazar 
Maahlo, who holds key positions in both the farmers’ association and local development 
programmes. 

Positive and negative developments affecting the community since 1994

The respondents recalled one major event that occurred as a result of recent government 
intervention, namely the construction of a community hall in the area. They see this as 
a positive event in their community. Also reported as a major positive event was the 
building of social infrastructure using community members’ own money and labour. The 
community built a clinic and a high school, which they funded by collecting money 
from each individual household. Respondents of both sexes reported that both men and 
women were actively involved in assisting with the construction of the two buildings. 

Despite these high points, the prevailing sentiment in Dihlophaneng was one of 
disappointment and despair, as exemplified by the statements of farmers who were 
interviewed: 
• ‘Mo Magayeng ga gona sello se bonalang.’ (‘There is nothing that can be seen in 

terms of development in the rural areas.’)
• ‘Mesomo ga e gona.’ (‘There are no jobs.’)
• ‘Ga re bone batho ba Mmuso.’ (‘We do not see government officials.’) 

Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy
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• ‘After the change of government, many people have lost more formal jobs from 
many firms.’

These statements highlight the alienation of respondents in respect of policy development 
and their frustration with the crisis of rural unemployment. For example, according to 
Mr Maahlo, there was an effort to launch a road construction project, but the Department 
of Public Works said that there was no funding for it. Respondents shared the general 
perception that, since the new government came into power in 1994, many people have 
lost formal employment in the factories. When asked the cause of this trend, they cited 
the reluctance of firms to pay high wages.

The third quotation above is emblematic of the perceptions of farmers about agricultural 
extension agents, who they feel are far removed from the daily experiences of community 
members. When asked how farmers in the community had benefited from extension 
officers, respondents answered in North Sotho: ‘Batlwa ba etla, ba bolela, babolela, 
ba sepela’ (‘They used to come and talk and talk and leave’). Moreover, respondents 
indicated that they had last seen extension agents in 1999 or 2000. Lack of support to 
farms has been badly aggravated by poor and erratic weather conditions, including both 
floods and droughts in the past few years. 

Together with the decline in employment, interviewees felt that crime had increased over 
the years, and that this affects the community severely. The nearest police station is in 
Mankweng, approximately 60 kilometres away. One tangible example of how crime has 
affected the community was the theft of solar panels, which were installed to provide 
electricity to the clinic. According to Mr Maahlo, the panels were stolen by local youth. 
Mr Maahlo also reported that shops have tended to abandon their original businesses 
in favour of selling liquor, simply because this is the only way they can survive in the 
present environment; this, in turn, is seen as contributing to delinquency among the 
youth. According to Mr Maahlo, community attempts to respond have been unsuccessful: 
‘In fact the youth are now living in these shops that sell liquor daily and nightly, 
[even though] we tried to put a by-law of 8 p.m. closure’. While the essence of this 
observation may be true, in fact only one shop in Dihlophaneng sells beer and liquor, 
and not exclusively.

Access to services in Dihlophaneng community

Table 2.1 summarises the social services/infrastructure available in the Dihlophaneng 
community, as well as the outstanding needs:

Table 2.1: Summary of assets within the Dihlophaneng community

Things present in the 
community from before 1994

Things that came about as 
a result of the community’s 

proactive mobilisation

Things that are absent in the 
community and still needed

• One primary school

• Two secondary schools

•  Tap water in people’s 

yards

•  Individual boreholes in 

people’s yards

• One high school

• One clinic

• One community centre

• Police station

• Tarred road

• Electricity 

• Fencing for farming areas
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The community was optimistic that it would be successful in mobilising for the 
installation of electricity in the area. If they succeed in this, another positive event will be 
added to the history of the community.

The involvement of LIMPUST and LIMPAFU in local agriculture

While it is difficult to see the practical manifestations of policy at community level, 
new institutions are of relevance to local agricultural production. Mr Maahlo, who is a 
resident of Dihlophaneng community, is treasurer of the Limpopo African Farmers Union 
(LIMPAFU) and a director of the Limpopo Province Agriculture Strategic Team (LIMPUST). 
He mentioned that he was once a member of the National African Federated Chamber of 
Commerce (NAFCOC). Mr Masenya, a director of the Progress Community Development 
Programme, was also interviewed. These institutions seek to alter the negative trend 
found in the subsistence and small-scale agricultural sectors. 

The Progress Community Development Programme is an initiative of Progress Milling, 
which is a private company in the business of milling maize into maize meal. LIMPUST 
is an offshoot of Maize Trust, Progress Milling’s development wing. The objectives 
of LIMPUST are to promote an increase in maize production among subsistence and 
small-scale farmers. LIMPUST is a Section 21 company; its ten directors are drawn from 
various government departments and institutions of organised agriculture. The aims of 
LIMPUST revolve around co-ordinating infrastructure support and improving production 
practices, amongst other things. LIMPUST’s strategy involves seeking to ‘manage business 
linkages between emerging and commercial farming’ (Maize Trust n.d.), thus recognising 
the historical dualism of the agricultural sector. The focus of LIMPUST is to promote 
commodity development among farmers. It has advisory teams on specific commodities 
(e.g. field crops, vegetables, livestock, etc.). Mr Maahlo stated that a new development 
was geared to separating different types of crops or commodities in order to provide 
detailed advice to farmers who specialise or are trying to specialise.

The white commercial farmers interviewed were positive about the value of LIMPUST 
in Limpopo. They argued that LIMPUST was a response to the failure of government-
funded agricultural initiatives in the province. However, although LIMPUST was the result 
of initiatives by organised agriculture and the private sector, the government is now 
supporting it. In fact, the commercial farmers said that government wants LIMPUST to be 
involved in land claims as well. In summary, a new trend is likely to grow from LIMPUST. 
It is still too early, though, to comment on the impact of LIMPUST or the Maize Trust, 
since it is still a very new initiative. 

Land access and agriculture

Land is neither bought nor sold in the community. The chief holds land in trust for 
the community, and is responsible for the allocation of land for agricultural and other 
purposes. It appears from the interviews that there is a general perception among farmers 
that there is enough land available for agricultural purposes. The respondents said that 
they could always ask for more land through the local chief. Nor does tenure security 
appear to be a problem. 

In terms of agriculture, respondents stressed problems other than land access, such as 
lack of money for inputs and fencing. They were asked repeatedly how access to land 
affected community members, but insisted that it was no problem in their community. 
Only one farmer mentioned the experience of a relative from another community, who 
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was discouraged from investing in his land because the chief kept asking him for gifts of 
livestock. The relative decided to migrate to another area.

Trends in agricultural production

Agriculture in Dihlophaneng involves mainly the production of maize, groundnuts, beans 
and vegetables. However, the state of subsistence and small-scale production is variously 
described as stagnant or in the process of collapsing. The reasons given for this are 
summarised in Table 2.2 below. 

Table 2.2: Factors influencing the trend in subsistence and small-scale production in 

Dihlophaneng

Primary causes Secondary causes Future influence on 
agriculture in the area

• Lack of tractors

• Lack of fencing

• Lack of finance

•  Changing weather 

patterns/irregular rainfall 

pattern

•  Natural disasters, e.g. 

drought and floods

•  Decline of agricultural 

education in schools

•  Youth are not interested 

in agriculture because 

they do not see positive 

results for their parents

•  Lack of business skills 

(e.g. marketing, sales)

•  Lack of entrepreneurial 

spirit among subsistence 

and small-scale farmers 

•  Emerging partnerships 

involving Maize Trust, 

LIMPAFU and farmers

•  If negative trend 

continues, it may affect 

farmer’s zeal and passion 

for agriculture

•  No future generation to 

take agriculture seriously

In short, the trend within the Dihlophaneng community is that there is no intensive 
agricultural land use. Farmers spoke of an earlier stage at which they were intensively 
involved in agricultural production, but this is no longer the case in the area. Hiring of 
agricultural labour is rare. Mr Masenya observed that: ‘The small-scale farmers in the 
true sense do not exist ... meaning farmers who are not coerced into farming’. And, 
even among community members who have always considered themselves subsistence 
producers rather than ‘farmers’, there has been a decline in recent years, with many 
ceasing to produce in 1999 and 2000. The researchers observed at first-hand a pattern of 
scattered cultivation in the area, with many fields overtaken by grass and shrubs. 

The reasons for this remain unclear. Commenting on the state of subsistence agriculture 
in the country generally, May (1993: 12), for example, notes that, ‘Subsistence cultivation 
has become increasingly eroded over the past twenty years as increasing population 
pressure and deteriorating natural environment have contributed towards an eroded 
agricultural base’. However, these factors do not appear to apply to Dihlophaneng. Nor 
do the ‘causes’ indicated in Table 2.2 necessarily explain much: to suppose that a lack of 
tractors and finance is a cause of agricultural collapse implies that they were previously 
more accessible than they are today, which is obviously not the case.
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Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

Small business in Dihlophaneng

Out of five businesses in Dihlophaneng, three shops were visited during the course of the 
research, and their owners interviewed. All five businesses in Dihlophaneng involve the 
retailing of groceries and other goods purchased from wholesalers in Polokwane. One of 
the businesses also retails beer and liquor.
 
The general observation is that most of the businesses in Dihlophaneng are struggling to 
survive. The common symptom is that, over time, customer numbers have been falling 
and the average customer is spending less and less money. Indeed, it would appear that 
the total number of businesses has declined in recent years: a number of vacant buildings 
that once functioned as local shops now appear to be partially vandalised. 

There seem to be at least three dimensions to the decline of small businesses in 
Dihlophaneng. First, there is an apparent decline in residents’ disposable income. This is 
suggested, for instance, by a respondent’s comment, which underlines the cash poverty 
that characterises the clientele upon whom small businesses depend:

 The money circulating in rural areas is very small. During school holidays 
the business is good because visitors from other areas come to our area. 
It is better also at the end of the month but not like the school holidays… 
The business is better during pension days and we get more customers after 
pension payout days.

The second factor is that small businesses in Dihlophaneng have a cost disadvantage 
relative to other possible suppliers. For example, members of the Dihlophaneng 
community, and particularly those who work outside the community and return home 
occasionally, are apt to purchase their goods from shops in larger centres and bring them 
home with them. Consumers are very price-conscious, and take advantage of the travel 
they often need to undertake for other reasons in order to avoid having to rely on local 
shops. This further depresses the volumes traded by local shops, which in turn forces 
them to raise their mark-ups. Also contributing to the cost disadvantage is the absence 
of electricity in Dihlophaneng, which means that shops are forced to rely on gas-
powered refrigerators. The respondents indicated that the expense of the gas is passed 
on to the consumer. 

Third, small businesses in Dihlophaneng receive little or no support from government 
or other institutions that exist to assist small businesses. This applies, for example, to an 
absence of the kind of skills training and entrepreneurial advice that might assist small 
businesses in Dihlophaneng to become more remunerative. 

Overall, the amount of employment created through small business in Dihlophaneng is 
extremely modest. In practice, enterprises are strictly owner-operated or make some use 
of family members. 

Is it correct to assume that the situation of small businesses in Dihlophaneng is typical 
among rural communities in Limpopo generally? Although it is impossible to draw such a 
conclusion, some of the underlying causes of the problems in Dihlophaneng are certainly 
fairly generic. Moreover, we also observed that there is more and more diverse micro-
enterprise activity elsewhere in rural Lebowa (for example, along the tarred road passing 
through Mankweng about 20 kilometres north of Dihlophaneng), including small-scale 
manufacturing and a variety of services. The key difference between Dihlophaneng and 
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Chapter 2

these others appears to be higher population density and a more favourable location 
relative to transport routes.

Government-funded group projects

Government-funded group projects are a practical manifestation of policy at the local 
level in rural communities. If successful, they bear testimony to government’s efforts to 
implement policies of economic empowerment, food security and job creation. However, 
their collapse, stagnancy or lack of sustainability in the Dihlophaneng community in 
particular undermines these good intentions. 

Only one group project was found within the Dihlophaneng community: a government-
funded vegetable project. The project is situated on land that was allocated for this 
purpose by the chief. The project began in 1998–99 with 21 members, mostly women, but 
in subsequent years the number of members has declined to 12. Respondents indicated 
that the reason for this was that, on the whole, the project had not been productive. 
Presently, the project land is not being utilised at all, but has run to grass and shrubs. 
Thus, even the remaining 12 project members do not appear to be active.

A part of the problem is internal conflict within the group. However, the same factors 
that affect subsistence and small-scale farmers also affect the vegetable project. One 
respondent from the focus group emphasised lack of rain as one of the reasons for the 
decline of the project. She also mentioned lack of fertiliser, seeds and training to improve 
their yields. Currently a new irrigation system is being installed. 

Beyond this particular example in Dihlophaneng, senior government officials recognise 
the failure of government-funded group projects. Mr Hlako observed that group-based 
projects are collapsing, referring particularly to land reform projects. He attributed their 
collapse to the absence of managerial skills. Mr Maahlo argued that land restitution and 
development (LRAD) projects were failing because they are ‘concerned to put people on 
the land instead of putting farmers in agriculture’. Ms Mashakoe acknowledged that there 
are some successful projects, but emphasised that many local economic development 
(LED) group-based projects are failing. She attributed this to a lack of beneficiary 
commitment, lack of capacity to administer funds and lack of access to land ownership. 
In a similar vein, the commercial farmers interviewed observed that all former apartheid 
era large-scale agricultural projects, such as Zebediela, have virtually collapsed. One 
extension officer from Veeplaats waved his hand as if wiping the projects away when 
concluding of former homeland projects in the area: ‘they all collapse’. 

In summary, government funded projects were set up with a view to creating 
employment and enhancing food security, but are struggling to fulfil their objectives. In 
the words of one respondent, ‘Mo magayeng gago na sello se bonalang’ (‘In the rural 
areas there is nothing that can be seen in terms of development’).

2.4 The Depaarl Agricultural Project 

Background

The Depaarl Agricultural Project began during the 1980s. Situated along the Oliphant 
River Scheme, it involves 52 farmers, all of whom come from Ga-Masemola, an area of 
Kgosi Masemola.
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Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

Several development agencies have contributed to the development of Depaarl 
Agricultural Project. The first was the Agricultural Management Service (AMS). The AMS 
withdrew its support when the former Lebowa Agricultural Corporation (LAC) took over. 
The LAC provided funding and agricultural support to the project up until the mid-1990s, 
at which point it joined with the agricultural development corporations associated with 
the other former homelands of the then Northern Province to form the new Agricultural 
Rural Development Corporation (ARDC). According to the respondents, the ARDC has 
effectively halted its service provision to farmers, allegedly because it has collapsed.

According to Mr Senyolo, an extension officer, the other two development agencies (AMS 
and former LAC) never prepared farmers for ultimate responsibility and ownership of 
projects. They simply provided funding and agricultural inputs as loans and deducted 
their costs after harvest. 

ARDC came in with the ultimate intention of making farmers independent, at which stage 
funding would be withdrawn. Funding decreased each year until, by 1999, ARDC stopped 
funding farmers altogether. The farmers used their money to buy inputs like fertiliser 
and seeds; but, as will be explained below in the particular case of Depaarl Agricultural 
Project, many have not survived.

Agricultural production at Depaarl Agricultural Project 

Farmers on the project last planted their fields in 1999/2000. Agricultural production can 
be described as having collapsed, with fields overgrown with shrubs and grass rather than 
being cultivated. What are the underlying factors that affected production and explained 
the negative trend in the project? The factors that have been observed or alleged include:
• Theft of aluminium irrigation pipes;
• Theft of water pumps used for irrigation;
• Vandalism of fields by non-project members;
• Theft of crops;
• Crops destroyed by floods in 1999/2000, with others not willing to invest and risk 

production again;
• No support from institutions with inputs;
• No continuous funding of the project;
• Lack of a sense of ownership of the project by project members (they see project 

assets such as the irrigation system as belonging to AMS, LAC and ARDC); and
• Lack of interest and assistance by extension officers.

The reason given for the theft of the irrigation equipment was the withdrawal of the 
ARDC, resulting in the retrenchment of some 70 security personnel. Tractor drivers were 
also retrenched, and tractors sold to the community; but it appears that this was done in 
a manner that it did not result in sustainable, efficient tractor services. The ARDC’s control 
over marketing was one way the corporation recouped loan repayments, but it was also a 
service in and of itself. With the withdrawal of the ARDC, farmers are at a loss as to how 
to market their produce. 

As a consequence of all these factors, there has been a dramatic decline of involvement 
in agriculture since 2000, with no meaningful harvest contributing to the local economy 
or household-level food security. Does this imply that the AMS/LAC/ARDC were 
performing a valuable function that should have been retained? Not necessarily. Rather, it 
probably confirms that the model of agricultural development pursued by the agricultural 
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Chapter 2

development corporations was inappropriate and unsustainable. However, it raises the 
important question about whether we know what kind of support government can and 
should render, particularly in terms of assisting farmers in former homelands to achieve 
the kind of high-value production that is possible with irrigation. 

2.5 Dendron 

Unlike the previous two study areas, which were both within the former homeland of 
Lebowa, Dendron is a town in former ‘white South Africa’. Thus the Dendron site offered 
the opportunity to explore the theme of labour absorption in commercial agriculture. 
Moreover, because Dendron is also adjacent to a large part of the former Lebowa, as a 
study area it also lent itself to the issues of small business and small-scale agriculture.

The commercial agricultural sector

A focus group discussion of approximately two hours was conducted with commercial 
farmers in the Dendron area. The commercial farmers are active in Agri North, which 
is affiliated to the Transvaal Agricultural Union (TAU) and are also active in LIMPUST. 
Agri North is made up of six regions, and forms a provincial arm of Agri-South Africa at 
national level.

The white commercial farmers observed that the commercial sector is declining, as it is 
not profitable to expand or intensify agricultural production. They stated that this decline 
is the result of the negative policy environment to which it is subjected. They spoke of 
the current burning issue of minimum wages, which they saw as ‘a thorn in their side’. 
According to the commercial farmers, TAU negotiated with government about the form 
and level of the minimum wage but, to their surprise, the law was passed without taking 
their concerns on board, and they were now determined to obtain a court interdict to 
stop its implementation. They argued that the minimum wage will compel farmers to 
retrench farm workers in order to lower production costs.
 
During the course of the interview, one of the commercial farmers drew a sketch to 
illustrate his point about the potential impact on employment of the new minimum 
wages, taking a ‘typical’ husband-wife farm worker couple. Suppose, he said, that a 
male farm worker is paid R500 and his wife R350 per month. The farmer also gives the 
male farm worker R250 of maize meal free and his wife is given a certain amount of free 
coffee and food. The estimated in-kind portion of the package comes to R250, which 
does not take into account benefits such as ‘free’ water, housing, security, wood, meat 
and other products. According to the commercial farmers, the new minimum salary is 
R650, of which only a limited portion can be in-kind. If they meet it, the farmers would 
not be able to employ the wife at R350 and make all the other payments in kind. They 
claim that this will negatively affect both farm labour and commercial farmers, who will 
reduce labour on the farm because of a minimum wage agreement or law. The feeling is 
that the law did not take into consideration the ‘goodwill’ of commercial farmers: i.e., the 
magnitude of the in-kind portion of the total package, which they cannot deny resident 
farm workers, but which they may not be allowed to count towards the fulfilment of the 
minimum wage obligation.

Beyond this, the respondents listed various laws, policies and factors that potentially 
affect commercial farming, and which they claim is contributing to a decline in the sector. 
This, in turn, is having an additional impact on both employment and food production. 
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Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

Among the laws, policies and other factors that affect commercial agriculture, they 
included the following:
• Increases in municipal rates and taxes to subsidise black residential areas such 

as Seshego;
• Dismantling of agricultural control boards;
• Dismantling of subsidies to farmers, and allowing farmers to compete with 

subsidised producers overseas;
• Increased charges by Eskom and the increase of input prices (like fertiliser);
• A political decision to fight whites to score points with the electorate and overseas 

observers, especially by dismantling subsidies and control boards;
• The land tax, which is currently being discussed;
• The minimum wage agreement, which is allegedly unfriendly to employers;
• The dismantling of commandos in the context of a weak police system and increases 

in crime;
• The introduction of the water levy, which was not there before;
• The allegation that there is manipulation of prices of maize and other food crops;
• Increased fuel prices; and
• Weather uncertainty in the absence of a clear drought relief system.

The farmers explained that the removal of subsidies and the dismantling of the marketing 
boards have affected them more than the other factors listed above. They pointed out 
that the price of maize is quoted in dollars. The farmers argued that, at times, the price 
falls and that this encourages them to reduce the number of farm workers. Last year, 
according to farmers, there was no maize, but the price was R2 000/ton compared to 
R400/ton when there is plenty of maize. For reasons that are not clear, the farmers 
saw this as evidence that someone is manipulating the price of maize in the country 
(rather than it being the normal outcome of forces of demand and supply). One of the 
commercial farmers pointed out that sugar beans are imported at a price lower than his 
own production costs, and that these imports come from countries in which farmers 
are heavily subsidised. Rather than thinking of expanding production, most farmers 
are cautiously reducing production and, as part of this, reducing labour. The trend is 
merely aggravated by the anticipated minimum wage. The respondent white commercial 
farmers interpreted the collection of policy changes as evidence of a political decision to 
discipline white farmers. 

Dendron’s business sector

Dendron is a formerly ‘white’ town in Molemole municipality. It is located near various 
communities in former Lebowa. Kwaw and Mthethwa (2001: 6–7) have observed that 
‘with the exception of Koningkrantz, Mohodi, Wurthsdorp and Ga-Madikana, there are no 
route and transport services to Mphakane, Matseke and Ramatshowe and Rakgoba areas’. 
Before the new political dispensation, Dendron had vibrant economic activities because 
of limited development in areas such as Bochum (Kwaw and Mthethwa 2001: 6–7). As a 
‘white’ settlement, it was perceived as an advantageous business location because of the 
policy constraints that were placed on the adjacent former homeland areas. Businesses in 
the town enjoyed a more or less captive market from communities from Bochum. These 
communities were linked to Dendron with tarred roads and local transport services.  

According to Mr Hlako, business activities in Dendron town are declining. Kwaw and 
Mthethwa (2001) found that Dendron businesses attribute the decline of economic 
activities to the rise of the shopping/business centre in Bochum, which is taking business 
away from Dendron. In fact, Bochum, which falls under a different municipality to 
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Chapter 2

Dendron, now enjoys development opportunities that are being implemented as a result 
of new municipal interventions. In other words, as the artificial restrictions of apartheid 
policy have been removed, Dendron has found itself in an unfavourable competitive 
context within the area and this has had an adverse impact on local business in the town. 

Kwaw and Mthethwa (2001) conducted a business profile of Dendron, which reveals the 
modest amount of labour absorption of rural people into the town’s economy: 

Table 2.3: Duration of business and employment trends at Dendron

Business Duration:
less than 
5 years

Duration:
more than 
5 years

Employ-
ment: less 
than 5 
years

Employ-
ment: 
more 
than 5 
years

Job loss: 
less than 
5 years

Job loss: 
more than 
5 years

Legal services

Butchery

Motor repair

& fuel

Retail food

Furniture 

Clothing

Cash loans 

centres

 3

 3

 3

 2

 2

 2

 3

 0

 2

 2

 3

 6

 2

 2

 0

 1

 3

 4

 4

 2

 3

 2

 0

 1

 2

 1

 1

 6

 1

 2

 0

 2

 2

 2

 0

 0

 0

 1

 1

 1

 0

 0

 1

 5

 1

 1

 1

 0

Total  18  18  19  15  7  9

Source: Kwaw and Mthethwa, 2001: 8.

Table 2.3 shows that the majority of businesses are in retail, and have been operating in 
the town for fewer than five years. The businesses have little capacity to absorb labour 
because of their inability to grow within the local economy.

African farmers from communities near Dendron

Small-scale farmers in the vicinity of Dendron face constraints quite similar to those 
of Dihlophaneng, such as weather uncertainty and high costs of inputs. According to 
respondents, there is a decline in agricultural production in the area. The reasons have to 
do with lack of water, small plot sizes and, according to one farmer, laziness. The small-
scale farmers interviewed recognised improvements that have occurred under the new 
political dispensation, such as the construction of community halls and clinics; however, 
they insisted that no improvements had been made in the subsistence and small-scale 
farming sector. They drew attention to the fact that the former apartheid or homeland 
services offered to small farmers have disappeared without anything being created in 
their place. Previously, small-scale farmers were at least able to access veterinary services 
and the dipping of livestock, amongst other things. Even general extension services have 
all but disappeared. In fact, respondent farmers have not seen an extension agent in the 
area for more than two years. The farmers insisted that, within the new policy context, 
those who are not farmers (but who have an interest in or a theory about farming) have 
benefited more than those already in farming. The farmers who participated in the focus 
group were not affiliated to a provincial farmers’ union, and did not even know whether 
such a union still existed. 
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Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

According to the respondent small-scale farmers, the previous government divided their 
land into trust land and communal land. The farmers argued that trust land had more 
potential for development and that most previous government or homeland services to 
farmers during apartheid were, in fact, concentrated within the trust lands. There were no 
services within the communal land system.

A general problem expressed was that people cannot invest in land because of a general 
perception that it ‘belongs to everybody’. Respondents said that some farmers from the 
community did not respect other people’s land, and grazed their cattle on the land of 
others. Some would also claim that they had lost their livestock as a pretext for letting 
their livestock roam freely on land belonging to other farmers. As in other parts of the 
country, this also points to a decline in the indigenous institutions that formerly controlled 
livestock movement and adjudicated disputes about straying livestock.

Finally, the farmers were worried that the youth (including their own children) are not 
interested in agriculture. When asked what the cause might be, a heated discussion 
ensued. The respondents argued that the youth had not seen their parents deriving 
tangible benefits from subsistence agriculture. One respondent, who is relatively 
successful, proved the rule by citing the exception: he described how, having seen his 
father’s success in agriculture, his son was using money from his bursary to buy livestock. 
Unfortunately, most small-scale farmers do not derive the same level of benefit as this 
particular respondent. One consequence of this is that few small-scale farmers offer wage 
employment to other community members. 

2.6 Summary

All four of the ‘sectors’ touched upon are failing to expand in a way that absorbs 
additional labour amongst rural dwellers; in fact, each shows evidence of actual decline. 
Moreover, the economic decline of these rural economic sectors is as evident in the 
former white towns as in the former homeland areas:
• The stagnancy/collapse of subsistence and small-scale agriculture should be seen 

as a rural crisis. It appears that there are numerous factors involved: a decline in 
government support in the form of extension advice, and a decline in household 
income that can be used to purchase agricultural inputs, etc. However, more detailed 
study is required of both the underlying reasons for this trend, as well as how this 
sector could be revived.

• Rural small businesses are struggling to survive. Although it may be true that part 
of the problem is the fact that they are over-concentrated in general retail, a more 
fundamental problem appears to be poor and worsening cash flow circulation in 
rural communities. 

• The former white town of Dendron, and the white commercial farming area that 
surrounds it, are also struggling to grow and provide additional job opportunities 
to rural dwellers. Dendron town shows the effects of the relaxation of apartheid 
policy constraints on black communities, which now have business centres that 
were previously denied them, such as Bochum. Thus, in a sense, the decline in 
employment in Dendron is the result of positive, normalising development, and is 
presumably compensated for by the creation of jobs elsewhere. However, white 
commercial agriculture in the Dendron area is also under stress, mainly due to 
policy changes (e.g. the removal of subsidies and the dismantling of the marketing 
board system) and the increase in input costs over the years. It is expected that 
the introduction of the minimum wage in the agricultural sector will aggravate the 
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Chapter 2

already negative trend of declining farm worker employment, and in particular 
employment of resident farm workers.

• Two trends have been observed in respect of group-based government funded 
projects. On the one hand is the demise of former homeland projects (e.g. the 
Zebediela Fruit Project and the Depaarl Agricultural Project), which are unable to 
develop within the new policy scenario of post-1994. The reason for their collapse 
stems from the fact that these projects were never prepared to be independent 
of the development corporations that conceived them in the first place. On the 
other hand, there is a collapse of rural service providers themselves, such as the 
development corporations for which the agricultural extension services have never 
compensated. 
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CHAPTER 3

Western Cape Case Study 

By Andries du Toit

3.1 Introduction

Background to the study

The HSRC was requested by the Office of the President to contribute to a review of 
trends and policy challenges in the rural economy. It asked PLAAS to contribute to this 
process by providing a case study of trends and challenges in the rural economy of the 
Western Cape.

The HSRC’s work focuses particularly on trends in four key areas:
• Labour absorption in the commercial agricultural sector;
• Utilisation of land for subsistence and small-scale agriculture;
• Non-farm micro-enterprise sector; and 
• Government policies and initiatives to promote the rural economy.

PLAAS was asked to report on the above key focus areas, with the exception of trends in 
subsistence agriculture.

PLAAS’s work on labour markets and livelihoods on the farmed landscape

This chapter focuses on relevant issues arising out of PLAAS’s research on farmed 
landscapes in the Western Cape since 2000. The analysis is informed by ongoing 
research about the dynamics of change and globalisation in the Western Cape wine 
and fruit industries. In particular, it draws on two surveys on change and the impact of 
globalisation and policy changes on rural livelihoods.

First, it draws on a 2001 survey of trends in the agricultural labour market in six selected 
wine and/or fruit farming districts in the Western Cape, funded by and conducted for the 
Centre for Rural Legal Studies (see also Du Toit & Ally 2001). This study tracked levels 
of employment, recent and planned future changes in employment levels and strategies, 
aspects of mechanisation, farm worker housing and the use of labour contractors.

Second, it draws on a 2002 survey of livelihoods and poverty dynamics conducted in Ceres. 
This research forms part of a DFID-funded multi-country Chronic Poverty Research Project, 
based at the Institute for Development Policy and Management (IDMP) at the University 
of Manchester. The Ceres survey focussed on understanding the impact of agricultural 
labour market trends on poor communities dependent on that market for their survival.

Neither of these surveys focussed in detail on the non-farming micro-enterprise sector; 
nor will this chapter deal in depth with issues in that sector. At the same time, some 
significant questions relating to micro-enterprises surfaced in the course of the research. 
This chapter will discuss these in its concluding section.
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Structure of this report

The history of social relations on farms and in rural districts forms an essential backdrop 
to any understanding of the nature and direction of change in the agricultural and rural 
economy of the Western Cape. This paper, therefore, starts with a brief review of the 
literature on the social history and development of the Western Cape. This is followed 
by a discussion of changes and trends in the agricultural labour market, as evidenced 
by PLAAS’s 2001 study. Following this, the chapter briefly discusses key aspects of 
rural livelihoods and poverty in the context of these changes, drawing on PLAAS’s 
2002 Chronic Poverty research. The concluding chapter connects these themes with a 
discussion of government policy interventions.

3.2 The Western Cape: a context

Paternalism, race and power: social relations after slavery

Two fundamental factors influence the nature of the social and power relations that 
impact on poverty in the Western Cape. The first is the unequal distribution of land 
flowing from colonial settlement and dispossession at the Cape during the 17th and 18th 
centuries (Elphick 1977). Colonial conquest and support for land acquisition by settler 
farmers meant that, in the course of a century, most of the arable land in the west of the 
Cape Colony (as it then was) fell under settler control. This provided the underpinnings 
for the development, over the years, of a settled and distinct white rural landed elite, 
bound together not only by common interests, but also by a shared culture and shared 
social assumptions about their rights and roles as landowners, producers and employers 
of labour (Crais 1992; Dooling 1992). 

The second key factor was the institution of slavery. Slavery had a decisive impact on 
the legal and labour order at the Cape. Above all, the legal hierarchy it created became 
imbued with a distinctly racial character, decisively shaping distinctive and new social 
identities for both white and black (Ross 1983; Ross 1986; Watson 1990; Trapido 1994). 
‘Whiteness’ – not a distinct social identity in the European societies from which settlers 
had been drawn – quickly became consolidated as an identity strongly linked to the 
practices and values of mastery, while other identities – East African, Khoisan and 
Indonesian – were excluded from this realm of privilege and associated with servitude 
(Trapido 1994). These identities were institutionalised and legitimised in the discourses 
and practices of paternalism, which defined labour relations in terms of a web of 
corresponding duties and obligations between master and servant, but which denied 
servants any independent rights and subjected them almost entirely to the authority of 
the master. Social arrangements such as the ‘tot’ system, debt peonage and tied housing 
ensured that farm servants were almost entirely within the power of, and dependent 
upon, white masters (Rayner 1986; Ross 1986; Crais 1992). 

The social relations and culture that developed during the course of more than 150 years 
of slavery decisively influenced the later development of Western Cape rural society. The 
attitudes and expectations that shaped masters’ expectations of servants (and vice versa) 
long outlived the formal abolition of slavery (Crais 1992; Ross 1986). At the legal and 
policy level, this was institutionalised in the successively more draconian Masters and 
Servants Acts promulgated from the mid-18th century, and the exclusion, until the early 
1990s, of farm workers from the provisions of industrial labour legislation (Bundy 1979; 
Marincowitz 1985). Nor did the social institutions and practices of slavery perish with its 
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abolition. Instead, they were adapted and modernised, and continued to exist and even 
thrive throughout the 20th century (Schärf 1984; Nasson 1984; Du Toit 1993; Ewert & 
Hamman 1999).

Policy reform, globalisation and agro-food restructuring

Since before the transition to democracy, social relations of labour and employment have 
been undergoing change. Four kinds of change have been particularly significant. First, 
there has been significant industry deregulation. This started well before the transition to 
democracy, but deepened and accelerated after 1994. Important aspects of deregulation 
involved the removal of tariffs in response to the conclusion of the Uruguay Round of 
GATT, the abolition of the General Export Incentive Scheme (GEIS), and the dismantling 
of the institutional apparatus that regulated the production and export of fruit and wine 
(Bayley 2002; McKenna 2000). 

Second, industry deregulation has been accompanied by increasing levels of labour 
and social re-regulation. Initially limited to the inclusion of farm workers under 
Unemployment Insurance legislation and the passage of an Agricultural Labour Act in 
1993, it was followed by the inclusion of farm workers under the provisions of the 
Labour Relations Act, the Basic Conditions of Employment Act and the promulgation of 
the Skills Development Act, the Employment Equity Act and the Extension of Security of 
Tenure Act (ESTA). 

Third, there have been significant shifts in the structure of the most important commodity 
chains. These are trends that are broadly linked to processes popularly described as 
globalisation, but which have played out in industry-specific ways. These have included:
• Increasing levels of concentration and horizontal integration among transnational 

corporations (TNCs) operating in the wine and fruit industry;
• A slow shift of the centre of power in commodity systems towards large ‘Northern’ 

retailers and supermarkets;
• The growing importance of intangibles (brands and intellectual property) in 

determining the nature and implications of corporate strategy; and
• The increasing sophistication of the technologies (information technology and social 

technologies) used in the private monitoring and auditing of supply chains, and the 
development of new and complex kinds of quality regulation (Raikes & Gibbon 
2000; Du Toit & Ewert 2002).

Raikes and Gibbon have argued that the implications of agro-food restructuring in 
African agro-export have been contradictory. On the one hand, there have been 
greater opportunities for value-adding; on the other, the thresholds for access to these 
opportunities have been high, while those who are excluded experience increased 
competition and pressure on margins (Raikes & Gibbon 2000; Gibbon 2001). Wine and 
fruit in the Western Cape have followed this trend. Some – for example, boutique wine 
estates and independent fruit packing, growing and drying operations – have been well 
positioned to take advantage of the new opportunities afforded by greater levels of 
international integration. For those who have not been as well positioned – lower quality 
wine producers and fruit farmers without strong direct links to niche markets – agro-
food restructuring has brought downward pressure on prices, increased levels of risk and 
uncertainty and raised direct and indirect costs at home. 

Fourth, the transition to democracy has itself impacted powerfully on producers, and 
on their perceptions of themselves and their relation to the state. The worldview and 
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self-perception of the white landed elite and its culture of mastery have been subject to 
increasing levels of crisis. Long habituated to a close relationship with the organs of state 
power, steeped in a culture in which farm servants were the subjects of paternalism, 
not citizens with rights, and accustomed to special treatment as a valued lobby group, 
they have experienced the above changes as a transition toward a situation in which 
government is perceived as being hostile and unsympathetic. Even producers that 
acknowledge the reasonable nature of basic conditions legislation are inclined to see 
all these changes as part of an assault on themselves as white farmers, and to perceive 
themselves as isolated and vulnerable (Du Toit & Ally 2001). This has powerfully shaped 
the ways in which producers have reacted to economic and policy changes.

3.3 The agricultural labour market

Restructuring racialised power relations

Policy reform, global integration and agro-food restructuring have all significantly 
destabilised the paternalist labour and social order that evolved in the Western Cape 
in the 150 years after the abolition of slavery. They have not, however, replaced it; nor 
have they led to complete transformation. White farmers have to some extent been 
politically marginalised – yet they still wield significant economic power. Although they 
have been forced to jettison elements of paternalist farming styles, they have been able 
to ensure that, in large part, these changes occurred on their own terms. One important 
element of this process has been the reshaping of local government, where the transfer 
of power to the ANC at local level has often taken place in ways that did not significantly 
threaten established interests. This aspect will not be explored in this chapter. What will 
be set out in detail are the ways in which producers have been able to restructure their 
own businesses so as to reduce their exposure to ‘outside’ regulation and the direct and 
indirect costs of labour.

Surveying employment trends

Establishing the depth and nature of employment levels and labour absorption is a 
difficult task, in part because of a lack of clarity about the reliability of available statistics. 
Official statistics do not clearly disaggregate agricultural employment from, for example, 
forestry, and sometimes show wildly fluctuating year-on-year levels (see Figure 3.1). It 
is hard to establish whether these fluctuations track real trends or whether they simply 
reflect changes in the way employment is being reported. 

In the mid-1990s, for instance, numerous farmers responded to labour law by attempting 
to redefine their workers as ‘independent contractors’. Anecdotal evidence from 
researchers indicates significant under-reporting of some employment categories by 
farmers, and suggests in particular that, for example, they often do not count or report 
on farm-based temporary women workers (Ruth Hall, personal communication). Analyses 
based on national statistics often seem to be contradicted by trends and patterns picked 
up in close-grained, fieldwork-based research. Clearly and indisputably, establishing 
agricultural employment levels and accurately distinguishing between permanent, 
seasonal, temporary and migrant workers is a task that remains to be done. This chapter 
endeavours, in the interim, to provide a sketch of the most important trends that are 
suggested by existing research.
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Figure 3.1: Year-on-year fluctuations in regular agricultural employment

Source: Stats SA and NDA, 2000.

This section of the chapter is based in large part on research done by PLAAS for the Centre 
for Rural Legal Studies during 2000–2001 (Du Toit & Ally 2001).1 The project involved 
a survey of employment levels and labour force composition on 77 farms in seven key 
horticultural districts in the Western Cape (see Table 3.1). The survey focussed on wine and 
deciduous fruit farms. Because the labour requirements for different fruits are very different, 
the study differentiated further between orchard fruit on the one hand (e.g. apples, pears, 
nectarines, plums, peaches and apricots) and table grapes on the other. Because of the 
study’s concern with labour absorption per hectare, main activities were identified not with 
reference to turnover, but to hectares of land devoted to the activity. Where two-thirds 
of land was dedicated to a specific activity, this was held to be the predominant activity. 
Where no activity predominated by two-thirds, the farm was categorised as ‘mixed’. 

Table 3.1: A profile of the farms surveyed, by district and main activity

Ceres Grabouw Paarl Robertson St’bosch Well’ton Worc/Hex

Citrus  0  1  0  0  0  0  0 

Decid. fruit  6  8  2  1  0  0  0 

Mixed  2  0  7  3  1  2  1 

Table 

grapes  0  0  4  0  0  1  12 

Vegetables  0  0  0  0  1  1  0 

Wine  0  0  4  4  9  2  5 

Total  8  9  17  8  11  6  18 

St’bosch = Stellenbosch; Well’ton = Wellington; Wor/Hex = Worcester/Hexrivier

1  Permission from the CRLS to use the research data from this study is gratefully acknowledged. All tables are from 
Du Toit & Ally (2001).
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Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

The survey was complemented by focus group interviews with groups of workers 
employed by labour contractors and by qualitative case studies of selected labour 
contracting businesses.
 
The study represents a significant effort to acquire accurate information about 
employment levels. Rather than relying on producers to fill in questionnaires, a detailed 
questionnaire was administered by a trained fieldworker. The questionnaire and survey 
approach was expressly designed to minimise the effects of misreporting about labour 
categories. Although the study is small and cannot be summarily generalised to the entire 
Western Cape, it represents an accurate exploration of employment levels on the farms 
surveyed – and the data are still indicative of the likely direction of provincial trends.

Casualisation and job-shedding

Respondents to the survey indicated a significant trend away from permanent and on-
farm employment. Almost 60 per cent of respondents reported that they had reduced the 
number of permanent workers in their businesses during the previous three years (see 
Table 3.2). 

Table 3.2: Reported changes to permanent labour force in 1997–2000 

Decreased Increased N/A* No change

Whole Sample  59.7  11.7  1.3  27.3 

Ceres  37.5  12.5  0.0  50.0 

Grabouw  88.9  11.1  0.0  0.0 

Paarl  70.6  11.8  0.0  17.6 

Robertson  62.5  25.0  0.0  12.5 

Stellenbosch  27.2  18.2  9.1  45.5 

Wellington  66.7  0.0  0.0  33.3 

Worcester/Hexrivier  61.1  5.6  0.0  33.3 

Deciduous fruit  70.6  11.8  0.0  17.6 

Mixed  64.3  14.3  0.0  21.4 

Table grapes  58.8  5.9  0.0  35.3 

Vegetables  0.0  0.0  50.0  50.0 

Wine  54.2  12.5  0.0  33.3 

* N/A indicates farms acquired within this period.

The depth and extent of changes varies from farm to farm. On some farms, respondents 
noted a drastic reduction in numbers of workers, while others indicated a process of 
attrition, with management simply not replacing workers when they were fired, resigned 
or otherwise left employment. No reliable data were available on the extent of job 
reductions, but it is worth noting that levels on the farms that had reduced numbers of 
permanent workers were 0.4 workers per hectare – about half as many as on farms that 
had not reduced permanent workers in the previous three years (0.88 worker/hectare). 
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The trend away from permanent employment in the previous three years was not 
universal. A significant number of respondents – more than a quarter – indicated that they 
had not reduced the size of their permanent labour force. This could reflect the existence 
of different labour strategies on different farms. Comments by farmers on farms that had 
not reduced permanent labour suggested that they valued long-term relationships with 
trusted workers, and that holding on to labour was an active strategy.

A small number of farms had actually increased the number of workers. In each of these 
cases, respondents reported that the reason for the increase was a growth in the numbers 
of hectares planted. It is interesting to note that the average number of permanent jobs 
per hectare (0.33) on these farms was even smaller than that on the permanent labour-
reducing and labour-retaining farms, suggesting that these increases had happened from
a very low base.

Table 3.3: Planned changes to permanent labour force 

Decrease Increase N/A* No Change

Whole sample  47.4  11.8  1.3  39.5 

Ceres  62.5  25.0  0.0  12.5 

Grabouw  55.6  0.0  0.0  44.4 

Paarl  58.8  0.0  0.0  41.2 

Robertson  12.5  12.5  0.0  75.0 

Stellenbosch  50.0  20.0  0.0  30.0 

Wellington  16.7  16.6  0.0  66.7 

Worc./Hex.  50.0  16.7  5.5  27.8 

Deciduous fruit  52.9  5.9  0.0  41.2 

Mixed  42.9  14.3  0.0  42.9 

Table grapes  52.9  0.0  5.9  41.2 

Wine  41.7  25.0  0.0  33.3 

* N/A indicates intention to sell farm

Similar trends were evident in respondents’ statements about future employment plans. 
Almost 48 per cent of respondents indicated an intention to reduce or further reduce their 
permanent labour complement in the future. A consistent 10 per cent of respondents 
on wine farms in each district indicated an intention to replace workers with harvesting 
machines. Furthermore, more than half (55.6 per cent) of the farms that reported that they 
had reduced permanent labour in the past indicated that they intended to continue doing 
so in future; while 42 per cent of farms where respondents had reported no change in 
the number of permanent workers indicated no plans to increase or decrease permanent 
labour levels in future. It is interesting to note that deciduous fruit farms predominated 
both amongst past permanent-labour-reducers as well as those with plans to reduce 
labour in future; the small size of the sample should, however, caution readers against 
drawing conclusions that this is typical of deciduous fruit farming as a whole. 
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Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

Labour absorption

An assessment of labour absorption needs to be based on recognition of the underlying 
strategies of labour sourcing in place on Western Cape farms. Neither the popular 
distinctions between ‘permanent’, ‘casual’ and ‘seasonal’ workers, nor the legal distinctions 
between fixed-term/non-fixed-term employment reflect these realities. In practice, most 
wine and fruit farms in the Western Cape depend on a range of different on- and off-farm 
sources of labour. These may include:
• ‘Permanent’ workers, who are usually (but not always) based on the farm, and who 

are employed full-time for a salary for an unfixed term;
• Temporary on-farm workers, who are usually (but not always) women, live on the 

farm and are used seasonally or for short periods throughout the year. Although not 
‘permanent’ in common parlance, they have a long-term relationship with the farm 
and their access to tenure as well as significant non-wage benefits may be linked to 
the employment status of their (male) partners. Some farmers routinely count such 
workers among their ‘regular employees’; others – just as routinely – do not. This 
makes it hard to acquire accurate statistics on this category of workers; and

• Off-farm workers who may be used for fixed-term contracts, and who are usually 
employed to meet peak seasonal labour demands, such as harvesting (wine and 
fruit) as well as more specialised tasks such as fruit pruning and thinning. 

For the purposes of the 2001 study, ‘regular jobs’ were defined to include permanent 
employment and temporary employment for on-farm workers with an ongoing, non-fixed 
term relationship with the farm. Table 3.4 supplies the number of harvesting workers 
per hectare (in other words, the number of off-farm seasonal workers deployed during 
the harvest season). In addition, on the basis of week-by-week breakdowns of seasonal 
worker numbers, Table 3.4 also provides information on the total number of person-years 
worked on a farm.

Table 3.4: Labour usage per hectare for various categories of labour

Permanent job 
per hectare

Regular jobs 
per hectare

Harvesting 
workers 
per hectare

Job-equivalents 
per hectare

Mean Median Mean Median Mean Median Mean Median

Whole 

sample

0.53 0.36 0.79 0.55 1.25 0.62 1.10 0.81

0–28 ha 0.82 0.54 1.16 0.78 1.6 1.31 1.30 1.29

28–60 ha 0.49 0.33 0.98 0.56 1.63 1.12 1.26 1.01

60–102 ha 0.44 0.41 0.54 0.46 0.83 0.53 0.73 0.71

>102 ha 0.36 0.31 0.58 0.54 0.98 0.43 1.09 0.53

It is interesting to note that these figures are much lower than the 1.2 ‘regular workers’ 
per hectare held to be the ‘industry standard’ for the deciduous fruit sector. Because 
of varying measuring methodologies, it is hard to compare figures across studies. One 
instance where data can be compared is in the study by Kritzinger, Andrienetta, Heidi 
Prozesky & Jan Vorster (1995), which did not look at wine farms, but did provide a 
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survey of figures for ‘regular’ and seasonal employment in the fruit industry –  and which 
also distinguished between orchard fruit and table grape farms. Both PLAAS’s 2001 study 
and Kritzinger et al (1995) counted ‘regular’ and ‘seasonal’ workers in the same way. The 
comparison suggests significantly lower numbers of regular employees per hectare, with 
the use of off-farm seasonal labour significantly increasing.

Table 3.5: A comparison of labour intensity for regular and seasonal labour

Regular Seasonal

1995 2000 1995 2000

Whole sample  1.36  0.79  1.32  1.25

Deciduous fruit  1.34  0.64  0.59  1.12 

Table grapes  1.95  1.43  2.79  2.17 

Source: Kritzinger et al, 1995 and Du Toit & Ally, 2001.

Use of temporary labour

The data suggest that seasonal, off-farm and on-farm temporary workers play a major role 
in these labour intensive industries. Off-farm seasonal workers appear to predominate in 
absolute numbers. In the PLAAS study, the total number of regular workers – permanent 
and on-farm temporary – accounted for was 3 728, as opposed to a peak-time use of 
6 863 off-farm harvest workers. It should, however, be remembered that it is, in theory, 
possible for a temporary worker to work on more than one farm, even during the same 
harvest; thus peak harvest team figures may not be a reliable indicator of absolute 
numbers of harvesting workers. It is, however, also worth noting that off-farm temporary 
workers did more work: person-weeks worked by temporary workers were half as much 
again as those worked by permanent workers. 

Beyond these broad trends, the picture becomes more complex. Numerous factors 
influence labour absorption on a farm, including the nature of the crop, the cultivation 
practices used and the extent of specialisation or diversification. Farms with a range of 
different crops or a wide range of fruit varietals will have a longer season than those that 
specialise in only one crop or have only a small selection of varietals. The pressures on 
such an enterprise to rely heavily on off-farm seasonal labour will be less than on those 
that experience a single, sharp, short peak in labour demand. 

In the PLAAS survey, table grape farmers indicated the highest seasonal peak demand, 
requiring more person-weeks per hectare than any other crop at almost any time of the 
year (Figure 3.2). It is interesting to note that deciduous fruit orchards and table grapes 
continue to require significant numbers of temporary person-weeks, even during the 
quietest times of the year. 

In addition, the presence of value-adding activities (especially fruit packing or drying) 
may significantly influence a farm’s ability to retain and absorb labour. The presence of 
a packhouse or cellar on a farm not only increases general labour absorption, but also 
increases the ability of a farm to support permanent labour.
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Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

Figure 3.2: Seasonal fluctuations in labour use for various sectors

Table 3.6: Use of labour for businesses with/without a packing house or cellar 

Job-equivalents 
per hectare

Permanent jobs 
per hectare

Mean Median Mean Median

Without pack-house or cellar 0.88 0.73 0.35 0.27

With pack-house or cellar 1.27 1.01 0.63 0.44

The temporary labour force

The temporary labour market is complex and temporary labourers are not a monolithic 
group. Agricultural hiring practices are flexible, rely on a diversity of labour sources 
and recruit workers on varying bases. Temporary workers may be on-farm, based on 
neighbouring farms or in nearby towns, come from the impoverished hinterlands of 
the Northern Cape or Karoo, or be sourced as far afield as the Eastern Cape or further. 
Workers may have an entirely temporary relationship with a particular farm; however, 
even seasonal workers from far afield may return to the same farm time after time. 
Workers may have a direct contractual relationship with farm management, or may be 
brought to the farm by an independent labour contractor. Moreover, one farm may use all 
these different labour sourcing practices within a single year. A wine and fruit farm based 
in the Somerset West area may, for instance, use on-farm women as sources of casual 
labour for orchard maintenance and thinning, a team of migrant workers from the Eastern 
Cape for harvesting and a team of contract labourers for its wine grape harvest.

Significant numbers of farms in the survey were still using on-farm temporary labour and 
migrant workers, while expressing a strong preference for sourcing temporary workers 
from nearby – either from surrounding farms or nearby small towns (see Table 3.7). The 
data seem to indicate that there is a regional aspect to the use of migrant labour from 
other provinces, with deciduous fruit farmers in Ceres and Grabouw being strong users 
of workers from the Eastern Cape. While the small sample size means that conclusions 
about these patterns need to be drawn with care, this finding is corroborated by 
anecdotal evidence and the perceptions of local informants.
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 Table 3.7: Main sources of temporary labour

On farm Surrounding areas Elsewhere in 
Western Cape

Eastern Cape

Ceres  37.5  27.5  0.0  35.0 

Grabouw  0.0  80.5  0.0  19.5 

Paarl  6.0  77.4  16.7  0.0 

Robertson  12.1  87.9  0.0  0.0 

Stellenbosch  17.9  73.8  8.3  0.0 

Wellington  10.0  81.7  8.3  0.0 

Worc/Hex  27.6  66.6  5.8  0.0 

Whole sample  17.2  71.7  7.3  3.8 

The study also indicated highly gendered and racialised patterns in the make-up of the 
labour force. Most (more than 88 per cent) of the permanent workers employed on these 
farms were coloured people, while fewer than 12 per cent were African (see Table 3.8). 
Moreover, permanent jobs went overwhelmingly (in more than 75 per cent of cases) 
to men. In contrast, a much larger section (almost 30 per cent) of seasonal off-farm 
harvesting teams were African, while almost two-thirds were women. 

Table 3.8: Gender and racial composition of permanent labour force and harvesting teams

Coloured
male

Coloured
female

African
Male

African 
female

Permanent labour  68.3  20.5  8.1  2.8 

Seasonal labour  25.4  44.8  10.1  19.7 

Externalisation

A crucial aspect of the temporary labour market is the nature of farms’ relationships with
temporary workers. The 2001 PLAAS study indicated the significant use by farms of externalised
labour relationships. This refers to situations where workers are brought onto farms by third 
parties. In these relationships, the formal employment relationship is not between the farm 
management and the worker, but between the worker and an independent contractor. 

Again, the practical reality is much more complex than is suggested by legal categories. 
Externalisation can take a number of forms. In the first place, some contractors are 
‘labour-only’ contractors, who source labour on behalf of the farm management but have 
little to do with its management. Typically, such workers will work under the supervision 
of the farm, but the contractual relationship will be with the third party labour-provider 
who will pay the worker. 

Alternatively, labour contractors may be involved in both the sourcing and the 
management of labour. Here, their agreement with farm management focuses not on the 
provision of workers, but on the completion of particular tasks for agreed-upon prices. 
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Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

This means that, in form, the nature of the relationship with workers is not unlike that 
which pertains in the case of any specialised contractor (e.g. roofing contractors, building 
contractors, fencing contractors). 

A further area of complexity is that externalised labour relationships of both these 
kinds often serve to hide or misrepresent the practical productive relationships that 
exist in respect of a particular farm. In the PLAAS study, more than one example was 
found of what might be called ‘virtual’ externalisation, in which on-farm workers with 
a relationship with the farm that is, in real terms, ‘permanent’ (non-fixed-term) find 
themselves suddenly defined as employees of an off-farm contractor. Such workers might 
even continue to work on the farm as before – but under external, off-farm management. 
In one extreme example in Ceres, where the author picked fruit for one month as part 
of a process of participant observation, on-farm employees were not only employed, 
managed and paid piece rates by an off-farm contractor, but farm management invoiced 
the off-farm contractor for the energy costs and provident funds of on-farm workers, 
effectively ensuring that the other off-farm workers employed by that contractor were 
subsidising the benefits of the on-farm workers.

For the purpose of the PLAAS study, both labour-only contracting and task-based labour 
contracting arrangements that concerned core production tasks (harvesting, pruning, 
thinning, etc.) were counted as instances of externalisation. Contractors who were not 
responsible for core production tasks were not counted as instances of externalisation. 
The same applied to self-organising harvest teams, because farm management still had a 
direct relationship with the team as a whole. 

More than half (53.2 per cent) of farm managements in the PLAAS study indicated that 
they used a labour contractor. Table 3.9 shows that there is significant regional variation 
as well as variation across sectors; however, due to the small sample size, the regional 
figures cannot be generalised for the province as a whole. 

Table 3.9: Proportion of farms using labour contractors

Farms using externalised labour (%)

Whole sample  53.2

Ceres  37.5

Grabouw  100.0

Paarl  70.6

Robertson  62.5

Stellenbosch  45.5

Wellington  33.3

Worcester/Hexrivier  27.8

Deciduous fruit  100.0

Mixed  56.3

Table grapes  23.1

Wine  57.1
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Farms that reported that they used externalised labour appeared to do so chiefly for 
relatively unskilled tasks such as harvesting (see Table 3.10). A significant number of 
farms that used contractors also deployed them to performing relatively skilled tasks such 
as pruning or thinning, while a very small number of farms also used contractors for 
highly specialised and critical tasks such as orchard establishment and the manipulation 
of young trees. In addition, only 16.7 per cent of farms using contractors reported that 
they relied on labour-only contractors (labour brokers); the overwhelming majority 
indicated that they relied on task-based contracting.

Table 3.10: Tasks performed by contractors on farms that used contractors

Tasks Percentage of farms

Harvesting  80.5

Pruning  64.3

Thinning  52.4

Trellising of vines  4.8

Manipulation of young trees  4.8

Orchard establishment  7.1

Risk and uncertainty in the labour contracting sector

The PLAAS study did not involve a detailed and in-depth survey of the labour contracting 
sector. It did, however, include a limited qualitative study. The PLAAS survey was used to 
compile a basic typology of types of labour-contracting businesses used by respondents 
in the study. These tended to fall into three fairly distinct types.

(1)  Small, marginal, undercapitalised task-based contractors competing on cost at the 
margins of the law. These businesses are typically under the management of black 
middle managers from fruit or wine farms, who had been retrenched, and who were 
often employing their erstwhile colleagues to perform key tasks for a small client 
group of local farmers. Infrastructure here tends to be very basic and limited (e.g. to 
the ownership of a bakkie and/or a cell phone).

(2)  Small, better capitalised task-based contractors competing on quality and ensuring 
significant compliance with law. These are often under white control and might, for 
instance, be run by ex-farm managers or ex-farmers; such businesses appear to have 
much better infrastructure (e.g. home-based offices, fax machines, computers) and 
better access to capital and finance.

(3)  Labour-only contractors providing workers to farm management for a per-head fee, 
and administering payment on behalf of farm management. These businesses can 
become quite large, providing employment to thousands of workers.

Key themes emerging from case studies of contracting businesses within each of these 
sub-groups indicated that:
• The basis for the relationships between employer and worker for both task-based 

and labour-only operators was piece rates. An overall fee for a particular job would 
be negotiated with farm management by the contractor. Task-based contractors skim 
their own cut off the top, while labour-only contractors charge farm management 
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a per-head fee for each worker. Both labour-only and task-based contractors in the 
2001 study were paying most workers ‘straight’ piece rates, ranging between R25 
and R50 per day. 

• Relationships between farm management and labour contractors were highly 
fluid and open-ended, with significant uncertainty for labour contractors. Though 
contractors sought long-term contracts, relationships were usually negotiated task by 
task. Relationships with labour contractors allowed farm management not only to 
externalise many of the direct and indirect costs of labour, but also allowed for the 
externalisation of risk. 

• Contractors competed stiffly on price. This means that smaller contractors could end 
up taking on work on terms that did not allow them to provide for depreciation and 
other hidden costs, with major implications for their own business sustainability. 

• Farm managements’ ability to externalise risk undermined contractors’ ability to build 
up a stable body of skilled workers. Contractors respond to uncertainty and risk by 
passing on risks to workers, undermining their security of employment.

• The shift to externalisation has seriously undermined the ability to implement and 
enforce labour legislation. Although, formally and legally, labour law makes farm 
management responsible for the conditions of employment of workers working for 
contractors, the reality is that the highly fluid, informal and unequal relationships 
that exist in the sector make monitoring and policing almost impossible.

• The insecurity and fluidity of relationships at the ‘worker end’ of externalised 
relationships undermine the ability of the sector to provide adequate livelihoods. 
Not only is there strong downward pressure on worker incomes, but workers are 
subjected to high degrees of uncertainty and unpredictability. In addition, they are 
extremely vulnerable to exploitation. 

Housing

One of the most significant institutions impacting on and shaping the sourcing and 
management of labour in the Western Cape is the provision of housing. Tied housing 
– the linking of tenure rights to the provision of labour – has been an important 
lynchpin of traditional authoritarian paternalism, providing farm managers with significant 
additional control over workers. In addition, the institution of tied housing was closely 
linked to the marginalisation and disempowerment of women: traditionally in the Western 
Cape, male permanent farm workers were given access to housing on the understanding 
that their dependants, and particularly their female partners, would be available as 
sources of temporary work. These relationships have undergone slow changes since the 
1980s, as a result of rural reform and labour legislation; since the mid-1990s change has 
accelerated, partly due also to the promulgation of tenure legislation such as ESTA.

The PLAAS study suggested complex patterns in the use of on-farm housing for farm 
workers. Farm owners differentiated between ‘full’ houses (houses inhabited by one or 
more actively employed persons), ‘empty’ houses (which were not inhabited) and ‘dead’ 
houses (houses which were inhabited, but not by active employees). A ‘dead’ house 
could be inhabited by someone with long-term ESTA rights, or by people who had been 
dismissed but who had not yet moved out or been evicted. In addition, it should be 
noted that even ‘dead’ houses may provide temporary labour: on one Stellenbosch farm, 
for instance, people were allowed to occupy houses, provided they made themselves 
available for employment during harvest time. 
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    Table 3.11: Distribution of empty houses on farms surveyed

Number of
empty houses

Number of farms Percentage Cumulative percentage

1  11  25.0  25.0 

2  9  20.5  45.5 

3  5  11.4  56.8 

4  8  18.2  75.0 

5  6  13.6  88.6 

6  1  2.3  90.9 

10  3  6.8  97.7 

12  1  2.3  100.0 

Within this complexity, the PLAAS study suggests a significant trend away from the 
traditional commitment by farm owners to provide housing for workers. More than a tenth 
(11.6 per cent) of the housing stock on the farms surveyed by PLAAS was standing empty 
at the time of the survey, with more than half (57 per cent) of farms reporting at least one 
empty house. On almost half of the farms, three or more houses were standing empty. 
These figures seem to suggest a significant reluctance on the part of farm management 
to make houses available for permanent workers. The absence of comparative data 
means that it is not possible to say with certainty whether this denotes an upward trend, 
although this was the view of most informants. More than one farmer interviewed echoed 
the sentiment that, while in the past housing stock on a farm was regarded as an asset, 
the risk of houses being occupied by people who might gain long term rights or prove 
hard to evict meant that they are now a risk and a liability. At bottom, the number of 
empty houses does seem to indicate a clear reluctance to employ permanent workers on 
the traditional basis.

Table 3.12: Stated future plans for housing on farms

Intention Percentage of farms

Renovate/maintain  23

Demolish  21

Build on-farm  1

Build off-farm  9

Change use  12

Stand empty  10

Transfer ownership  4

Charge rent  23
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Further evidence of reluctance to continue the traditional on-farm housing of labour 
emerges from respondents’ stated intentions about future plans in respect of housing. 
Responses in the PLAAS survey indicated that some farm managements were still 
prepared to consider renovating or maintaining houses, and some indicated an intention 
to transfer ownership to workers. However, significant numbers of respondents indicated 
an intention to abandon the traditional housing function of Western Cape farms, either 
by demolishing structures or by changing their use to some other function. All in all, this 
amounted to almost a third (32 per cent) of respondents. (Note: because respondents 
could choose more than one option in the questionnaire, there are some overlaps 
between the figures in the above table.)

Overview and implications

The PLAAS-CRLS study is far from definitive and its statistics cannot be used to generalise 
in the same way as a large scale and more expensive study. It suggests significant degrees 
of regional and sectoral variation, and indicates a high degree of diversity and complexity 
on the ground. At the same time, it suggests that employment in labour-intensive 
agriculture in the Western Cape’s commercial horticultural farming districts is marked by 
some distinct trends. These are:
• A decline in overall labour absorption, and particularly a reduction in the 

employment of permanent workers. This is suggested both by actual employment 
figures as compared with statistics from earlier studies, and by the respondents’ 
statements about past and planned changes.

• A trend towards the use of temporary workers and off-farm workers. There are 
strong suggestions that this trend is accompanied by a greater tendency to use 
female and African labour.

• A trend towards externalised labour arrangements through the use of labour brokers 
and labour contractors. These arrangements provide farm management not only with 
cost savings and lessened legal responsibilities for employees, but also involve the 
externalisation of risk and uncertainty onto contractors and contractor employees.

• A trend away from the provision of housing and the siting of permanent workers 
on-farm.

If the processes suggested by the data in the PLAAS study are indeed taking place in 
Western Cape horticulture – and there is strong reason to suppose that they are – the 
implications for workers and poor people in the Western Cape are alarming. On balance, 
these processes mean that the success of the export wine and deciduous fruit sectors is 
not translating into adequate livelihoods on the ground. Though the sector still generates 
jobs, these jobs rely increasingly on the temporary recruitment of off-farm workers, and 
on legal forms that render workers more vulnerable to risk and exploitation. The next 
section of this chapter investigates the impacts on rural livelihoods.

3.4 Off-farm poverty

Understanding off-farm livelihoods

The trend described above impacts in uneven and diverse ways on the people who are 
dependent on the agricultural labour market. For some it offers increased benefits. ‘Core’ 
workers – those workers (usually more skilled) who manage to hold on to permanent 
employment – may experience better working conditions and beneficial changes. The 
investment in training and skills they represent to the farm may mean that wages improve 
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significantly, while labour legislation will ensure that they are not unduly exploited. 
Incentive schemes, share equity schemes and promotion to middle management ensure 
that they are able to do significantly better than black workers were able to do in 
earlier times (Du Toit 2000). These benefits are not, however, shared by their non-
core colleagues. The flight from the provision of permanent employment, the increased 
reliance on temporary workers, the abandonment of on-farm housing as a standard 
feature of the social relations of labour and the increasing use of contractors mean 
that, for many workers, employment in Western Cape horticulture is becoming 
increasingly insecure. 

An insight into the implications of these shifts for workers who have been moved off-
farm is provided by a recent survey of off-farm poverty in the Ceres district. The survey 
was conducted by researchers at PLAAS for the Chronic Poverty Research Centre (CPRC), 
a DFID funded research institution based at the University of Manchester.2 One of the 
focus areas of this chronic poverty research in South Africa was the poverty dynamics 
among households in poor communities in the rural Western Cape. Unlike earlier studies, 
which have tended to focus narrowly on the situation of permanent and on-farm workers, 
the CPRC Ceres study focussed on exploring the livelihoods of the Western Cape off-farm 
poor as such – a category that includes permanently employed farm workers living off-
farm, temporary and seasonal farm workers and those who were not doing farm work at 
all, but were either unemployed or making a living out of non-farm activities. 

The survey focussed on three poor neighbourhoods in and around the town of Ceres, 
one of the centres of the South African deciduous fruit export industry. These were:
• Nduli – Ceres’s African township;
• Bella Vista – a well-established coloured township outside Ceres; and
• Op die Berg – a relatively newly established agri-village situated in the valleys of the 

Kouebokkeveld, some 45 km outside Ceres.

Within these communities, sampling areas with boundaries contiguous to those of the 
1995 Census Enumerator Areas were selected. A total of 540 households was sampled in 
four target areas: one each in Bella Vista and Op die Berg and two in Nduli – one in the 
hostels, the oldest part of Nduli, and one in Mooiblom, a recently established informal 
settlement on the outskirts of the township.

The survey was complemented by a series of themed qualitative follow-up studies, 
employing key informant interviews and focus groups. These studies included interviews 
with members of households dependent on seasonal labour, households in Nduli and 
Mooiblom and individuals knowledgeable about the local underground economy.

A profile of households in the Ceres study

The Ceres study surveyed just over 1 300 adults in some 540 households (see Table 3.13). 

2  Permission to use the data in the study is gratefully acknowledged. For a more detailed analysis of the dynamics of 
off-farm poverty in Ceres on the basis of this study, see Du Toit (2003).
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Table 3.13: Gender and site distribution of adults in Ceres survey

 Subregion

Gender

TotalMale Female

Bella Vista  154  200  354

Nduli hostels  63  62  125

Nduli Mooiblom  159  171  330

Op die Berg  233  262  495

Total  609  695  1304

Table 3.14: Places from which adults have moved in previous five years (percentages)

Bella Vista Nduli hostels Nduli 
Mooiblom

Op die Berg

Same town  48.9  24.6  23.7  7.1

Local farm  37.0  1.6  7.6  78.1

Same district, not farm  8.6  0.0  4.2  4.1

Elsewhere in same province  4.9  9.8  10.2  7.7

Elsewhere in SA  0.6  63.9  53.4  2.6

Elsewhere in Southern 

Africa  0.0  0.0  0.8  0.0

Other  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.4

The households in the survey showed a high degree of mobility, with more than 60 per 
cent of households indicating that they had moved to their present address within the 
previous five years. The patterns of movement were themselves highly racialised. The 
majority of individuals in Nduli was reported to have moved from elsewhere in South 
Africa, while almost 40 per cent of adults in Bella Vista and almost 80 per cent of adults 
in Op die Berg were reported to have moved from a nearby farm. This reflects a situation 
in which the majority of African respondents were originally migrant workers who 
settled in Ceres after initially making the journey from the Eastern Cape, while significant 
numbers of coloured respondents have settled in Bella Vista after being retrenched, fired 
or voluntarily moving off farms. Op die Berg is an agri-village where a relatively large 
number of adults is still working on, or has very close ties with, particular farms (30.8 per 
cent of adults in the Op die Berg sample identified farm work as their most important 
form of paid work; these comprised 58.5 per cent of those who identified themselves as 
farm workers).

A survey of these households can thus give a fairly clear picture of the situation that 
pertains among communities containing significant numbers of off-farm temporary or 
permanent farm workers and ex-farm workers – communities affected by the trends 
suggested in section 3.3.
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An important point to note here is that, unlike permanent farm workers – whose entire 
situation is profoundly shaped by their identity and institutional location as farm workers 
– off-farm farm workers in communities such as those surveyed in Ceres do not regard 
themselves, and are not regarded, as being farm workers first and foremost, and cannot 
simply be assumed to belong to a completely separate and distinct category. Most of the 
discussion that follows focuses on the patterns found in the Ceres survey as a whole. As 
the data make clear, the lines of demarcation between those who are farm workers and 
those who are not are much more blurred in off-farm settlements such as these.

Asset poverty and dependence on the formal agricultural labour market

This said, one of the key findings of the Ceres survey was the very high degree of 
dependency on the agricultural labour market among the households surveyed. Almost 
a third (31.98 per cent) of adults who had paid employment stated that their most 
important employment was doing farm work on commercial farms. Other sectors proved 
significantly less common, with ‘other unskilled’ work and employment in the retail 
sector being reported about half as frequently. While farm work and employment in 
food processing (which, in Ceres, usually denotes employment in a local fruit packing 
business) were counted together, agro-food sector employment accounted for more than 
45 per cent of the stated main areas of paid employment in the survey. Additionally, 
when the distribution across households is taken into account, it emerges that just over 
50 per cent of households are directly dependent on the agro-food sector for their main 
access to paid employment.

Table 3.15: Most important employment sectors for those with access to paid employment

Category Percentage

Farm work on commercial farm  32.0

Other unskilled  17.8

Service/retail sector  15.2

Food processing  15.1

Public service  7.0

Domestic work  5.5

Self-employed  4.3

Non-food sector employment  2.9

The extent of dependency on the agricultural labour market becomes even more evident 
in households with a very high degree of dependency on cash income. A key finding 
of the Ceres survey – as of the South African Chronic Poverty research as a whole – is 
the very significant extent of asset poverty among households. Ninety-six per cent of 
households owned no livestock of any kind. Fewer than 1 per cent of households 
reported that they had access to meadows for grazing; fewer than 0.5 per cent had 
access to fields for cultivation, and below 11 per cent of households indicated that they 
had access to significant areas of land for food gardening. It should be noted that the 
last figure is bound to be slightly exaggerated by the presence in the Nduli samples of 
households involved in a (failed) vegetable gardening scheme (see Table 3.16).
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Table 3.16: Access to land for agricultural use (percentage of households)

Bella Vista Nduli hostels Nduli Mooiblom Op die Berg
Whole 
sample

Field for grazing  0.6  4.3  0.7  0.0  0.7

Field for 

cultivation  0.0  4.3  0.0  0.0  0.4

Food garden  2.4  37.5  17.5  7.0  11.0

These low rates of access to basic resources for household food production and 
entrepreneurial activity render households highly dependent on cash for their household 
food security (some 40 per cent of household expenditure was on food) and on paid 
employment for their cash income (80 per cent of income came from paid employment). 
It is interesting to note the very low numbers who defined themselves as self-employed 
(see Tables 3.15 and 3.21). Employment was identified as the most pressing need of 
household members in almost 40 per cent of cases, more than twice as frequently as 
housing, the next most commonly identified need at 16.39 per cent.

Vulnerability and income poverty

Asset depletion rendered poor households in Ceres dependent on the labour market 
in the local economy. A key issue within this context was that the labour market in 
Ceres was inadequate and insecure. Some 38 per cent of surveyed adults below the 
age of 65 had no access at all to paid employment. In a fifth of cases, all the adults in 
the household were reported to have no access to paid employment. More than a third 
of households reported that the household had suffered from ‘general unemployment 
in the household’ during the previous year; a quarter reported the loss of a job by 
a breadwinner, and 35 per cent reported the permanent loss of a full-time job in 
the previous five years. Only 26 per cent of households had access to permanent 
employment. Almost a third (31 per cent) of households reported that at least one adult 
relied on seasonal employment, and in 25 per cent of cases, all the adults in the house 
were reliant on access to seasonal employment. 

Two important observations arise out of this high reliance on seasonal and temporary 
employment. 
• First, these figures show why off-farm farm workers cannot be treated as a separate 

and distinct population within the neighbourhoods surveyed. Farm work is the 
most important source of employment for many, but the insecure and impermanent 
nature of farm work means that households continually move into and out of a 
relationship with the agricultural sector. 

• Second, this dependency has important implications for vulnerability and availability 
for exploitation. Anecdotal evidence and in-depth interviews indicated that the 
market in temporary and seasonal labour relies significantly on access provided by 
the networks of brokers and middlemen and -women. As on the farms, patron-client 
relationships play a huge role in poor households’ chances of survival. Criminal 
and semi-criminal organisations and practices – particularly around the provision 
of credit – have significant power within these communities, exploiting and further 
intensifying the vulnerability of poor households; in at least one case, a local 
extortion racket was reputed to be heavily involved as a labour contractor.
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In addition to its uncertain, temporary and seasonal character, the labour market also 
appeared unable to provide households with adequate incomes. Household incomes 
averaged at R1 174 per month, or R341 per adult-equivalent household member. 
Interestingly, the highest concentration of households that contained farm workers 
was found in the second-highest income quintile, indicating that, for all their poor 
wages, those with access to farm work still tended to do better than many others in 
the community, probably because they had jobs. African households predominated in 
the three lowest income deciles, suggesting that race could play an important role in a 
household’s chances of ending up among the poorest of the poor. In addition, household 
incomes fluctuated significantly, with average household incomes falling by almost a 
quarter during winter months (see Figure 3.3).

Figure 3.3: Month-by-month fluctuations in average incomes

Hunger and food insecurity

These dynamics have negative implications for food security. Some 70 per cent of 
households indicated that they had experienced a shortage of food for a significant period 
of time during the previous year (see Table 3.17). More than a quarter of children under 
the age of 6 years showed a degree of stunting, with 13.6 per cent underweight and 
almost 3 per cent showing evidence of wasting. 

Table 3.17: Households reporting hungry periods

Site Number of households % of households in site

Bella Vista  137  82.0

Nduli hostels  37  77.1

Nduli Mooiblom  104  75.9

Op die Berg  99  53.2

Total  377  70.1
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It is interesting to note that households in Bella Vista were more likely to report hungry 
periods than those in Nduli, where mean incomes were lower. At first sight, this seems 
counterintuitive, but it may be related to the significantly higher rates of dependence on 
seasonal employment encountered in Bella Vista. When hunger is broken down on a 
month-by-month basis (see Figure 3.4), its seasonal character is evident. 

Figure 3.4: Aggregated months with sufficient food (households as % of entire sample)

The numbers of hungry households almost doubled during winter months. While more 
than a quarter (27 per cent) of households experienced no hungry months at all, 13 
per cent reported suffering from insufficient food for the entire year, and almost 40 per 
cent of households went hungry for six months of the year or more. There is significant 
clustering around the figure of four hungry months, which suggests a significant number 
of households directly affected by the quiet period between September and April (see 
Figure 3.5). It is interesting to note that an analysis of income levels shows that almost 
40 per cent of households in the highest income quintile still reported going hungry at 
some time or another. The median income per adult-equivalent household member for 
households that reported no hungry months at all was R591 per month. 

Figure 3.5: Month-by-month breakdown of hungry periods
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Gender, household reproduction and social networks

The implications of these patterns for households and individuals vary. A particularly 
important issue here is the highly gendered and racialised nature of livelihood dynamics, 
household survival and community networks. 

In the first place, households’ livelihood prospects are powerfully shaped by race. These 
patterns reflect historically racialised employment patterns and racialised differences in 
the ways in which households are inserted in the local economy. While coloured farm 
workers have traditionally been institutionally and ideologically constructed as servants 
– the essentially passive recipients of paternalist noblesse oblige – African workers are 
constructed essentially as outsiders, temporary residents in the Western Cape, with no real 
right to belong. The powerful bias against African employment in permanent jobs in the 
2001 survey has already been remarked upon. These patterns also show up in the Ceres 
study, with African workers far less likely to have access to permanent employment, and 
with households in the lowest income quintiles significantly clustering in Nduli. 

The Ceres survey also showed the same gender bias against women suggested in the 
PLAAS-CRLS study of employment trends: while almost two-thirds of those with access 
to permanent jobs in the Ceres sample were men, just over 60 per cent of those reliant 
on seasonal employment were women. Men predominated among the small numbers of 
those who were self-employed, while women again predominated among those without 
any access to employment (see Table 3.18).

Table 3.18: Employment status of adults, showing gender distribution

Employment status Men (%) Women (%)

No paid work 39.3 60.7

Self-employed 61.4 38.6

Permanent, paid salary 64.3 35.7

Seasonally employed 38.5 61.5

Occasionally employed 50.8 49.2

These patterns are of a piece with the overwhelmingly patriarchal public culture of 
the modern Western Cape: as Stephanie Barrientos has pointed out, the notion that 
men are ‘breadwinners’ while women’s income is essentially supplementary works to 
legitimise the temporary and insecure nature of women’s employment (Barrientos 2000; 
Barrientos 2001).

The implications of these patterns for men and women are complex. It should be noted 
that the relationships instituted by the practices of traditional authoritarian paternalism 
created some ambiguous advantages for permanently employed farming men. On the one 
hand, they were caught within racial hierarchies in terms of which they were supposed 
to submit to the authority of white men; on the other, paternalist patriarchy supported 
their authority and status over and above that of farm-worker women. The move off-
farm creates complex disturbances within the traditional construction of the farm-worker 
household. Women may have slightly more de facto freedom, while men have on balance 
lost the privileging position of ‘breadwinner’ to which much of their status was linked. 

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

40
©HSRC 2005

The resulting crisis in gender roles does not seem, however, to have played out in 
women’s favour in any simple way. Reported rates of domestic assault were lower than 
expected (violence in the household was reported in fewer than 6 per cent of cases), but 
it is clear that men can still use violence to assert the authority they are no longer able to 
base on their status as breadwinners. In-depth fieldwork in Ceres seems to indicate that 
‘care chains’ – informal and formal networks based on care and mutual support between 
households – are for the most part maintained and worked by women. In addition, 
women shoulder the greatest proportion of the burden of sustaining the household (see 
Table 3.19).

Table 3.19: Gender distribution of individuals spending more than an hour a day on key 
activities

Activity Men (%) Women (%)

Self-employed (non food) 68.6 31.4

Fetching wood 67.0 33.0

Food gardening 61.3 38.7

Other 56.9 43.1

Studying 50.9 49.1

Employment (agri-food) 48.7 51.3

Looking for work 43.5 56.5

Self-employed (agri-food) 40.0 60.0

Shopping 26.6 73.4

Homework/domestic work 26.2 73.8

Fetching water 25.0 75.0

Caring for children 21.9 78.1

Caring for aged 21.6 78.4

Caring for sick 20.0 80.0

Caring for disabled 15.4 84.6

Social grants

Social grants made up a small but important part of households’ sources of cash. Some 
12 of adults in the sample were recipients of one or another type of grant (see Table 
3.20). For households that received some form of social grant, the grant’s share of the 
total household income averaged at slightly more than half (53 per cent). There is a 
marked racial pattern to grant incomes, with households in coloured neighbourhoods 
averaging significantly higher rand incomes from social grants than households in African 
neighbourhoods.
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Table 3.20: Individuals receiving various types of grants (of entire sample) and mean per 

household grant income for households receiving

Individuals receiving grants (%) Mean 
total 
grant 

income
Pension Disability Child 

maintenance
Foster care None

Whole sample 7.0 2.9 1.6 1.0 87.4

Bella Vista 5.3 4.3 1.3 0.5 88.6 R615

Nduli hostels 8.1 0.8 4.1 8.1 78.0 R355

Nduli Mooiblom 5.7 1.8 1.8 0.0 90.6 R511

Op die Berg 8.9 3.0 1.2 0.2 86.5 R791

Self-employment and entrepreneurial activity

The Ceres survey indicated very low rates of reported involvement in the non-farm micro-
enterprise sector. Where adults were reported to be self-employed, these activities were 
heavily concentrated in small-scale food vending: e.g. in ‘mobiles’ (caravan-based corner 
grocery businesses). Where local NGOs become involved, there are exceptions. In Ceres, 
for example, a local NGO (Aksent) is significantly involved in promoting pro-poor tourist 
development as well as seasonal public works programmes. No assessment has yet been 
done of its ability to create long-term sustainable livelihoods.

Table 3.21: Percentages of adults reported as self-employed

Site Self-employed

Whole sample 3.1

Bella Vista 2.8

Nduli hostels 5.6

Nduli Mooiblom 2.4

Op die Berg 3.2

It should be noted that there are strong indications of fairly high rates of unreported 
entrepreneurial activity. Every street in the poorer sections of Bella Vista had more than 
one smokkelhuis or jaart (shebeen), where unlicensed liquor trading and trading in illegal 
drugs took place. Local informants indicated that smokkeling (the illicit sale of alcoholic 
drinks) was a very widespread activity even beyond the formal smokkelhuise, and was 
frequently used as a way of raising cash for household needs (such as school fees or 
paying electricity bills). None of this significant underground economy was picked up in 
the survey, however. 

Though these activities provide undoubted evidence of entrepreneurial ability and 
inclination, the channelling of entrepreneurship into these directions is associated with 
the development of negative forms of social capital – criminal associations that often 
develop highly exploitative and abusive relationships with poor households, frequently 
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tying them into patron-client relationships that further limit their opportunities for getting 
out of poverty.

3.5 Policy issues 

Overview of trends

Three particularly important issues emerge from the surveys discussed here:
1) Increased levels of competition on global markets, retail consolidation, higher levels 

of local labour and social legislation and fears of democratic change all conspire 
to encourage commercial farmers in a trend towards the reduction of permanent 
employment and abandonment of on-farm siting of labour. 

2) These factors lead towards the growth of an increasingly vulnerable rural underclass 
of off-farm landless unemployed and temporarily employed. 

3) Although sustained growth and improvement in wine and fruit farm exports 
has ensured that these sectors remain viable, and indeed continue to provide 
employment opportunities, the nature of these employment opportunities is such 
that they do not allow for sustainable livelihoods.

It should be noted that the fundamental factor perpetuating rural poverty and possible 
immiserisation is not simply the inadequacy of the formal labour market, but the 
underlying factors that produce dependency on it. One important underlying factor is 
asset depletion – low rates of direct access to the basic resources needed for household 
food production. This renders households highly dependent on cash as a source of 
entitlement to basic survival needs. PLAAS’s research points to monetisation – the 
increased importance of money as a mediator of social relations and claims – as a key 
dimension in the dynamics of chronic poverty.

In addition to asset depletion, there seem to be limited opportunities for households 
to become involved in small-scale entrepreneurial activities that could increase their 
independent access to cash. Entrepreneurial activity is not absent, but is often entangled 
with the illegal and underground economy.

Government initiatives 

The PLAAS research does not admit of any confident statements about the impact of 
government policies and initiatives to promote the rural economy, since the surveys did 
not investigate these issues in great detail. Four observations only will be made:
1) Remoteness and distance clearly powerfully shape household livelihood dynamics. 

Above and beyond the existence of roads – the Western Cape has a relatively 
well-developed rural economic infrastructure – transport costs play a huge role in 
draining poor households’ cash resources.

2) Land reform plays a limited role in the economy of the Western Cape. This 
is usually attributed to the high degrees of capital intensity and the technical 
complexity of fruit and wine production for the export market. It should also 
be pointed out that supply chain consolidation and retail concentration penalise 
producers who are not able to produce on scale. Successful land reform projects 
do exist in the Western Cape – in Ceres, an example is provided by Northridge 
Investments, a now wholly worker-owned and managed fruit export business – but 
these usually benefit only core and permanent workers and make little impact on 
the rump of rural poverty. The commercial focus of land reform and food garden 
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initiatives has significantly under-exploited the potential of household subsistence 
agriculture as a supplementary activity.

3) Labour re-regulation plays a similarly complex role. It increases the security 
and improves the conditions of labour of permanent workers, while at the same 
time widening the gulf between on-farm permanents and off-farm workers and 
encouraging trends towards job-shedding and casualisation.

4) Welfare and social grants can potentially play a significant role in improving poor 
households’ access to cash. Although few households were receiving grants – and 
while grants made up a relatively small proportion of household incomes in the 
survey as a whole – they played a significant role in the households receiving them.
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CHAPTER 4

Eastern Cape Case Study 

By Cobus de Swardt

4.1 Introduction

Poverty is widely acknowledged to be a serious global problem, and the creation of 
pro-poor socio-economic growth is one of the greatest challenges of our time. This 
is also true for post-apartheid South Africa. This chapter deals with the challenge of 
combating poverty by using the Mount Frere district in the rural Eastern Cape as a case 
example. Whilst this area has its own particular characteristics, it is nevertheless an 
example of a typical South African human ecology: namely, a rural subsistence economy 
in a geographical area that was formerly part of the so-called ‘bantustans’. These rural 
economies share three key historical developments which shaped their present features. 

First, since 1652, the internal dynamics of productive rural economies were systematically 
eroded, creating severe dependency by rural households on the formal urban-based 
economy. Whilst many of the rural poor in Latin America, South Asia and large parts 
of Africa can rely on some connection to subsistence agriculture within a relative 
dynamic rural economy, this is not the case in South Africa. Second, the racially specific 
proletarianisation that occurred during the industrial development of the apartheid state 
in the 20th century has contributed to severe levels of racial inequality, and to the racial 
and spatial concentration of poverty in areas isolated from vibrant economic areas.3 
Indeed, South Africa ranks as one of the most unequal societies in the world.4 Third, the 
contraction of the formal labour force during the last 15 years has severed the tenuous 
links between many rural households and the mainstream economy. In combination, 
these three developments render South African rural populations extremely susceptible 
to both severe and chronic (i.e. long durational) poverty,5 and some of the most intense 
and enduring poverty can be found amongst these economically under-active rural 
households.

The chapter provides a brief overview of the Mount Frere District, describes the 
Mount Frere research, and discusses the key challenges facing the rural economy of 
Mount Frere. In particular, the utilisation of land among subsistence and other small-
scale agriculturalists is addressed; the socio-economic environment is described as a 
background to micro-enterprise sector development, and key government policies and 
initiatives to promote the rural economy are discussed. Finally, brief recommendations for 
possible interventions to address severe and chronic poverty are proposed.

3  South Africa is generally rated as a middle-income country. These average per capita income ratings conceal the fact 
that a very large number of people is extremely poor while a much smaller number is extremely wealthy.

4  There is strong evidence from various international studies that income inequality is an important factor in 
determining poverty outcomes. High inequality can raise serious barriers to the successful implementation of poverty 
reduction strategies because it can limit the poverty-reducing effects of growth. For a given rate of economic growth, 
poverty falls faster in those countries where inequality of income is lower. The existing high level of inequality in 
South Africa is a major obstacle to effective poverty eradication.

5 See Aliber, 2003.
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4.2   Overview of the Mount Frere District and description of the 
Mount Frere research

The Mount Frere District

The Mount Frere district is situated in the North-East region of the Eastern Cape. The 
region is home to approximately 1,2 million people and is generally considered to be 
one of South Africa’s poorest and most under-resourced regions. Its social, economic and 
physical infrastructure is extremely rudimentary. The Mount Frere district is one of the 
four districts in region E. The total population covered by the district health services is 
estimated at about 280 thousand.6

Description of the Mount Frere research

Three studies and various primary observations (e.g. in-depth focus group discussions 
and meetings with governmental officials and community leaders) form the basis of this 
report. The three studies comprise an in-depth Household Livelihood Survey, an in-depth 
Food Security Survey and an in-depth Social Security Survey. As is generally the case with 
social research, all values are estimates in the final instance, rather than being precise or 
even actual. Nevertheless, given the scope and scientific rigour underpinning the data 
collection processes, the observations and subsequent conclusions can be used to enrich 
our current understanding of the socio-economic dynamics of the rural Eastern Cape. 

The Household Livelihood Survey was performed from March to May 2002, sampling 
733 households in the district. The number of adults included was 2 599, the number of 
children 2 793, and the overall total amounted to 5 392 people. The average number of 
people per household was 7.4. In the Household Livelihood Survey, particular attention 
was paid to the following inter-dynamics: (i) livelihood assets, needs and strategies; (ii) 
health status and assets (including anthropometrical measurements), and (iii) food security 
and nutritional status issues in poor communities.7 

For the purpose of the Food Security Survey performed in August 2002, a representative 
sub-sample of 62 households was selected from the Household Livelihood Survey. These 
households were visited on a daily basis for the 31 days of August 2002. In the food 
security survey, particular attention was given to daily food intake, income, expenses and 
the health situation within each household. 

The Social Security Survey was conducted with 60 households in June and July 2002. 
It was a follow-up to a similar study conducted by the School of Public Health of the 
University of the Western Cape in 2000. The main focus of this study was social security 
matters. 

Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

6 See Puoane, Sanders, Chopra, Ashworth, Strasset, McCoy, Zulu, Matinise & Mdingazwe (2001).
7  In general the trained fieldworkers surveyed 2–3 households per day. The questionnaire consisted of the following 

sections: 21 questions for each adult household member (152 variables); 7 questions for each child (40 variables); 24 
questions on Shelter (89 variables); 19 questions on Resources (118 variables); 26 questions on Income (56 variables); 
46 questions on Debt and Expenses (81 variables); 35 questions on Food Security (145 variables); 23 questions 
on Geo-Social Integration (142 variables); 30 questions on Vulnerability (81 variables); 4 questions on Community 
Issues (17 variables); 23 questions on Health Issues and HIV/AIDS (114 variables); 7 questions on Vision, Needs and 
Predictions (19 variables); 19 questions on Babies’ Health Issues (117 variables); 22 Anthropometrical Measurements 
(33 variables); 11 questions on General Household Data (15 variables).  
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4.3  The utilisation of land among subsistence and other small-
scale agriculturalists

Access to land and natural resources 

The vast majority of Mount Frere households have direct access to land, and most have 
access to garden plots, grazing land and fields for cultivation. Eighty-seven per cent have 
a garden plot, 75 per cent access to grazing land and 63 per cent have the use of fields 
for cultivation. However, it appears that certain natural resources are under-utilised for 
productive activities, despite people’s direct access to land. 

Obtaining sufficient firewood and water emerged as major problem areas. Whilst access 
was inadequate for only 27 per cent (wood) and 16 per cent (water) of households, 
collection was mostly difficult and time consuming. Thirty-three per cent (20 per cent 
of men, 43 per cent of women) of adults spend more than one hour per day collecting 
firewood and 27 per cent (8 per cent of men, 40 per cent of women) fetching water for 
their households. Most households obtained drinking water from rivers or streams (61 
per cent), whilst a third (34 per cent) were using a public tap for drinking water. Springs, 
boreholes and rainwater tanks were used by 1 to 3 per cent of households and 1 per cent 
of homes had a hand tap. Seventy-nine per cent of households reported that there were 
times when they had no clean drinking water. Of these households, more than half (51 
per cent) indicated that this was often the case (see Figure 4.1). 

Figure 4.1: Sources of drinking water in Mount Frere District

Cultivation activities

Eighty-eight per cent of Mount Frere households cultivate maize, which is used mostly 
for their own household needs. Thirty-two per cent reported that they share their harvest 
with others; 18 per cent engaged in very limited trading, and 7 per cent sold some of 
their produce. Figure 4.2 depicts the harvest quantities of the previous year (2001) as 
reported by households. 
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Figure 4.2: Maize harvest quantities during 2001

From the total reported maize production, it has been estimated that production was 
approximately 19 kg per person during 2001. Research by McAllister (2000) explored 
the difficulties in measuring maize yields in the rural Eastern Cape. The argument that 
there is a serious underestimation of the productivity of farming households may well 
be true, and the reported harvest must be viewed from this perspective. However, the 
supplementary argument that many rural households are effectively self-sufficient in 
respect of their staple food was not the case in the Mount Frere district. During three 
different periods (March to May, June to July and during August) and using various 
research tools, there was a scarcity of all staple foods, including maize, in the majority 
of households (see section on Household Food Situation below for more detail). 
These observations coincided with 87 per cent of households reporting that they relied 
on bought (not self-produced) maize throughout the year, with only 5 per cent of 
households self-sufficient for more than six months a year. Furthermore, food expenses 
accounted for 44 per cent of total households’ expenditure. This was even higher than 
the 40 per cent found using the same survey tool in the urban areas of Khayelitsha and 
Nyanga (also during 2002). 

The utilisation of other kinds of produce, such as grains and vegetables, follows a similar 
pattern to that of maize cultivation. Eighty-three per cent of households grow grains for 
their own use and only 1 percent is sold (16 per cent of households do not grow grains). 
Similarly, 72 per cent of households grow vegetables for their own use and 3 per cent for 
the market (25 per cent do not grow vegetables). Fruit cultivation is rare (34 per cent 
of households), and only 2 per cent sell some of their produce (64 per cent do not 
grow fruit). 

Livestock ownership

Poultry is the livestock most frequently farmed by Mount Frere residents: 83 per cent of 
households owned an average of eight chickens per household. Approximately half of the 
households kept goats (52 per cent), cattle (50 per cent) and pigs (49 per cent), whilst 
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only a few households owned sheep (16 per cent), horses (12 per cent) and donkeys 
(5 per cent). The average number of these livestock per household is 4.4 goats, 2.6 cattle, 
1.2 pigs and 1.9 sheep. Twenty-seven per cent of households have no cattle, sheep, goats 
or pigs. 

The distribution of ownership of large livestock (sheep, pigs, goats and cattle) was 
significantly skewed, with the top ten of sheep, pig, goat and cattle owners keeping the 
majority of animals, and the top 33 owning the absolute majority of large livestock. This 
is illustrated in Table 4.1 below.

Table 4.1: Livestock ownership percentages within the categories

Ownership percentage of 
cattle, goat, sheep and pigs

Cattle Goats Sheep Pigs

Top 10 47 50 88 60

Top 33 92 93 100 78

When all cattle, goats, sheep and pigs (n = 7425) are combined, the top 50 per cent of 
owners keep 91 per cent (i.e. an average of 18.5 large livestock per household), whilst 
the bottom 50 per cent keep only 9 per cent (i.e. 1.7 large livestock per household). 
Using the total large livestock ownership as a basis, the following comparisons between 
livestock ownership categories and general household monthly incomes were made (see 
Table 4.2).

Table 4.2: The distribution of large livestock ownership and income comparison

Owners of large livestock Share of total large livestock 
ownership

Per cent above or below 
average monthly income

Bottom third  2  -15

Middle third  17  -7

Top third  81  +18

The relationship between income categories and large livestock ownership indicates that, 
whilst the top 33 per cent of income earners owned 50 per cent of the large livestock, the 
distribution of large livestock ownership was roughly equally distributed in the bottom 
two-thirds of income earners (bottom third of income earners owned 22 per cent and 
middle third 28 per cent of large livestock) (see Figure 4.3). 
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Figure 4.3: Comparison of livestock ownership and income between the top, middle and bottom 
third of livestock owners

Household food situation

The food situation of households was assessed during three different periods: (i) March to 
May, reflecting the main survey in which food quantities were measured and the general 
food security situation assessed; (ii) June to July, using brief assessments of household 
food situations, and (iii) during August, when all food in the household was recorded on 
a daily basis for the 31 days of the month. 

The Food Security Survey confirmed observations made during the other studies. These 
included: 
• Food substances that are used to season or fry food, or are used as a beverage, 

were available most of the time in the majority of households. These food 
substances also showed the highest availability of all foods in households, including 
salt (available for an average of 29 days per month for the 31 days of August), sugar 
(26 days), cooking oil (26 days) and tea (24 days). 

• Starches were the most frequently available food type found in households, where 
maize was available for 21 days, samp for 22 days and corn for 19 days a month. 
Other starches, such as potatoes and bread, were present on 12 days and rice on 
10 days per month. 

• Eggs and beans constituted the highest source of protein and were available on 
15 days per month, followed by chicken (4 days), red meat and peanut butter 
(3 days) and fish (2 days) per month. 

• Cabbage and onions were the most frequent vegetables at about 14 days per month, 
followed by tomatoes (6 days) and pumpkin (3 days), spinach (2 days) and carrots 
(1 day) – all rare in all households. Similarly, fruit was infrequently available, with 
oranges present on about six days, apples on three days and bananas on two days 
per month. In addition, milk to drink was available on five days, powder milk 
on four days and, margarine and butter six days per month. (See Table 4.3 for 
more detail.)
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Table 4.3: Food items in order of frequency (Food Security Survey, August 2002)

Food
Percentage of days 
available per month

Approximate number of
days available/month

Salt  91.4  29

Sugar  80.5  26

Cooking oil  79.1  26

Tea  75.9  24

Maize  69.5  21

Samp  67.3  22

Corn  60.0  19

Eggs, beans  45.0  15

Cabbage  44.1  14

Onions  42.3  14

Potatoes, bread  38.6  12

Milk in tea  37.3  12

Rice, coffee  31.8  10

Tomatoes  20.5  6

Margarine, butter  19.5  6

Oranges  18.6  6

Milk to drink  17.7  5

Chicken  14.0  4

Powder milk  12.3  4

Apples  10.9  3

Red meat, peanut butter  10.0  3

Pumpkin  9.5  3

Other vegetables  8.6  3

Spinach, bananas  6.8  2

Fish  5.0  2

Carrots  4.5  1

It is important to note that availability does not indicate quantity or quality of food; nor 
does it convey whether the food was used on that day, nor whether there was sufficient 
for all household members. In the large Household Livelihood Survey, more than half of 
all household (53 per cent) sometimes had insufficient food for lengthy periods of the 
year, and in 23 per cent of households this situation occurred often. Overall, 83 per cent 
of the households had had too little food in the previous year. In times of need, people 
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usually ask for credit at the grocery store (58 per cent), borrow food (50 per cent) or 
work for food (12 per cent). Fifty-four per cent felt they had no option but to go hungry.

Compared to the previous year, the majority of households (58 per cent) reported that 
their overall consumption of meat had decreased; 21 per cent felt it was the same, and 
another 21 per cent thought it had increased. Similarly, 60 per cent indicated lower fruit 
consumption; 21 per cent felt it was unchanged, and 12 per cent thought they ate more 
fruit than in the previous year. In contrast, consumption of sugar was estimated to have 
increased in 60 per cent of households, while 18 per cent thought it was unchanged 
and 21 per cent used less sugar than in the previous year. Consumption of vegetables 
and beans was estimated to have increased over the past year in 44 per cent and 42 per 
cent of households respectively. Twenty-six per cent reported lower vegetable intake 
and 23 per cent ate fewer beans, with the remaining households indicating unchanged 
consumption of these food types. 

Overall, 43 per cent of households reported a decreased consumption of food generally 
compared to the previous year; 36 per cent thought it was similar, and only 21 per cent 
estimated that they presently consumed more food. On average, food accounted for 44 
per cent of a household’s total expenditure. For a rural subsistence area, this is extremely 
high, particularly considering that livelihood surveys conducted in Cape Town Urban 
areas in 2002 (i.e. Khayelitsha and Nyanga), using the same survey tools, revealed that 
40 per cent of total household expenditure is spent on food. The breakdown in the rural 
agricultural system is further illustrated by the food/total expenditure ratio of the different 
income groups. Whilst it is well documented that poorer households generally spend 
proportionally much more on food than do more affluent ones, the difference between 
income-based groups in Mount Frere is extreme. The bottom third income group of 
households spends 81 per cent of all expenditure on food; the middle third uses
52 per cent, and the top third only 34 per cent. 

Figure 4.4: Comparing food expenditure between top, middle and bottom income groups

This rural subsistence economy’s existing dependency on money generated outside the 
agricultural sphere is further illustrated by periods of extended hunger. The apparent 
decline in the present general food security situation compared to that of the previous 
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Chapter 4

year, and its relation to the various income categories, seem to indicate that dependency 
on money is increasing (see Table 4.4 for details).

Table 4.4: Income categories, hunger periods, and food security relative to the previous year

Income categories Share of HHs* experiencing 
extended hunger in 

last 12 months

Share of HHs whose food 
security situation worsened 
during the last 12 months

Bottom third 92% 57%

Middle third 83% 41%

Top third 74% 30%

* HHs denotes ‘households’

In conclusion, despite available arable land and the fact that most households are indeed 
using the land, land-based livelihood strategies/subsistence agriculture as an attempt to 
improve food security are not successful at present. Understanding this phenomenon is 
not easy, but a number of reasons are proposed. These include:
• The very high dependency of the rural economy on the formal and mostly urban-

based economy, partially mediated by urban workers with links to the rural 
economy. As the formal economy has shed many low skilled jobs over the last 15 
years, the relative contribution of remittances available for agricultural purposes 
has declined. The overall relative decline in money for input costs has seemingly 
undermined the use of efficient land-based livelihood strategies.

• An expanding monetisation of services (including health, education and transport) 
and the general increased monetisation of the total rural economy. This leaves 
people with no choice but to increase their relative participation in the cash 
economy (at the expense of subsistence activities), thereby undermining land-based 
livelihood strategies, the social value of small-scale agriculture, as well as traditional 
reciprocal social relations.

• An apparent lack of farming skills, knowledge (e.g. very little crop rotation) and 
technical abilities (e.g. poor control over water – too much during summer months, 
too little during the dry season) reduce the produce; thus the overall inherent 
potential of land-based livelihood strategies is not achieved.

• A poorly functioning rural economy (very poor infrastructure, no functioning 
markets, poor agricultural support services, etc.) tends to isolate households and 
hampers the multiplier effects of productive activities.

4.4  Sketching the socio-economic environment as a background 
to micro-enterprise development

The Mount Frere studies (including primary observations such as in-depth focus group 
discussions) indicate a virtually non-existent non-farm micro-enterprise sector. For this 
reason, this chapter sketches the socio-economic environment as a background to the 
development of the micro-enterprise sector. The following issues will be covered:
• labour profile; 
• household economic situation;
• physical assets; 
• income sources;
• expenses;
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• savings and debts;
• social networks; and
• vulnerability.

Labour profile

Unpaid domestic work is the task Mount Frere residents engage in most frequently, 
followed by garden cultivation, fetching wood and water and childcare. Only 8 per cent 
of adults search for work and 3 per cent are self-employed.8 (See Table 4.5.)

Table 4.5: Tasks adults perform on average for more than one hour per day

Tasks adults perform on average for 
more than an hour per day

Total 
n = 2 599

Male 
n = 1 113

Female 
n = 1 486

Homework/domestic work  50  15  76

Garden to produce food  41  57  29

Child care  21  6  31

Caring for senior citizen  2  2  3

Caring for disabled people  1  0  1

Caring for sick people  1  0  1

Fetching water  27  8  40

Fetching wood  33  20  43

Searching for work  8  12  5

Student  3  4  2

Self-employed (food, farming)  3  5  2

Employed (food, farming)  2  2  1

Self-employed non-food  1  1  1

Shopping  0  1  0

Three quarters of Mount Frere residents have no paid work at all; moreover, the 
proportion of unemployment is higher amongst females (82 per cent) than for males
(67 per cent). Approximately half of those residents in paid work are employed 
permanently throughout the year (14 per cent), with twice as many men as women. 
The remaining paid workers are employed occasionally (6 per cent), self-employed 
(4 per cent) or acquire seasonal employment (1 per cent) (see Figure 4.5).
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8  There is a gender division of labour within the Mount Frere households, with women engaging predominantly in 
domestic work, including fetching water and wood, and men are more likely to work in the garden to produce food. 
Women also tended to be responsible for child care, and caring for the aged, disabled and sick, whilst men exceeded 
women in activities concerned with searching for work and self-employment, although the numbers were minimal. 
Nevertheless, the gender divisions were not rigid, as reflected by 20% of men collecting wood, 15% participating in 
domestic work, 6% in childcare and 8% fetching water. Similarly, 29% of women also performed garden work on a 
regular basis.
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Chapter 4

Figure 4.5: Comparing gender differences in paid employment categories

Interestingly, level of education does not appear to have a significant impact on the 
ability of residents in the Mount Frere district to obtain paid work (see Table 4.6).

Table 4.6: Years of education in relation to paid work

Highest qualification Total 
n = 2 601

Unpaid 
n = 1 953

Paid 
n = 648

5 years of schooling or fewer  23  23  21

Between 6 and 10 years  48  48  50

Between 11 and 12 years  21  22  17

Tertiary qualifications  8  7  12

Total percentage  100  100  100

The likelihood of being in paid employment for the different educational categories is 
as follows:
1) 36.2 per cent for adults with a tertiary qualification (including adult education 

certificates, trade certificates, etc.);
2) 26.1 per cent for adults with a standard 6–8 (8–10 years of education);
3) 25.8 per cent for adults with a standard 3 or less (5 years or fewer of education);
4) 25.6 per cent for adults with a standard 4–5 (6–7 years of education);
5) 20.3 per cent for adults with a standard 9–10 (11–12 years of education);
6) 17.4 per cent for adults with no education.

Household economic situation

Physical and insurance assets
Three quarters of households have a flame/gas stove, which appears to be the most 
common physical asset. This is followed by a radio, present in 56 per cent of households, 
and a primus stove (in 30 per cent). Other physical assets are rare. Eighteen per cent 
of households possess a sewing machine and a cellular phone; only 16 per cent have a 
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refrigerator; 11 per cent own a television, and 10 per cent of homes feature a coal stove. 
Five per cent of households possess cars or vehicles, and only 2 per cent have a landline 
telephone. 

Almost three quarters of the households reported that they have burial insurance
(73 per cent). Other policies are rare: life insurance was reported by 8 per cent, insurance 
of possessions by 3 per cent, educational policies by 2 per cent and disability policies 
by 1 per cent of households. There is generally a tendency to invest exceptionally large 
amounts of money relative to income in preparation for funerals, as well as paying debts 
incurred by funerals. 

Income sources
The Household Livelihoods Survey indicates that most households depend on multiple 
sources of income (as shown in Table 4.7 below). The three major sources of income are 
social grants, wage labour and remittances. Self-employment, casual work and seasonal 
work contribute minimally to the total income of households (see Table 4.7 for detail).

Table 4.7: Sources of income

Source of income Average monthly income 
(Rand)

Share
(%)

Wage labour  142  20.8

Self-employed (agriculture)  9  1.3

Self-employed (non-agriculture)  21  3.1

Social grants  320  46.8

Casual/occasional work  22  3.2

Seasonal work  16  2.3

Remittances  96  14.0

Pension fund from work  40  5.9

Secret lover/assistant  18  2.6

Total  683  100.0

Expenses
The total monthly expenses are listed in Table 4.8. Apart from the large percentage 
of food expenses, the second, third and fourth largest expenses are in fairly equal 
proportions: namely, those related to education (13 per cent), debt repayment
(12 per cent) and health (11 per cent). Energy (i.e. wood, gas, electricity) and furniture/
clothes each comprise a further 4 per cent. Together, food, education, debt and health 
expenses make up 81 per cent of expenses. This is particularly noteworthy as these 
expenses indicate the present failure of land-based livelihood strategies/subsistence 
agriculture which might otherwise allow households to be self-sufficient, and point to 
the huge financial burden that state services (education and health) place on the severely 
impoverished rural population.
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Chapter 4

Table 4.8: Total monthly expenses

Total monthly expenses Average amount 
(Rand)

Share
(%)

Energy  (wood, gas, electricity)  30  4.4

Food  310  44.4

Alcohol  7  1.0

Tobacco  9  1.3

Education  94  13.4

Health (total)  78  11.1

    - consultation  38  5.5

    - medication  9  1.3

    - travel cost  14  2.0

    - loss of income  9  1.2

    - extra food  8  1.1

Entertainment  3  0.4

Gambling  3  0.4

Insurance  23  3.4

Debt repayment  81  11.6

Furniture, clothes  32  4.6

Supporting others  9  1.3

Own business  4  0.6

Total  683  100.0

Savings and debt
Twenty-three per cent of households reported that they have a bank or post office 
account, and 12 per cent have savings or investments, leaving 88 per cent of households 
with no form of savings or investments. Of the 12 per cent that do have savings, one 
quarter had savings of less than R500; just under two-quarters had saved between R500 
and R2 000; 10 per cent had savings between R2 000 and R5 000, and the savings of a 
further 10 per cent (2 per cent of the total population) exceeded R10 000. The average 
saving (based on an estimated average of the reported amounts of savings) is R474 per 
household (see Table 4.9).

The four major reasons given for saving were to buy food (14 per cent of households), to 
pay school fees (14 per cent), to pay for health and medical expenses (12 per cent) and 
to pay debts (9 per cent). This is in line with the reports on expenditure discussed earlier. 
Other reasons mentioned for saving were agricultural activities (8 per cent), and paying 
for weddings/funerals or other family functions (6 per cent). 
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Table 4.9: Amount of savings by households

Amount of saving Share of households (%)

None  88

Less than R100  1

R100 – R499  3

R500 – R999  2

R1 000 – R1 999  3

R2 000 – R4 999  2

R5 000 – R9 999  0

More than 10 000  2

Since only a small percentage of households (12 per cent) had been able to engage in 
saving, debt appeared to be a short-term solution in many households. Indeed, as many 
as 81 per cent of households had some form of debt. Among the major sources of debt 
reported were, in descending order, community members (50 per cent), church (39 per 
cent), friends (33 per cent), family (32 per cent), burial society (26 per cent), community 
credit organisation (20 per cent), and hire purchase (17 per cent). The average debt 
(based on an estimated average of the reported amounts of savings) is approximately 
R858 per household (see Table 4.10).

Table 4.10: Amount of debts held by households

Amount of debt Share of households (%)

Less than R100  17

R100 – R499  34

R500 – R999  16

R1 000 – R2 999  9

R3 000 – R4 999  2

R5 000 – R9 999  1

R10 000 – R50 000  1

R50 000 – R100 000  0

More than R100 000  0

Don’t have any  19

Social networks

The vast majority of households participate in church activities (80 per cent), and 
churches constitute the largest common organisational structure for Mount Frere 
residents. Almost three quarters (71 per cent) also belong to the burial association. 
Other organisational participation is infrequent. Nineteen per cent reported membership 
of a political party; 18 per cent that they participated in a grocery group; 16 per cent 
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    in a sports club, and a further 16 per cent in a youth group. Other activities include 
singing/music groups (15 per cent) and school committees (13 per cent). In focus 
group discussions, the absolute majority of participants indicated a decline in traditional 
reciprocal relations, increasing the isolation of households in need. Reasons often 
mentioned for this decline were: (i) an increased dependence on money and the 
destitution of so many households (‘We are now all so poor we cannot help each other 
anymore’, Mount Frere Resident interviewed in 2002); (ii) a negative attitude towards 
traditional ways of living and agriculture (often mentioned together) by young people 
(‘The young people want to work with computers, not spades’, Mount Frere Resident 
interviewed in 2002), and (iii) the search for a so-called modern lifestyle (‘We want to live 
like white people. We want jobs, money, toilets and all those nice things we see on TV 
like Kentucky Fried Chicken’, Mount Frere Resident interviewed in 2002).

Vulnerability
The income stability for households that do have access to wage labour appears to be 
volatile and precarious indeed. In 27 per cent of households, the main breadwinner 
had lost his/her job at some point during the last year. Perhaps even more devastating, 
35 per cent of households had suffered the permanent loss of a full-time job in the past 
five years. During the same period, 19 per cent of households took in children whose 
own carers were terminally ill or had died.

Various other calamities were reported by households. Over the 12 preceding months, 
39 per cent of households stated that they had experienced some form of natural catastrophe 
(i.e. fire, flood, drought), and one third (34 per cent) were suffering from a serious illness. 
Furthermore, 29 per cent of households reported at least one death in their household or 
in the immediate family of a household member. The death of multiple livestock was also 
recounted in 26 per cent of households, and 23 per cent suffered loss of possessions through 
theft. Other reported disasters over the past 12 months included serious accidents (11 per 
cent), violence in the household (8 per cent), assault (5 per cent), witchcraft (5 per cent) and 
rape (3 per cent). It is thus apparent that the poverty already experienced by Mount Frere 
households has been aggravated by one or more catastrophes over a relatively short period 
of time, and that poverty, in turn, has been a major obstacle to accessing help and assistance, 
thereby exacerbating the poverty cycle further (see Table 4.11).

In conclusion, a viable rural micro-enterprise sector depends on a basic functioning rural 
economy with sufficient infrastructure, markets and surplus cash in order to operate. This 
is not the case at present in the Mount Frere district. Furthermore, the general lack of 
employment opportunities (both in the formal and informal sectors) and the poor cash 
flow in the Mount Frere district takes place in the context of:
• An expanding monetisation of services (including health, education and transportation).
• The rising cost of living (especially in respect of food prices).
• A deterioration of reciprocal relations as the traditional values of sharing are 

challenged by the prevalence of the cash economy. While informal community 
arrangements and support networks work well under certain circumstances, 
they tend to break down during periods of prolonged and widespread stress. In 
other words, over time, prevailing chronic poverty in the majority of households 
undermines the social cohesion of the community at large.

• The exclusion of the rural poor from the economic mainstream due their inability 
to secure stable employment or create self-employment within a growing cash 
economy. This situation co-exists with the failure of the rural agricultural economy to 
provide viable alternative livelihoods. 
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Table 4.11: Disasters suffered by households in the past 12 months

Disasters in the past 12 months Share of households (%)

General joblessness  65

Natural disasters  39

Serious illness  34

Death in HH or extended family  29

Loss of job (main bread winner)  27

Death of many livestock  26

Loss of possession/theft  23

Serious accident  11

Violence in household  8

Assault  5

Witchcraft  5

Rape  3

Effective social interventions and investments are crucial, not only to the survival of many 
severely and chronically poor people, but also to pro-poor socio-economic growth. 

4.5  Government policies and initiatives to promote the
rural economy

Current impact

There are two central features to the South African poor: the severity of the multi-
dimensional poverty they most often endure, and their extreme eco-spatial isolation from 
vibrant economic areas. People living in the Mount Frere district – which resembles a vast 
impoverished human landscape – are poor in several ways, due to:
• The present failure of land-based livelihood strategies/subsistence agriculture to 

provide a basis for survival;
• Large-scale food insecurity; 
• Very low levels of income; 
• Poor nutrition and health; 
• A low economic base; and 
• A general lack of the social infrastructure essential to basic social development. 

These factors impede the ability of poor people to escape from poverty through their 
own efforts, and confine them to long-term spatial poverty traps. 

The absolute majority of these households (more than a quarter of a million people live 
in the Mount Frere district) will certainly not escape poverty through their own efforts 
alone. Responses to the immediate short-term crises of severe poverty (such as hunger 
and basic social services), as well as the incremental long-term creation of viable land-
based livelihoods, need to be accelerated by integrating the rural poor into the economic 
and social mainstream. 
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The severity of multi-dimensional poverty and the poor communities’ eco-spatial isolation 
from prosperous economic areas have separate – yet interlinked – implications for pro-
poor growth. On the one hand, many poor people will not be able to take advantage of 
the opportunities in the economy due to the severity of their multi-dimensional poverty 
(poor nutritional status, poor health, low skill base, a lack of monetary resources, etc.). 
On the other, given the simultaneous racial and spatial concentration of poverty in South 
Africa, many poor people are not able to create opportunities in the economy because 
of the generally low economic base of the socio-economic areas within which they 
reside and try to make a living. The integration of poor people, especially the chronically 
poor and the rural poor, into vibrant socio-economic structures needs to deal with these 
features simultaneously. 

In the Mount Frere district, state social grants are by far the most effective social intervention 
and investment at present. The impact of this governmental initiative, as well as its potential 
expansion to address the challenges sketched out above, requires further attention. 

State social grants accounted for 46 per cent of total household incomes. Sixty per cent of 
households were receiving some form of social grant, amounting to an average of R532 
per month and making up 67 per cent of their total income. Without these grants, many 
households would slide into total destitution. Grants such as the Old Age Grant not only 
provide for the person concerned, but very often support entire households. 
The position of the majority of the 40 per cent of households that do not receive any 
kind of social grant is very precarious. This is illustrated, for example, by the finding that 
the average incomes of all categories of households with social grants are substantially 
higher than those of households which do not receive them. Within the poorest quartile 
based on income (25 per cent), the difference is particularly stark, as households with 
social grants have an average monthly income of R560 and households without social 
grants generate only R150 per month (a difference of 73 per cent). As discussed earlier, 
these income-poorest households are also the most disadvantaged in all other significant 
categories, such as livestock ownership and food security (see Figure 4.6). 

Figure 4.6: Impact of existing social grants on households
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When comparing households with social grants (n = 439) to those without (n = 292) 
in terms of large livestock ownership (cattle, goats, sheep and pigs), it is interesting to 
observe that there are no apparent differences between the two categories. This indicates 
that livestock ownership plays no significant role in differentiating between households 
in terms of means test-like financial criteria (see Table 4.12). However, when the mean 
social grant is subtracted from the total income of grant-receiving households, they are 
financially worse off than non-grant receiving households. In the light of earlier findings 
supporting a correlation between income and livestock ownership, it can be concluded 
that the extent of livestock ownership in grant-receiving households can be at least 
partially attributed to the monthly social grants income.

Table 4.12: Comparing average number of large livestock in households with and without 
social grants

Average number of livestock per household

Households Cattle Sheep Goats Pigs All 

livestock

With social grants 2.5 1.7 4.6 1.3 10.0

Without social grants 2.9 2.0 4.3 1.0 10.2

Expansion 

Generally speaking, the South African social grant system is the current means of assisting 
a very large section of the population over sustained periods of time, not a safety net to 
catch an unfortunate few in times of temporary distress. The social grant system performs 
this task relatively well. However, two major problems are apparent: namely the exclusion 
(including problems of take-up) of many desperately poor people and the utilisation of 
the social grant system as a developmental instigator. 

Exclusion of many severely poor people. Research by PLAAS/SOPH in Mount Frere has 
clearly demonstrated that the likelihood of chronically and severely poor people accessing 
social grants is lower than for other segments of the population. For example, in the 
Social Security Survey, which focussed on extremely poor households, it was found that 
the take-up rate for the Child Care Grant was 0 (out of 17 children who qualified). The 
administrative infrastructure for the existing grant system is cumbersome, under-resourced 
in both financial and human capital terms and not geared to deal with developmental 
realities or needs in rural areas such Mount Frere (and possibly urban areas as well). 
Although provincial departments of Social Development and the Department of Home 
Affairs have installed some promising outreach programmes, these are not meeting the 
enormous demand. A comprehensive reform of bureaucratic practices is required to 
render social security services more effective. Understaffing, an uncaring ethos and the 
complicated bureaucratic procedures of present welfare services create obstacles to the 
administration of social grants.

The existing grant delivery system needs to be extended and strengthened by increased 
resources, better trained staff and delivery systems that are appropriate to rural areas. 
There is also a need to simplify and reduce the bureaucracy associated with the 
administration of grants. Ideally, the means test should be removed in respect of grants 
with the potential to impact significantly on the majority of the population. There is 
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an abundance of evidence that demonstrates that the means test is not an effective 
mechanism for ensuring that eligible recipients receive their entitlements to government 
social security. An improved social grant outreach would be a low cost means of 
assisting, and empowering, the chronic and severely poor. 

Utilisation of the social grant system as a developmental instigator. The Taylor Commission 
suggested a Universal Basic Income Grant (BIG) as a possible non-means tested poverty 
alleviation social grant. Introducing this grant (at the suggested R100 per person per 
month) into the Mount Frere sample seems to promise some interesting developmental 
and poverty alleviation improvements. A BIG would dramatically reduce the severity 
of the income poverty experienced by the poorest third of households. At present, 
the bottom third of households have an average monthly income of R32 per person 
(approximately R234 per household). If this were to be adjusted by a BIG of R100 per 
person, income would increase by 76 per cent to R132 per person (approximately R974 
per household per month). This would amount to an income level similar to that of the 
present top third of households (R169 per person). (See Table 4.13) 

Table 4.13: Average difference of a Basic Income Grant to the different income categories

Monthly 
income

All 
households 
without a 

BIG

All 
households 
with a BIG

Households 
% without 
existing 
social 

grants and 
without a 

BIG

Households 
% without 
existing 
social 

grants, with 
a BIG

Households 
% with 
existing 
social 
grants, 

without a 
BIG

Households 
% with 
existing 
social 

grants and 
with a BIG

Total 

monthly 

average 

income  R689  R1429  R521  R1261  R800  R1540

Up to 

the 25th 

percentile  R307  R1044  R150  R890  R560  R1300

Up to 

the 50th 

percentile  R580  R1320  R400  R1140  R680  R1420

Up to 

the 75th 

percentile  R900  R1640  R700  R1440  R1010  R1750

This kind of a grant – if administered effectively – could potentially address the 
immediate short-term crises of severe poverty (such as hunger). Furthermore, it would 
enable greater participation in productive activities (both land-based and in the other 
sectors of the economy) by reducing the severity of the impoverishment, providing 
inhabitants with some monetary resources and, more importantly, uplifting the generally 
low economic base of the Mount Frere district (e.g. through economic multipliers). This is 
possibly also the case for other rural parts of the Eastern Cape and other socio-economic 
areas in which poor people in South Africa live. While BIG is not a quick-fix solution, its 
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apparent potential warrants serious consideration when striving to create vibrant socio-
economic spaces, especially in areas of South Africa characterised by extreme racial and 
spatial concentrations of poverty. 

4.6 Concluding recommendations

The rural poor need measures that help them cope with their immediate crises, assist 
them in their efforts to create sustainable livelihoods, and make them less vulnerable to 
shocks. Pro-poor development strategies are also needed to address proactively the long-
term socio-economic impact of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

1. Hunger is perhaps the most extreme expression of poverty, as the most basic 
bodily needs are not met. A very high proportion of the Mount Frere population 
experiences hunger and is caught in the ruinous downward spiral of chronic and 
severe poverty. Since the majority of people are highly dependent on physical 
strength as a source of livelihood, the effects of food insecurity on health are 
devastating. A short-term strategy would thus inevitably have to involve forms of 
food relief, targeting impoverished households and impoverished regions. Although 
fostering dependency on food aid is an unsuitable long-term intervention, food relief 
can effectively prevent further decline into destitution and chronic poverty. 

2. Any food relief programme must be complemented by the development of land-
based livelihood strategies and the inherent agricultural potential in the rural Eastern 
Cape if it is to ensure that the basis for long-term effective food security is put in 
place. The crucial areas in need of government intervention include: (i) input cost 
support; (ii) agricultural skills development in schools and with adults; (iii) technical 
assistance to both micro, small and medium agriculturalists (the present focus is too 
skewed towards medium and large farmers), and (iv) the incremental expansion of 
the low economic base and poor physical infrastructures. 

3. The provision of poverty alleviation funds in the form of an improved social grant 
outreach should be made available to assist directly with the development of 
impoverished regions. An improved social grant outreach would be a relatively 
low cost and cost effective means of assisting the severely and chronically poor. A 
reform of bureaucratic processes (e.g. ID book registration) and practices, and a 
simplification and reduction in the bureaucracy associated with the administration 
of grants, are strongly indicated. Local level bureaucratic attitudes need to be re-
orientated to render social security services more effectively, and to enable the 
institutional practices of the public sector to empower poor people. In addition, 
a non-means tested poverty alleviation social grant warrants serious consideration 
in the context of the extremely racial and spatial concentration of poverty in 
South Africa. 

4. A reformed social grant system must be complemented by the provision of services 
that are accessible, tailored to the needs of the poor and affordable, especially in 
regard to health and education – the costs that severely burden the poor (including 
school fees, transportation costs and school uniforms). In addition, the low 
economic base needs to be uplifted by implementing incremental socio-economic 
development that targets the entire rural region. 
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CHAPTER 5

Kwazulu-Natal Case Study 

By Themba Mbhele & Michael Aliber 

5.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the themes of small-scale agriculture, labour 
absorption of commercial farms, rural micro-enterprise and involvement in government 
initiatives in the context of rural KwaZulu-Natal. The research mainly involved the use of 
rapid appraisal techniques in selected rural communities. This is complemented by a brief 
statistical overview drawn from national level data sets, in particular the Labour Force 
Survey and the survey of Large and Small Scale Agriculture, both conducted by Statistics 
South Africa.

The five areas in which the study was conducted were: Skhonyana, Macambini and 
Amahlubi, all in the north of the province, and two sites in the southern part of the 
province, namely Amanyuswa and Umzumbe. In each site, two types of interviews were 
undertaken. First, interviews were conducted with key informants, mainly extension 
officers, the inkosi (where possible), the izinduna and local government councillors. 
Second, in each site, two focus group interviews were conducted, one with a randomly 
selected group of women, and another with a randomly selected group of men. Although 
most of the key informants had been briefed over the telephone on the objectives of the 
study, another round of briefings had to be undertaken when the researcher arrived in 
each study area.

The chapter is organised as follows. Following this introduction, a statistical overview is 
presented. This is followed by sections on each of the five communities visited. There is 
a brief conclusion, followed by an appendix containing summary notes from the focus 
group interviews.

5.2 A statistical overview of the sectors

This section presents a statistical overview of three of the four ‘sectors’ that are the focus 
of this volume. Discussion of government projects is not included for the simple reason 
that the national-level data sets upon which we rely do not capture this ‘sector’ well, if 
at all. In terms of the other three sectors, the purpose is descriptive: i.e., to present some 
overall magnitudes and coarse disaggregations so as to convey some sense of the sectors’ 
scale and composition.  

Labour absorption in commercial agriculture

Statistics South Africa’s survey of Large and Small Scale Agriculture, which was conducted 
in 2000 and for which the data were released in 2003, contains a wealth of important 
detail in respect of agriculture, both in commercial areas and former homeland areas. 
One limitation of this survey, however, is that the weights appear to be unreliable, to the 
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extent that extrapolation to the population is not possible.9 Assuming that the weights are 
internally consistent, however, the survey remains quite useful. As for the total number of 
farmworkers in KwaZulu-Natal, we rely rather on the Labour Force Survey, according to 
which, in March 2003, there were approximately 120 000 farmworkers in KwaZulu-Natal, 
representing almost one-fifth of the national total. Although this no doubt varies from 
year to year, we use this as a rough summary figure. 

Returning to the data from the Large and Small Scale Agriculture Survey, and broadening 
our perspective for a moment to include family and other labour as well as farmworkers, 
the total agricultural labour force in KwaZulu-Natal can be broken down as follows:

Table 5.1: Composition of the agricultural labour force in KwaZulu-Natal10

Categories of agricultural labour As share of total (%) Women as share of category (%)

Communal areas

    - Self, family & non-family unpaid

    - Hired

57.7     

45.1

12.6

63.5   

65.5

56.5

Commercial areas

    - Self, family & non-family unpaid

    - Hired

42.3 

5.8

36.5

41.9   

38.7

42.5

Total 100.0   54.4   

Source: Large and Small Scale Agriculture, 2000.

Agricultural labour in communal areas is greater than in commercial areas; but, whereas 
a large share of the former is family labour, the latter is predominantly made up of hired 
workers. Women comprise just over half of the agricultural labour force. However, they 
make up only about 42 per cent of hired workers in commercial areas, as against two-
thirds of the family agricultural labour force in communal areas. 

Focussing now on hired workers only, we disaggregate according to the nature of the 
farm employment:

Table 5.2: Sub-categories of hired labour

Communal (%) Commercial (%)

Permanent 13.3 50.6

Seasonal 62.2 40.4

Contract 24.5 9.0

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Large and Small Scale Agriculture, 2000.

Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

9   Based on the Large and Small Scale Agriculture survey data, an extrapolation of the total number of farmworkers  
on commercial farms in South Africa is 2.2 million, which as will be shown is probably more than three times the 
correct figure. 

10   Noting that about half of the agricultural labour force consists of ‘self, family & non-family unpaid labour’, and 
assuming that the 120 000 figure from the Labour Force Survey encompasses farmworkers on both communal 
and commercial farmland (which is in fact the case), the total agricultural labour force in KwaZulu-Natal is 
approximately 240 000 people.
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To the extent farmers in communal areas hire farmworkers at all, this is generally not on 
a permanent basis, whereas about half of all hired farmworkers in commercial areas are 
considered permanent. However, this characterisation must be interpreted with caution: 
according to the Labour Force Survey, 27 per cent of all farmworkers on ‘formal’ farms 
who considered themselves permanent had been working in their present job for two 
years or less, and 43 per cent of supposedly permanent workers did not have written 
contracts.  

Small-scale agriculture

Approximately 580 000 (52 per cent) of KwaZulu-Natal’s 1,1 million black rural 
households practiced some form of agriculture in the 12 months leading up to the March 
2004 enumeration of the Labour Force Survey. However, one should not conclude that 
these same 580 000 households practice agriculture continuously. A theme that will be 
explored later in some detail (see section 6.3) is the high degree of movement into and 
out of agriculture. Comparing rural households from KwaZulu-Natal who responded to 
both the March 2003 and March 2004 Labour Force Surveys, Table 5.3 shows that only 45 
per cent of rural black households farmed in both periods. Another 28% of households 
either practiced agriculture in the first period but not in the second, or in the second 
period but not in the first. A plausible interpretation is that agriculture among black rural 
households in KwaZulu-Natal is a residual activity.   

Table 5.3: Transitions into and out of agriculture in KwaZulu-Natal

Farmed during 3/2003 to 2/2004

Yes (%) No (%) Row sum (%)

Farmed during

3/2002 to 2/2003

Yes 44.5 11.2 55.8

No 16.3 27.9 44.2

Col. Sum 60.9 39.1 100.0

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

This impression is reinforced when one examines the main reasons reported by 
respondent households as to why they engaged in agriculture:
 

Table 5.4: Main reasons for engaging in agriculture, KwaZulu-Natal

Main reason Share (%)

As a main source of food for the household 8.2 

As the main source of income/earning a living 1.8 

As an extra source of income 3.2 

As an extra source of food for the household 84.1 

As a leisure activity or hobby, e.g. gardening 2.7 

Total 100.0 

Source: Labour Force Survey 9.
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Taking the first two categories, it would appear that only 10 per cent consider agriculture 
to be the central economic activity of the household, and this is as a share of the black 
KwaZulu-Natal households who did engage in agriculture in the 12 months leading up to 
March 2004.

Rural micro-enterprise

According to the Labour Force Survey of March 2003, just over 100 000 adults in rural 
KwaZulu-Natal operated their own micro-enterprises, representing about 6 per cent of 
adults who are in the labour force, versus about 58 per cent of the labour force who are 
unemployed. This figure can be disaggregated by industry and gender as follows:

Table 5.5: Composition of the rural micro-enterprise sector in KwaZulu-Natal

Industry Share of total (%) Share that are 
women (%)

Agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing11 6 40 

Manufacturing 15 82 

Construction 7 0 

Wholesale and retail trade, repairs and catering 55 64 

Transport, storage and communication 6 0 

Community, social and personal services 10 54 

Other 2 48 

Total 100 56 

Not surprisingly, a preponderance of micro-enterprise activity falls into the category 
of ‘wholesale and retail trade, mechanical repairs, hotels and restaurants’, and almost 
two-thirds of these entrepreneurs are women. The second most populous sub-sector 
is manufacturing, which includes craft-making, and which is hugely overwhelmingly 
comprised of women. The third most important sub-sector is ‘community, social and 
personal services’, which includes a variety of activities such as hairdressing, child-
minding and the provision of funeral services.

Anticipating one of the analytical approaches used in sections 6.3 and 6.4, we present 
estimates of the number of people who moved into and out of the rural micro-enterprise 
sector between March 2003 and March 2004, according to what they were doing before 
they entered or after they left. What Table 5.6 hints at is the characteristic fluidity of the 
rural micro-enterprise sector. 

11   Agriculture as it is represented here refers to the industry of what respondents reported as their main work activity 
in the previous seven days at the time of the interview. This is very different from the discussion of small-scale 
agriculture in, say, section 6.3 of this report, which refers to people’s agricultural activities any time during the 
previous year, and whether or not it was their main economic activity.
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Table 5.6: Estimated numbers of individuals moving into and out of self-employment in micro-

enterprise, KwaZulu-Natal

Between self-employment in
micro-enterprise and …

 In  Out  Net 
( In  –  Out )

 - employment & other self-employment 3 662 30 141 –26 479

 - unemployment 54 769 30 073 24 696 

 - not in labour force 54 257 20 534 33 723 

Sum 112 688 80 748 31 940 

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

It so happens that, over the period in question, there was a net increase in the rural micro-
enterprise sector; but the magnitude of this net change is in fact quite modest relative to 
the magnitudes of the shifts into and out of the sector. One interpretation of the fluidity 
of the rural micro-enterprise sector is that it is a sector that lends itself to easy entry and 
exit so as to accommodate changes in personal and household economic circumstances, 
not least to ‘gap stop’ when other strategies are not working. Another interpretation is that 
individuals struggle to maintain their micro-enterprises because of vagaries in the market 
or in their personal cash-flow situations, which accounts not only for the high rate of exit 
from the sector, but also for its small absolute size at any point in time.

The three sectors in quantitative perspective

To conclude this chapter, we report on the relative magnitudes of farm employment, 
engagement in agriculture and operating micro-enterprise in rural KwaZulu-Natal. It must 
be stressed that these figures are not mutually exclusive, since a given individual (or 
household) may pursue more than one of these economic activities at the same time.

Table 5.7: Summary of estimates of participation in various economic sectors, KwaZulu-Natal

Sector Estimates 2003/04 Comments

Farm employment (excluding self-

employment and family labour)

120 000 adults Approx. 75% in commercial 

areas versus 25% in communal 

areas; 50% plus are temporary

Small-scale agriculture 1 000 000 adults,

in 580 000 

households

Fluid

Micro-enterprise self-employment 175 000 adults Highly fluid

5.3 Skhonyana

Overview of the site

Skhonyana, like Macambeni, is situated within the municipality of eNdondakusuka, which 
is located in Mandeni, about 100 kilometres from Durban. The name eNdondakusuka 
is derived from the name of the homestead of one of King Shaka’s greatest generals, 
Komfiya Sidleni ka Nogandaya Ncwana. The site of the homestead is located on Nqguzu 
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Hill, adjacent to the R102 on the north bank of the Thukela (Tugela River). This site later 
became the site of the 1856 battle between two of King Mpande’s sons, who fought over 
the succession to the throne. The municipality has an estimated population of 120 000, of 
whom 50 000 live in the primary urban settlement of Mandeni, with as many as 24 000 
estimated to reside in the Mathonsi area, which is a rural settlement on the periphery of 
the township. Both Skhonyana and Macambeni are IFP strongholds. 

Skhonyana lies to the west of the municipality and falls under the jurisdiction of the 
Skhonyana Tribal Authority, which is led by Chief Mhlongo. The tribal authority is made 
up of 11 areas or izigodi, and has two councillors. Skhonyana occupies a vast area which 
incorporates the Isithebe Industrial Area, which was the brainchild of the now-defunct 
KwaZulu Government. The Skhonyana area is characterised by extreme poverty and 
unemployment. Many of the community members were once employed in the Isithebe 
Industrial Area, but the majority of them have lost their jobs due to the closure of most of 
the factories. It is said that some of the factories closed down after protracted negotiations 
with the trade unions, which were incensed at the low wages that were paid to workers. 
(Most of the workers were earning around R50–R100 per week.) Skhonyana is bereft of 
basic services such as water, sanitation and electricity. There is one main gravel road and 
no secondary access roads. According to the local councillor, the absence of these access 
roads hinders the smooth flow of human traffic and children residing on the periphery of 
the area find it difficult to get to school. 

On the outskirts of Skhonyana lies the sprawling informal settlement that accommodates 
most of those who are employed in Isithebe Industrial Area. Most of these informal 
settlers have lost their jobs and are now a social threat and burden to the rural people of 
Skhonyana. The informal settlement is said to be especially badly affected by HIV/AIDS 
as some of the female residents have been forced to turn to prostitution to survive. 

Agriculture

Most of the community members were born here and have always been able to access 
land. Others came from other areas outside of Skhonyana and were allocated land. Either 
way, community members have access to large fields. Some of this land is very fertile, 
and was traditionally planted with beans and maize. However, community members 
presently cultivate relatively little of the available area, and this only for subsistence 
production. The councillor attributed this to the high incidence of unemployment, 
which has left people too poor to buy seeds or fertiliser, or to hire tractors. The chief 
concurred that access to inputs was a problem, and that the government had not sent 
enough ‘agricultural starter packs’ with fertiliser and seeds. Only 11 packs had been sent 
in the past year and there were simply not enough for the population. These packs were 
allocated to the community gardens rather than individual households. One key informant 
went so far as to suggest that, in many ways, the community received too little assistance 
on account of it being IFP. Community gardens were themselves limited due to a lack of 
water for irrigation.

However, the chief felt that poverty was by no means the only or even main reason for 
the under-utilisation of arable land. He felt that community members were not sufficiently 
committed to agriculture and that they suffered from ‘dependency syndrome’. He said that 
residents often have money for other needs that did not underpin their survival, but plead 
poverty when they have to spend money on their cultivation needs. In a related vein, 
key informants agreed that, over the years, cultivation had declined with the increased 
reliance on wage jobs in the industrial area. However, now that these jobs have largely 
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disappeared, people are not returning to cultivation. Rather, they remain ‘obsessed’ with 
finding formal sector jobs, and do not accept that these opportunities are unlikely to 
return in significant numbers. 

A further reason for the under-utilisation of arable land is that children are no longer 
helping their parents in the fields as before, because they are now going to school. 
Children are also no longer herding cattle. Although this was not spelt out, it is suggested 
that because children are less available for herding, livestock are more apt to damage 
crops, reducing people’s incentive to plant.

It is important to note that the movement in and out of formal employment has had 
different implications for different sub-groups. In particular, young people have tended to 
respond to the unemployment crisis by migrating to urban centres where the prospects 
of finding employment are better, or are at least perceived to be better. They go mainly 
to Durban and Mpangeni. This movement of the youth and young adults has had 
implications for those left behind. Since school-aged children are in school, and youth 
and young adults are away in search of jobs, agriculture is left to grandparents, who may 
or may not be physically capable or otherwise have the means to cultivate.

5.4 Macambini

Overview of the site

Macambini is situated in the eastern part of eNdondakusuka Municipality. It falls under 
the Macambini Tribal Authority and is led by Chief Mathaba. The Macambini Tribal 
Authority is made up of nine areas and has four councillors. Compared to Skhonyana, 
Macambini is not homogeneously poor, and one observes quite a number of expensively-
built homes there. Macambini lacks basic services such as water and sanitation, but has 
electricity. According to the local population, both water and rural housing projects 
were initiated, but these were never finished. With regard to the water project, the 
reservoir is already in place and the underground pipes have been laid. However, the 
water is not coming out of the standpipes. In addition, the walls of the reservoir are 
said to be cracking. There is strong suspicion that the district municipality (Ilembe), 
which now mentors the eNdondakusuka Municipality, will have nothing to do with 
the problems that accrued at the time when the Uthungulu District Municipality was 
overseeing the development needs of the eNdondakusuka Municipality. According to 
a councillor who was interviewed, the underlying problem is the protracted political 
struggle between the IFP and the ANC. In the past, there were also problems within 
the IFP itself, with infighting around senior positions. This affected the management 
of the municipality. At one stage, also, the municipality had to operate without funds 
until the provincial government came to its rescue. He also lashed out at the inkosi for 
jeopardising development projects. In this regard, he mentioned the collapse of the rural 
housing project: the inkosi had insisted on the contractors using his trucks and, when the 
contractors refused on the grounds that they had already secured another subcontractor, 
the inkosi made it difficult for them to continue working. 

Agriculture

The Macambini area has fertile soil that is suitable for both madumbis and sugarcane. The 
majority of households have access to farming land, and quite a few of the community 
members are cultivating. Land ownership is controlled by the chief, and community 
members regard themselves as having a high degree of tenure security. Apart from the 
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arable plots and community gardens, there are communal grazing lands that are open 
to members of the community. The problem expressed by most of the respondents was 
that the livestock are not controlled, and so tend to wander about destroying people’s 
crops. It was also pointed out that, since the Mangethe issue, which pitted the John Dunn 
progeny against the local community members under Inkosi Mathaba for the control of 
the disputed Mangethe area, the Land Commission is said to have set aside 50 hectares 
for the local community’s agricultural use. 

Despite generally favourable conditions for agriculture, cultivation was said to be at a 
low ebb. This was blamed on a number of factors. For the community gardens, the main 
issue raised was the lack of water for irrigation. One of the community gardens seemed 
to be productive, where one of the founding members is the mother of the local inkosi, 
whom the other members look up to as a mentor. Even so, most members of community 
gardens complained about the lack of fertiliser and water, as well as lack of assistance 
from extension agents. 

Men are not involved in community gardens as they regard such small-scale agriculture 
as the domain of the women. From their perspective, these gardens are good merely 
for subsistence, and whatever the women manage to sell brings only minimal profits. A 
number of men in the community grow sugarcane, which they supply to the sugar mill 
at Matikulu nearby. On the other hand, many of the same men who sneer at the idea of 
participating in community gardens or small-scale (subsistence) agriculture appear not to 
be managing to produce at all. Again, there is a mixture of explanations, in part having to 
do with lack of means and in part relating to lack of motivation.

The councillor pointed out that the levels of poverty were precluding many people 
from large-scale cultivation. Even in the case of subsistence farming, the people have 
a problem accessing inputs. He hoped the research would ‘jolt’ government to act, as 
otherwise it did not appear that cultivation would increase significantly. The councillor 
and the inkosi were also worried that institutions such as the Land Bank had prohibitive 
interest rates which were beyond the financial capacity of the ordinary person. When 
asked about the possibility of LRAD coming into the picture, they were not sure what that 
meant or how it would be applied. 

On the other hand, many men seem to have lost interest in agriculture altogether, seeing 
it as an activity associated with women while they seek formal employment. Where 
possible, men provide money for tractor hire and the purchase of seeds, but when men 
are unemployed these problems are left for women to sort out. While men look down 
upon informal work, the women depend on it to support their families, including their 
unemployed husbands. Women engage in such activities as baby sitting for neighbours, 
conducting informal trade and selling fruit and vegetables at the Mandeni Shopping 
Complex. 

The involvement of children in cultivation activities is not at the same level as before. 
This is due to the fact that most of the children attend school, leaving them insufficient 
time for cultivation. When they do help, it is only over the weekends; in any case, their 
involvement is now minimal. 

Labour absorption in agriculture

In most cases, community garden plots are so small that households can cultivate their 
own fields. Women who cultivate somewhat larger plots often rely on mutual assistance 
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groups, with the group rotating from one member’s field to the next. Local people whose 
agricultural activities are on a bigger scale often hire casual workers during periods 
of peak need. Finally, some community members work for nearby white commercial 
farmers, but this work also appears to be on a casual basis with payment made on a 
daily basis. 

Trends in the rural micro-enterprise sector

The two types of micro-enterprise that are dominant in the area are spaza shops and 
taxis. There was also mention by some respondents of women who sew and attempt to 
sell their products in the local community, for example at the Mandeni pension points.
 
Some of the spaza shops seem to be making some profit; but others are failing. One 
respondent shop owner indicated that this was due to the recent establishment of 
the Mandeni Shopping Complex, which was taking away many of the spaza shops’ 
customers. The Complex has a number of shops which offer goods at very low prices 
which the local shops cannot match. Another factor is the new freeway that bypasses the 
Macambini area. At the entry point into the Macambini area, there is an old shopping 
complex that, in the 1990s, was bustling, thanks to people passing through and which 
served as a transport node, but this has now turned into a ‘ghost shopping complex’. 

However, the biggest problem affecting spaza shops in the area is the high level of 
unemployment, which simply means no customers are available. Most of the shops 
have now closed down. One respondent, for instance, said that five years ago he would 
typically make a profit of R400 per day; now he is lucky if he makes R150 a day. He used 
to stock food worth R10 000 over a period of two months, but now his stock is worth 
R2 000 per month and he stocks mostly domestic incidentals such as paraffin, mealie 
meal, sugar, etc. Apart from this, cash theft and shoplifting have increased as people with 
no money seek to feed themselves. Rural shops are especially vulnerable as they are in 
an unprotected environment; the nearest police station is far away and one hardly sees 
vans patrolling the area. 

Spaza shops are now dependent primarily on pensioners. The shop owner gives them 
food on credit, which they repay on pension day. Some shops charge 10 per cent, 
but others charge up to 30 per cent. There appears to be a danger of very seriously 
exploiting pensioners in this way; but, in fact, spaza shop owners are forced to compete 
for pensioners, and some examples were given of price concessions designed to try to 
garner loyalty from pensioner customers.

5.5 Amahlubi

Overview of the site

The Amahlubi area is situated about 30 kilometres from the town of Estcourt. It is a 
rural area under Inkosi Hadebe. Amahlubi is a praise-name for the Hadebe clan, hence 
the name of the area. The area has a long history of forced removals by the apartheid 
government. Indeed, it is said that the Amahlubi tribe was forcibly removed in 1871 and 
the area occupied by white farmers. In 1947, they returned to a small portion of the area. 
Following 1994, the bulk of the land could not be made the subject of a restitution claim 
as the land was taken away before 1913. As a result, the land had to be returned by 
means of the redistributed programme, involving 532 households each accessing a grant 
of about R16 000 to make a total of R8,5 million. R8 million was used for the acquisition 
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of 43 farms, and the rest went towards road construction and other services. All of the 
532 households were given title deeds, which are in the possession of the Amahlubi Land 
Trust. The transfer was effected in 2000.

The Trust is governed by a board comprising 11 members, and is assisted by the chief 
on a voluntary, unofficial basis. Beneficiary households are allocated plots of 50-by-50 
metres, which are large enough for residential purposes, as well as a small amount of 
land for cultivation. Those people who need extra space for farming have to approach 
the Trust to request additional land which they rent for a fee. The idea is that the fees go 
towards the development of the area. 

There is a high level of unemployment among members of the Amahlubi community. 
Most of those who are employed work on surrounding white-owned farms; a few others 
are considered especially fortunate to have found formal employment in Estcourt, Durban 
or as far afield as Johannesburg.

Agriculture

Respondents indicated that, apart from some community gardens, there is only a small 
amount of cultivation in the area. In other words, a large share of the arable land of the 
43 farms that were acquired is not presently being cultivated. The community gardens are 
a hectare in extent. It is unclear how many of them there are. The gardens appear mainly 
to serve the purpose of supplementing people’s diets. As for people’s fields, the main 
crops grown are maize and potatoes. Much arable land is used for grazing purposes; 
hence, although it is not totally wasted, it is not being used optimally either. There are 
also reports of some land being used for growing dagga, presumably because of its 
hardiness, ease of cultivation and significant cash value.

The problems expressed to account for the lack of production are the usual ones. At the 
top of the list is ‘rampant unemployment’, which, as elsewhere, means that people do not 
have the resources to purchase inputs. A corollary factor is people’s apparent preference 
for finding wage employment, and their reluctance to return to agriculture after having 
previously had wage employment. Having said that, some of the respondents confirmed 
that it is the youth who are least interested in agriculture despite, one assumes, ever 
having had other employment in significant numbers. The third factor is lack of support, 
including from extension officers and financing institutions. And fourthly, one respondent 
mentioned the lack of markets, meaning that even keen gardeners had little prospect of 
earning extra cash income from surplus production. 

Other economic activities

According to a member of the development committee of the Amahlubi Trust, there is 
a group of women who are involved in a joint crafts venture and are presently looking 
for markets. On the issue of the tourism trade, she said that if the funding could be 
obtained, the community would benefit greatly from the bird farm nearby (which had 
also become part of the farming assets belonging to the Amahlubi area). It was difficult 
to ascertain from this interview how advanced and/or promising these initiatives are. A 
superficial impression is that community members will require a fair amount of external 
guidance and mentorship in order to boost and diversify economic activities. The project 
underscores a difficult reality: namely, that the type of economy in which community 
members are presently trying to survive is nothing like the economy that prevailed 
before their 19th century ancestors were dispossessed of their land. The predominance 
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of the cash economy is such that only beyond a certain threshold can people pursue 
an exclusively land-based livelihood that meets even their barest subsistence needs. In 
comparison to their counterparts still living in former KwaZulu or former Transkei or 
elsewhere, the Amahlubi have the added disadvantage of having lost the continuity with 
their previous livelihood strategies when they moved, marginal though these strategies 
may have been. 

5.6 Amanyuswa

Overview of the site

Amanyuswa is situated about 150 kilometres away from Durban. It falls under Chief 
Luthuli and is made up of four areas or izigodi. The area is characterised by the 
juxtaposition of poor and rich households. There is also a sprinkling of professional 
people such as teachers. Amanyuswa has two councillors, one from the IFP and the other 
from the ANC. This situation has allegedly contributed to a stagnation of development 
initiatives, in that projects suggested by one party are strongly challenged by the other. 
There is lack of transparency regarding the envisaged projects and community members 
feel there is not enough communication between them and the structures. 

The area is linked to the outside world by gravel road, and there are few access roads 
to different parts of the community. There is also no electricity. The few schools are 
inadequate to the needs of the local population. Bordering the Amanyuswa are three 
other areas that are covered by the same extension worker. One of these areas, called 
KwaDumisa, has a few schools, a community hall and a few shops. The hall has been 
vandalised and this is attributed to the prevailing political tensions.

As elsewhere, the perception is that unemployment is a significantly worse problem 
in the area now than it used to be. In recent years, there has been a marked rise in 
retrenchments by nearby sugar estates and forest plantations. One respondent indicated 
that, the burden is increased when members of the community who have lived in urban 
areas lose their jobs there and return to their rural homes. Thus the loss of urban jobs 
hits the community in two ways – first, the loss of the remittances those people would 
formerly have sent home and, second, their arrival contributes to a further swelling of the 
unemployed. Relations between local white farmers and the local community were said 
to be good, but it is clear that the local community is very dependent on these farmers 
because of the absence of alternative employment opportunities in the area. 

Because there is no electricity in the community, most people rely on a combination of 
gas and wood for their energy. In the absence of Telkom lines, people are increasingly 
relying on cell phones, for which they pay very high charges. 

Agriculture

The majority of the community members are committed to agricultural activities, but 
complain that they are constrained by a lack of water. They grow mostly madumbis, 
maize, spinach and potatoes, and are fortunate in that they have a very proactive 
extension worker who has established a number of community gardens in the area. 
However, the area is not experiencing the quick agricultural development that many 
community members had expected with the takeover by the new government. There is 
a perception that people are excessively confined to community gardens, without being 
able to venture into larger scale commercial farming. Much of the problem is the result 
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of the lack of government support, notwithstanding satisfaction with the extension officer 
mentioned above.

According to the extension worker, there have been no changes in the means of 
production over the past 10 or 20 years. However, she noted a reduction in the number 
of people who are engaged in agriculture, to the extent that there is now a visible 
underutilisation of agricultural land. Among the reasons she cites are people’s obsession 
with accessing the formal labour market, and demotivation resulting from the perceived 
non-activity of the government in resuscitating people’s interest in agricultural activities 
(e.g. by providing resources such as fertiliser, seeds and irrigation facilities). 

However, some key informants expressed the view that there were those who were 
simply too lazy to do any kind of major cultivation, despite having access to large tracts 
of land. They were more content simply to own these large tracts, which they were 
loathe to lease to those who have a desire to cultivate on a large scale. To complicate 
matters, those who were not using their land were hesitant to lease out their land to 
those who are, because of the worry that the lessee might dispute the ownership of the 
land in future. This is especially the case because, generally, the leasing of land is not 
permitted by the inkosi; thus an owner cannot count on the inkosi to defend land rights 
that may be at risk as a result of a non-sanctioned arrangement. 

On the issue of the youth taking up farming, there was a sense of pessimism. There is a 
perception among the youth that agriculture is a backward occupation, and that people 
involved in agriculture are illiterate and uncivilised. However, the extension agent has 
been seeking to organise the youth, and had found some who were enthusiastic, but 
lacked training and financial resources. She helped them develop savings, sewing, baking 
and agricultural clubs. Some tracts of land had been obtained from the local chief for use 
by the youth in the area. She said this was a relatively new venture and she was eager to 
see the results. 

The micro-enterprise sector

The micro-enterprises in the area are formal dealerships as well as more informal tuck 
shops. There are also micro-enterprises associated with the taxi industry. However, it is 
said that the shops, in particular the formal dealerships, are dying a slow death as a result 
of the high levels of unemployment and poverty. Most people have no money and, if 
and when they do, they prefer the big supermarkets in town as their prices are lower 
than those of local shops. As a result, the local micro-enterprises end up selling the few 
items that are essential for household survival. These include mealie meal, small bottles 
of cooking oil, sugar, etc. Some respondents reported that the prices charged by the local 
shops are exorbitant. 

Reasons for starting micro-enterprises differ between individuals. There are people who 
start a micro-enterprise because they have saved money for that purpose, but there are 
also those who start micro-enterprises because they have not been able to find a job 
for a long time. They start off by selling loose cigarettes, and slowly build up a variety 
of items until they manage to set up a small tuck shop. In some cases, such shops 
develop into formal dealerships. There is another group of people who start the micro-
enterprises because they have retired and do not want to be idle. They have no interest 
in developing their businesses, as long as they can survive without interfering with the 
money they have saved. Others may want to strengthen the economic base for their 
children so that they do not go through financial problems as they grow up. 
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Few of the shops appeared to be making any money presently on account of the high 
rate of unemployment. The most profitable shops appeared to be those that are situated 
near schools or the pension payout points, particularly the latter. Some shops offer food 
on credit to pensioners and the pensioners pay once they have received their money. 

In general taxi owners are doing well, although not as well as formerly on account of the 
weak economy. There are taxis and buses that transport commuters between Durban and 
the area, as well as taxis that run within the settlement, and others that link the settlement 
with Umzinto and Ixopo. 

5.7 Umzumbe

Overview of the site

The Umzumbe area is situated about 100 kilometres away from Durban and lies close to 
the coastal town of Hibberdene. It has an undulating landscape, with rondavels dotted 
around the escarpment. It is made up of a few tribal authorities which, collectively, form 
the Umzumbe Municipality. The municipality is devoid of industries and, consequently, 
has no discernible revenue base; nor is there a town. The area is extremely poor and 
there are high levels of unemployment. The demarcation cut out the town of Hibberdene 
which could have provided some revenue for the municipality. In the process, 
Hibberdene was made part of the Hibiscus Coast Municipality, which is made up of 
towns such as Port Shepstone, Margate, etc. Despite the rampant poverty, the Umzumbe 
Municipality is forging ahead with the building of new municipal headquarters in the 
middle of the sprawling rural settlement. 

Regardless of its present poor state, it is believed that Umzumbe can utilise the massive 
stretch of sand that is found in the local river of the same name. There is also a great 
deal of sugarcane land in the area, which white farmers are said to be wishing to sell, 
but thus far no sales have actually taken place. One farmer has started a block-making 
business using the sand found in the river bed, and there are plans by some community 
members to raise funds to form a joint venture with him. 

The area was at one stage the scene of fierce political fighting between the ANC and the 
IFP. As a result, the municipality has launched a housing rehabilitation programme aimed 
at renovating the damaged houses. This will be followed by a rural housing project. 

The municipality lacks basic services such as water and electricity. The community 
members draw their water from the polluted springs they share with the livestock. There 
are a few prominent individuals with access to electricity, which they draw from the 
adjoining area of KwaMadlala. 

Land and agriculture 

Land is available to all inhabitants of the area, but in differing amounts depending on 
whether one is a long-established community member or a relative newcomer. Legally, 
the land is owned by the inkosi. With regard to changes since the takeover by the new 
government, the inkosi himself said he was not aware of any, except the ones that he 
‘had been hearing about’, referring to the proposed Communal Land Rights Bill, which 
according to him aimed to dispossess the chiefs of their land rights. He was furious about 
this piece of legislation as he felt it sought to undermine the powers of the chiefs, whose 
forefathers had fought bitterly for the land. 
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Agriculture

The soil is fertile and the main crops are madumbis and maize. There is also some 
sugarcane farming in the area, but only by white farmers. As a result of unemployment, 
community members cannot afford to buy fertiliser and other inputs. This does not 
mean they have abandoned farming, but they are using less land and using it less 
intensively. There is a focus on the so-called community gardens. Some women were also 
diversifying into poultry farming. According to the inkosi, in the past people cultivated 
on a larger scale, without any intention to sell. People would store their harvest in silos, 
and would offer some of their surplus to the poor. Some farmers in the area still plough 
using oxen, although those who can afford to do so hire tractors. Where the fields are 
large, women tend to help one another by means of rotating work parties, but in the 
community gardens each woman is able to stand on her own. 

Micro-enterprise

The main micro-enterprises in the municipality are the general dealerships and spaza 
shops, which are essentially competing with one another for the same business, as 
well as with larger shops in local centres such as Port Shepstone and Hibberdene. The 
impression is that the general dealerships are slowly dying as they fail to cope with the 
competition. The main factor affecting them is that, on the one hand, they are not price-
competitive with the larger shops in Port Shepstone and Hibberdene, nor do they offer 
the same variety of goods; on the other hand, they are not as ‘close to the people’ as 
the spaza shops, which also have the advantage of offering credit to a wide variety of 
customers, albeit limited by an even smaller range of goods.

The main clients of the general dealerships are the pensioners who have credit facilities 
with the shop owners; each time they get paid, they come and settle their debts. Their 
paying records are, in most cases, impeccable. Although some fail to pay in full, most of 
them come and report that they are short of money and are prepared to pay what they 
can. However, not all pensioners can get credit; this depends how long the entrepreneur 
has known them and whether the pensioner is a good and regular customer. Some shops 
have managed to survive by starting to sell liquor and sorghum beer. 

5.8 Summary

Despite the relatively short period of time within which the fieldwork was done, several 
issues came to the fore: 
• Poverty and farming – Poverty, linked mainly to high levels of unemployment, 

hampers the ability of community members to cultivate, as people do not have the 
money with which to purchase fertiliser or hire tractors to plough their fields. In 
addition, community members decried the lack of markets for their produce and the 
lack of support from extension agents.

• Political divisions – A common theme that emerged in the fieldwork was that 
political tensions between the ANC and IFP, and between local government officials 
and traditional leaders, are often suspected of being the reason for withholding 
various kinds of development assistance. In KwaSkhonyana, for example, traditional 
authorities attributed the tiny number of food packets delivered to the area to the 
fact that the area is an IFP stronghold. In respect of the Amanyuswa area, concern 
was expressed by the focus groups that, because of the co-existence of both the 
IFP and the ANC, there were problems when it came to taking decisions regarding 
the projects required in the area. In eNdondakusuka Municipality, it was alleged 
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    that the traditional leaders were the cause of the poor conditions in their own 
areas. In Macambini, for instance, the traditional leader was blamed for the lack of 
development. Often the conflicts that might have originated because leaders have 
different political affiliations, or because some are municipal officials and others 
traditional leaders, become personalised and entrenched. 

• Poor communication – There was serious lack of communication between the 
community structures and the broader community. This means that the community 
remains ignorant about envisaged projects or how to seek government assistance. In 
some instances, the community members had heard about planned projects, but such 
projects never materialised.

• The invisibility of land reform – The Department of Land Affairs’ main redistribution 
programme, LRAD, was virtually unheard of. Even the councillors, indunas and 
traditional leaders were unaware of its existence. One extension worker who seemed 
to have heard of it was not quite sure how it operated. 

5.9 Appendix: Summary notes on focus group interviews

Sikhonyane 

Group 1: Women (12) 
• There was a high unemployment rate due to retrenchments and it was no longer 

possible for both men and women to get casual jobs.
• The lack of water and sanitation were the issues highlighted. They pointed out that 

the government always said that it is concerned about the level of sanitation, but this 
was not being attended to. 

• Water was being accessed through rivers that are polluted and carry waterborne 
diseases.

• They could not irrigate their gardens because of lack of water.
• They were told that communal standpipes were to be installed in the area, but 

nothing has happened.
• The government should introduce public works programmes so that the unemployed 

can benefit.
• The community gardens were collapsing due to drought, and fertilisers were 

unaffordable because of high prices.
• No organisations were prepared to help them with funding. Some had heard about 

Khula and one of the officials had promised to come and explain how it worked, 
but he never turned up as promised.

• As a result of unemployment, most households were now relying on old-age 
pensioners and the children’s grants for support.

• There were claims of corruption regarding the children’s grants: some women were 
going around persuading parents to release their children so that they could be 
registered for grants. As a result of illiteracy and ignorance, some parents easily fall 
prey to these ‘confidence tricksters’, hoping that they will benefit.

• Other people also became primary care givers on behalf of the orphaned children, 
but the money ends up in the hands of unscrupulous caregivers. The children 
benefit from the ‘left-overs’.

Group 2: Men (10)
• Unemployment was too high and they could no longer get casual jobs as before. 
• The national government must introduce public works programmes to reduce the 

level of unemployment.
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• They found it strange that the women were being given money solely because they 
had children to support; yet this money was not being used to support the children 
who still remained the responsibility of the respective families. This money was 
being used to encourage the women to have many children and should instead be 
redirected towards helping men who were unemployed so that they could support 
their families.

• Development projects were being used as a carrot to entice new members into the 
respective political organisations. 

• The development initiatives were also being destroyed by the intra-organisational 
power struggles that were impacting negatively on community development. 

• The community members had heard about the food parcels, but these never 
reached indigent community members. It was fine for the poor to suffer as long the 
objectives of the political organisations were achieved. They felt politics was being 
used at the expense of the poor people who could not take their own struggles to 
the two political organisations. KwaZulu-Natal was being impoverished by these 
conflicts as development could not proceed and be successful. 

• The area suffered from the lack of access roads and it was difficult to reach one’s 
homestead in good time

• There was a shortage of schools and children had to travel long distances to reach 
schools which were situated far away.

• There was a need for the effective utilisation of the extension services, but it seemed 
that they were simply useless while people have huge fields that are lying unused. 
The extension services hardly come to this area.

Macambini

Group 1: Women (10) 
• Water was the most urgently needed commodity within this area.
• Unemployment was running at high levels. 
• Agricultural activities were suffering as a result of the lack of water.
• HIV/AIDS was increasingly becoming a big issue, although the sufferers were not 

admitting that they were infected.
• Huge fields were lying under-utilised because people have no money to buy the 

seeds or hire tractors to plough their fields.
• The envisaged rural housing project did not get off the ground and the contractor 

withdrew.
• There was no transparency regarding the envisaged projects.
• Political conflicts were diluting community solidarity.
• Councillors gave different versions of what was being done or planned for the area.
• Since the building of the new freeway, local business was now dying. In the past, 

the passing traffic used to stop at the local shopping complex; since they no longer 
have to drive past their area, the whole complex has had to close down. This 
includes the service station, big supermarkets and a few other business activities. 

Group 2: Men (8) 
• There was a need for a government-initiated public works programme which would 

temporarily benefit the unemployed and help towards the alleviation of poverty. 
• Water was a very emotive issue, more especially as the infrastructure (pipes and a 

reservoir) had been installed, but the water does not come out of the standpipes.
• Unemployment was running very high. 
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• Youth were gradually becoming involved in anti-social activities such as the stealing 
of cell phones and burglaries.

• Agricultural activities had almost stalled because of the drought and the lack of water.
• Some of the members had heard about the LRAD programme, but did not know 

how it worked.

Amanyuswa

Group 1: Women (15) 
• Water was raised as the most important item on the women’s agenda in terms 

of community development: they were involved in community gardens and the 
vegetables needed to be irrigated. As a result of the shortage of water and the 
prevailing drought, the crops were withering and this affected their value. 

• The food prices were said to be very exorbitant and, because of unemployment 
levels, they could not cope. 

• They felt there should be an injection of development funds to expedite the pace of 
development. 

• They were concerned about the development funds being an isolated item and only 
the councillors being privy to them. In other words, they wanted transparency and 
to be kept in the picture about the priority listing of the envisaged projects.

• Some of the community members wanted to know how the LRAD programme 
operated. 

• None of them knew about the Ntsika, but some of them had heard about Khula. 
This was because a deputy mayor had informed them that she would be coming to 
the area to explain how it worked. 

• They wanted to know if AIDS was grouped in the same category as tuberculosis in 
terms of being able to access disability grants.

• Many people as young as 19 years-of-age were dying of HIV/AIDS and the hospitals 
were proving to be useless.

• They raised the issue of the health workers and said they were of no use if they 
were not trained to administer medication. At the moment, they were offering 
counselling and this was not reducing the level of infection.

• They raised the issue of the chemicals being piloted in their area and wondered 
if these would not have long-term effects. (These chemicals were recently 
demonstrated to them by the extension worker and are referred to as planting 
without ploughing.) 

• If it were not for the proactiveness of the extension worker, the community would 
not appreciate agriculture as much as it did.

• There was not very much trust in the new chemicals used in cultivation.
• The extension worker felt that, if people could create good markets for their 

produce, there would definitely be a revival of the interest in agriculture. 
Unfortunately, the community was not yet achieving that. This was also coupled 
with the inability to access credit for seeds and other resources. The packs that 
were given by the state recently were sufficient only for one hectare. There was 
a great change in the way people plough. In the past, it was predominantly with 
oxen, but now it was changing to tractors which are, unfortunately, very expensive. 
With regard to the labour that the people employ in their farming activities, the 
practice used to be to involve the children or employ outsiders as casual labour. The 
employment of outside labour was used mainly if there was vast cultivation to be 
undertaken. In cases of one-hectare fields, the individual household was taking care 
of its cultivation. 
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• Their husbands had lost their jobs and there was no possibility of them finding other 
job opportunities. The state should endeavour to create employment through public 
works programmes.

• The formation of the women’s groups should be encouraged: baking, sewing and 
community garden projects. 

• There was a need for outside markets as local markets are very limited.

Group 2: Men (8) 
• There were rampant unemployment levels. 
• There was not much information about the LRAD programme. Those who knew 

about it said the rules governing the grants under the LRAD were too stringent and 
did not seem tailored to the disadvantaged: the government’s offer was too low 
(at a maximum of R100 000), whereas farms were selling at R1 million and above. 
Aspiring yet poor black farmers could not get the required security. 

• They also complained about the high prices being charged for fertiliser.
• They asked whether it was not possible for the government to devise a means 

whereby they could buy fertiliser at affordable rates.
• They called for the setting up of a skills training centre where the local people, 

especially the youth, could access the skills for their future economic development.
• Water was highlighted as the most sought-after scarce resource. They said that the 

Department of Health was always emphasising the importance of clean water, yet 
there was no purified water in the area.

• The youth had nothing to do after having completed their matric, and this was 
making them susceptible to anti-social activities.

• There were no tertiary institutions in the area and the children had to travel to areas 
such as Umlazi Township and Durban to access these. The other technical institution 
is about 200 kilometres away from the area. 

Umzumbe

Group 1: Women (10) 
• Water supply was non-existent.
• The community was exposed to waterborne diseases as they were using polluted 

streams.
• Sanitation was a serious problem.
• Men were not showing commitment to agricultural activities in the midst of the 

poverty that is ravaging the area.
• Electricity was also sought after. The chief and a few prominent individuals were 

said to be accessing their power from an adjoining area, but this required immense 
expenditure which was beyond the reach of the ordinary person.

• Fertilisers were said to be very expensive.
• Government should help in setting up centres where fertilisers can be accessed at 

cheaper rates.
• Government should introduce agricultural courses in schools so as to inculcate the 

importance of agriculture in children.
• The extension services should be made more proactive.
• Training should be provided in the running of co-operatives. They had heard about 

them, but didn’t how they operate.
• Community gardens were said to be collapsing as a result of a lack of commitment 

from the members. This lack of commitment was said to be motivated by poverty.
• The livestock were gradually being decimated as a result of the persistent drought.
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• There was a shortage of schools and children were forced to travel long distances.
• The extension services were not proactive.
• They wanted to establish sewing and baking clubs, but lacked training and tools.
• Political dynamics were sometimes frustrating development programmes as different 

organisations vied for power.

Group 2: Men (9) 
• There were high unemployment rates and the women were shouldering 

the domestic economy through informal trading and as casual labour in the 
neighbouring sugarcane plantation.

• Water and sanitation were problems that needed to be tackled.
• There was a need to introduce public works programmes.
• The number of schools was insufficient and this was said to be affecting the 

educational development of the local children.
• There was a need to form co-operatives that would launch them into 

commercial farming.
• They wanted the reinstatement of the ‘manpower’ programmes like those run by the 

former Nationalist Party, whereby people were trained in carpentry and other skills 
for their own future enrichment. 

• Tenders for renovations should be handled by skilled local people who should then 
employ other local people. 

• Training on how the local people could market their agricultural produce to the 
outside was required.

• Unemployment grants should be introduced. 
• They decried the fact that their daughters were being given grants which they used 

for their own personal interest, rather than the children. The grandchildren ended 
up being their liability.

• Legalise the dagga farming; this could be done in conjunction with the 
pharmaceutical companies which would control production.

5.10  References
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CHAPTER 6

Synthesis and Conclusions 

By Michael Aliber

6.1 Introduction

This chapter seeks to summarise and synthesise the findings of the four provincial case 
studies, as well as put the case studies’ findings into perspective by looking at evidence 
from national-level data sets. The chapter is organised according to the four main themes 
touched upon in this exercise: that is, labour absorption in commercial agriculture, small-
scale/subsistence agriculture, the rural micro-enterprise sector and government-sponsored 
projects.

6.2 Labour absorption in commercial agriculture

From a national perspective, there is little doubt that commercial agriculture is shedding 
jobs, and has been doing so for some time. The chart below shows the level of 
employment at three points in time (1985, 1993 and 2002) covering almost 20 years. 
According to these figures, between 1985 and 2002, the percentage declines for regular, 
temporary (including ‘casual,’ ‘seasonal’ and ‘on contract’) and total employment, were 34 
per cent, 11 per cent and 29 per cent, respectively. 

Figure 6.1: Trends in commercial farm employment

Sources: Agricultural Survey 1985; Census of Agriculture 1993; Census of Commercial Agriculture 2002.

The significance of this trend is even more alarming in the light of the fact that, since 
1999, farm employment has been the single largest source of rural employment for 
rural blacks. An order-of-magnitude estimate is that, had the absolute number of people 
employed in the commercial agriculture sector remained at its 1985 level, the present 
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rate of rural unemployment would be about 40 per cent rather than the present figure of 
45 per cent. Whether or not this is a big difference is a matter of perspective; one could 
reasonably suggest that, even if one were able to reverse the loss of farmworker jobs, 
this would make only a modest difference to the overwhelmingly bleak picture of rural 
unemployment. 

There are two main interpretations one can link to the trend of declining agricultural 
employment. They are not mutually exclusive, but they do suggest different emphases, 
and also have distinct implications for policy. The first of these is that South African 
agriculture is moving along a trajectory typical of countries with land extensive 
agricultural systems: i.e. owing to the perception that land is abundant relative to the 
capital, labour, and water necessary to use the land intensively. The obvious contradiction 
here is that South Africa can certainly not be described as having scarce or expensive 
farm labour, although the constraint in terms of water is a very real one.

The second interpretation is that, above and beyond the underlying economic logic of the 
form taken by South African agriculture, commercial farmers are seeking to reduce their 
use of farm labour because they perceive this ‘dependence’ on farm workers as a source 
of vulnerability, particularly in the present socio-political climate (Simbi & Aliber 2000). 
Indeed, this interpretation complements the other one, as this sense of vulnerability as 
part of farmers’ perceived costs contributes to the choice of technique towards land 
extensive and/or labour-replacing technologies, as well as the shift to land uses that are 
inherently less labour-using, e.g. game farming.

The issue of labour absorption in commercial agriculture was picked up on by the 
Limpopo and Western Cape provincial case studies, and to a limited degree by the 
KwaZulu-Natal provincial case study. The question is whether the provincial case studies 
enhance our understanding of agricultural employment, not least the declining trend in 
employment levels observed above.

• Limpopo – Evidence from the Limpopo provincial case study conforms to the overall 
picture of declining agricultural employment, as well as to the interpretation that 
the decline in farmworker employment is at least partially driven by farmers’ non-
economic considerations.12 The two main themes identified in the case study as 
responsible for this trend were, first, the generally difficult economic environment in 
which commercial farmers operate, particularly given the lowering of tariff barriers 
and elimination of regulated marketing channels; and second, the perception 
among white farmers that the present government wishes to ‘discipline’ them, not 
least by raising existing levies, introducing new ones, conferring rights on resident 
farmworkers and introducing a minimum wage. 

• Western Cape – The detailed evidence from the Western Cape also corroborates 
the overall trends described above, particularly in terms of the reduction of 
permanent and resident workers; but it also evokes the diversity and complexity 
of farmers’ adaptations in the present, fluid environment. For example, while most 
commercial farms are indeed gradually reducing their labour force, a significant 
minority of farms are seeking to maintain their regular farmworkers in the belief 
that their long-term viability will be strengthened by cultivating a core of skilled, 
loyal workers. However, only a small number of commercial farms are actually 

Trends and Policy Challenges in the Rural Economy

12   It should be stressed however that the conditions prevailing in the Dendron area may not be characteristic of other 
farming areas in Limpopo Province; the fruit growing area around Tzaneen, for example, may be quite different.
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increasing the numbers of people they employ, and this appears to be happening 
strictly in situations where there is an expansion of the area planted with wine or 
fruit crops. Given that such expansion is relatively rare, the prevailing trend is still 
one of declining farmworker employment. Another finding is that farms employ a 
large variety of different strategies to secure labour in various combinations (e.g. 
permanent, various categories of seasonal and casual, and via or not via various 
types of labour contractors) for different operations and at different times of year. 
Part of the explanation for the diversity of practices is that Western Cape farmers 
have been affected by market liberalisation in a variety of different ways, with some 
being able to take increasing advantage of value-adding activities – with positive 
implications for the demand for permanent workers – and others faring less well, 
and thus taking more drastic steps in reaction to the labour re-regulation introduced 
by the post-apartheid government. Finally, the Western Cape study highlights the 
implications of the changing agricultural employment environment for low-income 
households. The stark evidence from Ceres is that, while casual farm employment 
may be better than no employment, and while it may be the major form of 
employment available to most households, its unreliability aggravates households’ 
vulnerability and exposes them to the likelihood of exploitation, e.g. by labour 
intermediaries as well as by informal moneylenders.

• KwaZulu-Natal – The KwaZulu-Natal provincial case study touches only tangentially 
on issues of commercial farm employment. In two of the study areas, namely the 
Amahlubi area and Amanyuswa, it was indicated that employment on neighbouring 
commercial farms was the main source of employment for local residents, but that 
generally this was not a very desirable form of employment (i.e. by preference, one 
would find a job in Durban or Gauteng), nor was it sufficient to prevent high rates 
of unemployment. There was little indication from the case studies as to the trends 
of farm employment. What comes through far more clearly is the desire by many 
community members to acquire more land from the commercial sector so as to
enter commercial farming themselves. One aspect of the KwaZulu-Natal evidence 
that does not come through clearly elsewhere is the common phenomenon of 
casual agricultural employment on farms within the former homeland areas. 
Although this form of employment is limited – only larger land holders tend 
to need to hire workers, while small ones rely entirely on family labour – and is
not particularly remunerative, it is nonetheless a valuable source of sustenance to 
poorer households. 

Taken together, the provincial case studies support the picture of a commercial farming 
sector that is less and less able to support the rural population, but that has not been 
replaced by anything else of meaningful scale. Partly on account of the vagaries of the 
international market environment, and partly in reaction to government’s efforts to bring 
the commercial farming sector within the ambit of labour regulations, the sector appears 
to be accelerating a trend of labour displacement that was already evident. But whereas 
agriculture in, say, North America, with its somewhat comparable agricultural endowment, 
is reacting in response to a genuine labour scarcity, in South Africa the shift to labour-
saving production technologies is only partially (if at all) a function of labour costs. 
Rather it is in response to perceived labour costs, not least the perceived risks associated 
with employing resident, regular farmworkers, that commercial farmers are reacting, 
especially the majority who have not succeeded in exploiting opportunities created by 
South Africa’s improved access to foreign markets.  
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6.3 The subsistence/small-scale agriculture sector

The importance of the subsistence/small-scale agricultural sector to rural households 
is established by household survey information, such as that from the 1993 SALDRU 
survey. Table 6.1 reveals that, for black rural households with access to agricultural land, 
agriculture comprised 15 per cent of total household income. For the poorest quintile, the 
share contribution stood at a much larger 35 per cent, even though the (imputed) value 
of agricultural income was modest in absolute terms.

Table 6.1: Share of household income derived from agriculture (percentages)

Income quintile Whole 
sample1% – 20% 21% – 40% 41% – 60% 61% – 80% 81% – 100%

All rural HHs* 14 6 4 4 3 6

Rural HHs with 

land access

35 15 12 10 9 15

Source: SALDRU, 1995. * HHs denotes ‘households’.

Our best information is that roughly 4 million individuals, belonging to 2 million 
households, engage in agriculture in some form (Rural Survey and Labour Force Survey). 
This ranges from casual work in a backyard garden or the keeping of a small number of 
poultry, to commercially-oriented production involving wage employees and significant 
amounts of capital. However, it is clear that the vast majority of the 4 million individuals 
engaged in subsistence/small-scale agriculture tend to be towards the subsistence end. 
Still, there are no credible, long-term data on a national scale that establish trends in 
the subsistence/small-scale sector, although there is some case study evidence of land 
under-utilisation in former homelands, as well as anecdotal information that agriculture 
in former homelands is undergoing a decline. For example, a recent study of livelihoods 
in two communities in former Ciskei found that, in one community, only 20 per cent of 
those with arable land cultivated it, while in the other community only 28 per cent did 
so (Monde 2004). Another, slightly older study in former Ciskei speaks of the ‘virtual 
collapse of agriculture’, but does not provide clear evidence to back up the claim of such 
a trend (Monana 1998). Finally, a 2002 feature article in the Sunday Times described the 
depressed state of agriculture in a small Eastern Cape village in the former Transkei, and 
suggests that much of the change over time is owing to the reluctance of youth to take 
on farming (Paton 2002).

For the very recent past, the Labour Force Survey series of datasets does provide some 
indication of trends, but it must be stressed that this period is too brief to be considered 
a robust trend, and moreover the Labour Force Survey is not focused on agriculture and 
thus provides limited detail as to what is happening in the agricultural sector. However, 
data from the Labour Force Survey do appear to indicate that, over the three years 
between September 2000 and March 2004, there has been a remarkably steady trend 
whereby the proportion of people who farm to provide the main source of food has 
declined in favour of the proportion of those who farm to produce an extra source of 
food (see Table 6.2). 
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Table 6.2: Reasons for engaging in agriculture (percentages)

Survey As a main 
source of 
food for the 
household

As the main 
source of 
income/ 
earning a 
living

As an extra 
source of 
income

As an extra 
source of 
food for the 
household

As a leisure 
activity or 
hobby

Total

2000, Sept. 32.9 3.3 5.3 54.4 4.2 100.0

2001, Feb. 24.2 2.7 3.7 67.0 2.5 100.0

2001, Sept. 18.5 1.9 3.7 73.6 2.3 100.0

2002, Feb. 14.3 1.4 2.6 80.1 1.6 100.0

2002, Sept. 11.4 1.7 3.2 81.6 2.1 100.0

2003, Mar. 11.2 1.4 3.3 82.3 1.9 100.0

2003, Sept. 5.2 1.9 3.4 87.7 1.7 100.0

2004, Mar. 6.3 1.1 2.8 88.3 1.5 100.0

Source: Labour Force Survey 2–9.

An optimistic interpretation would be that people are practising agriculture less 
intensively as they find other, more remunerative, economic activities. In order to flesh 
this out, we probe a bit deeper, using two datasets from the Labour Force Survey: namely 
LFS 7 from March 2003 and LFS 9 from March 2004. These two surveys have in common 
about 6 500 rural households and 16 500 adult household members.13 The hope is that, 
by looking at the continuity and change in respect of participation in agriculture over this 
period, we can begin to understand the dynamics of small-scale agriculture. This can then 
be compared to the evidence emerging out of the provincial case studies.

The first thing we look at are simply the transitions into and out of agriculture as reported 
in the March 2003 and March 2004 Labour Force Survey. The question put to respondents 
was whether they had practiced any form of agriculture in the previous 12 months.14  
The pattern of yes and no responses by the same individuals can be summarised in the 
‘transition matrix’ shown below as Table 6.3:     

13   Although it is easy to identify households that were interviewed for the Labour Force Survey at different points in 
time, it is difficult to trace household members. In practice we were only able to match about 6 500 individuals 
between March 2003 and March 2004 with any confidence. The method by which we did so will be described in 
a future publication. We thank Richard Devey and Imraan Valodia of the University of KwaZulu-Natal for drawing 
our attention to the potential pitfalls of using the Labour Force Survey in this way. Any deficits in our approach are 
entirely our own.

14   Question 5.1: ‘Did … grow – or help to grow – any produce, e.g. maize or other crops, vegetables or fruit, or keep 
– or help to keep – any stock, e.g. cattle, sheep, goats, horses, even chickens, for sale or for household use during 
the last 12 months?’
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Table 6.3: Transition matrix of black rural adults who did and did not farm in two consecutive 

years

Farmed during 3/2003 to 2/2004

Yes (%) No (%) Row sum (%)

Farmed during 

3/2002 to 2/2003

Yes 19.9 11.4 31.2

No 14.7 54.0 68.8

Col. sum 34.6 65.4 100.0

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

Fifty-four percent of the respondents had not engaged in agriculture in either period, 
meaning that almost half of respondents did engage in agriculture in one or the other 
period. What is remarkable about this table, however, is the degree of fluidity in and out 
of farming: only 20 per cent engaged in farming in both periods – or put another way, 
less than half of those who engaged in agriculture at all in either period did so in both 
periods.. The implication is either that farming is very much a residual activity, or that 
people experience fluctuations in their means to engage in agriculture from year to year. 

One shortcoming of the previous approach is that it focuses on the activities of the 
individual, whereas small-scale agriculture might more properly be considered part of the 
livelihood strategy of the household. Figure 6.2 shows the implications of considering 
continuity – or lack of continuity – at the household level rather than at the level of 
the individual. As one might suspect, engagement in agriculture among black rural 
households is characterised by more continuity than one perceives when focussing on 
individuals; however, it is still the case that roughly as many households engaged in 
agriculture in only one of the two periods as engaged in it for both periods.  

Figure 6.2: Comparison of transitions into and out of agriculture by individuals versus by households

 Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.
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For the four provinces that were the focus of this report, the transition shares based on 
the household approach were as shown in Figure 6.3.15 What is clear is that, despite 
significant differences between provinces (with Eastern Cape showing a relatively high 
degree of continuity), household mobility into and out of agriculture is very common if 
not the norm.

Figure 6.3: Transitions into and out of agriculture for RSA and four provinces, based on the 
household approach

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

WC = Western Cape; EC = Eastern Cape; KZN = KwaZulu-Natal; LIM = Limpopo Province; RSA = Republic of South Africa

What governs – or at least influences – the movement of households into and out 
of agriculture, and what if anything can we say about the apparent trend away from 
agriculture as a main to a supplementary source of food? We approach this question by 
expanding on the transition matrix shown in Table 6.3 to consider, not just movements 
into and out of agriculture, but also between the different ‘main reasons’ reported for 
engaging in agriculture. Table 6.4 shows transitions from the March 2002 to February 2003 
period, to the March 2003 to February 2004 period, according to whether or not people 
reported farming in the period and, if so, for what reason. With the exception of the last 
column, the figures are row percentages, meaning that they show what proportion of 
those who farmed for a particular reason in the first period farmed for that or another 
reason in the following period.16 The figures in the last column are the shares of 
households which reported different reasons for engaging in agriculture, or that they did 
not engage in agriculture, in the 12 months leading up to the February 2002 survey. 
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15   It should be noted that up to now the analysis is inclusive of all race groups. However, most of what follows 
excludes white farmers and white households.

16   The question reads, ‘Why does … grow or help in growing farm produce or keep stock for the household?,’ and 
it was posed in respect of an individual’s own involvement in agriculture. The tricky methodological issue was 
how to characterise a household’s reason for engaging in agriculture if different household members cited different 
reasons for practising agriculture. For cases where multiple household members practiced agriculture but for 
different reasons, the not-entirely-satisfactory approach that was adopted was to identify as the main reason for the 
household whichever was the most central to the household’s economic survival, i.e. in the order in which they are 
listed in the table. 
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Table 6.4: Row percentages for black households’ transitions into, out of, and within agriculture

Reason farmed during 3/2003 to 2/2004

Main 
source 
of food 
(%)

Main 
source 
of 
income
(%)

Extra 
source 
of 
income
(%)

Extra 
source 
of food
(%)

Leisure 
activity
(%)

Did 
not 
farm
(%)

Row 
sum
(%)

Row 
sum as 
% of 
total

Reason 

farmed 

during 

3/2002 

to 

2/2003 

Main 

source 

of food

9.2 2.7 3.4 52.8 0.4 31.5 100.0 4.3

Main 

source 

of 

income

5.3 9.5 7.1 40.1 0.0 38.0 100.0 0.7

Extra 

source 

of 

income

2.4 7.3 19.6 45.3 0.0 25.3 100.0 1.5

Extra 

source 

of food

2.6 0.7 2.1 65.0 0.4 29.1 100.0 35.7

Leisure 

activity

4.0 2.3 0.0 51.4 2.8 39.4 100.0 0.7

Did not 

farm

1.4 0.3 1.3 24.4 0.6 72.1 100.0 57.1

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

If anything, the picture of discontinuity that emerged before is amplified. In particular:
• A very small share (9 per cent) of those who practised agriculture as a main source 

of food in the first period continued to do so in the second period; whereas half 
changed to practising agriculture to produce an extra source of food, and a third 
exited agriculture altogether. 

• By contrast, most (65 per cent) of those who practised agriculture in the first period 
for an extra source of food continued to do so in the second period; while very few 
shifted into producing as a main source of food (2.6 per cent) or as a main source 
of income (0.7 per cent).

• Curiously, those who practiced agriculture as an extra source of income in the first 
period were much more likely to have shifted to producing as an extra source of 
food (45 per cent) than to have carried on producing for an extra source of income 
(20 per cent).  
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Finally, Table 6.5 shows how the transition between the two periods is associated with 
changes in household incomes between the periods. The top figure in each cell represents 
the ratio of households whose income increased between the two periods relative to 
those whose income decreased. The figure in brackets is the average household income 
for period one. Figures are reported only where the number of households making that 
transition was 20 or greater; this is why a number of the cells are left blank. 

Table 6.5: Changes in household incomes for selected transitions 

Reason farmed during 3/2003 to 2/2004

Main 
source
of food

Main 
source of 
income

Extra 
source of 
income

Extra 
source
of food

Leisure 
activity

Did not 
farm

Reason 

farmed 

during 

3/2002

to 

2/2003

Main source 

of food

0.67%

(R483)

1.26%

(R463)

1.63%

(R431)

Main source 

of income

0.86%

(R793)

Extra source 

of income

0.92%

(R626)

0.73%

(R959)

Extra source 

of food

0.67%

(R768)

1.90%

(R829)

1.22%

(R555)

0.97%

(R750)

Leisure 

activity

1.40%

(R499)

Did not 

farm

0.83%

(R385)

1.67%

(R1300)

1.19%

(R657)

1.80%

(R1110)

1.47%

(R1118)

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

The figures have to be interpreted with caution, in that the cause-and-effect relationship 
between a change in income and a change in reason for engaging in agriculture (or not) 
is not a given. Selecting a few figures for particular attention, we venture the following 
interpretations:
• Households that farmed for a main source of food in both periods tended to 

experience decline in household income between the first and second periods. 
Furthermore, as revealed by the average income figures, households that farmed in 
neither period are generally better off than those that farmed for an extra source of 
food in both periods, which in turn are better off than those that farmed to secure a 
main food source in both periods.

• The transition from agriculture as a main source of food to an extra source of food 
tends to be associated with a rise in household income; this is likely to mean that 
additional income from off-farm employment enables the household to purchase 
more of its food requirements. A similar interpretation can be made of the transition 
from producing as a main source of food to not producing at all. It is notable that 
these two categories of households are among the poorest. What remains unclear 
is whether households that made the transition from agriculture as a main source 
of food to an extra source of food, are more or less involved in agriculture in the 
second period: it is possible that their higher incomes allow for more production, 
even though that production is not as central to their diets as it was previously.
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• The transition from producing for a main source of income to producing as an 
extra source of food tends to be associated with a decrease in income, though not 
strongly so. The explanation could be simply that the loss of agricultural income 
accounts for the drop in household income. However, it is also conceivable that a 
decline in non-farm household income could have impaired the household’s ability 
to undertake commercial farming. 

• Households who shifted from producing as an extra to a main source of food 
tended to experience a decline in income between the two periods, probably 
meaning that a decline in off-farm income was such as to require the household to 
produce more of its own food requirements. 

• Finally, the 16 per cent of households who practised agriculture in the second 
period but not in the first appear to have been driven by diverse motives. Among 
those who moved from not farming to farming for the main source of food, the 
inter-period decline in income from a low base almost certainly suggests that this 
was a move of desperation. By contrast, those households which moved from not 
farming at all to farming to earn either extra income or extra food, the associated 
increase in household income is more likely to suggest that an increase in off-farm 
income facilitated entry (or re-entry) into agriculture. 

Although these interpretations remain tentative, an interesting and complex picture begins 
to emerge. First, an increase in off-farm income can be associated either with an entry into 
or an exit from agriculture, obviously depending upon households’ initial circumstances 
and, presumably, their particular livelihood strategies. Additional income allows households 
partially or totally to reduce their reliance on their own production; but it also allows 
them to start or increase production should they wish to. Second, production as a main 
source of food tends to be a sign of desperation, thus the apparent decline over time in 
the proportion of rural households for whom agriculture is their main source of food might 
well be a desirable trend. And third, the fact that households that engage in agriculture 
to produce an extra source of food comprise a rising proportion of those that engage in 
agriculture, as well as of all black rural households, does not have one single explanation. 
As shown in Table 6.6, at least for the two periods that we have been comparing in detail, 
there are large positive and negative shifts into production for an extra source of food, 
which happen to combine to show a net absolute increase in this category. The largest net 
increase comes from those who had previously not been engaged in agriculture, followed 
by those who had prevciously relied on agriculture as a main source of food. 

Table 6.6: Estimated numbers of households moving into and out of production for an extra 

source of food

Between producing for extra food and ... In Out Net (In – Out)

 – for main food 197 872 80 551 +117 321 

 – for main income 23 716 22 815 +901 

 – for extra income 59 139 65 930 - 6 791

 – for leisure 31 640 13 570 +18 070 

 – not in agriculture 1 213 773 905 105 +308 668 

Sum 1 526 140 1 087 971 438 169 

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.
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Can this be understood as a snapshot of a longer-term trend? We do not know. Nor can 
we ascertain from these patterns what the implications would be for aggregate agricultural 
production in the former homelands. From the comparison above, there appears to be 
a movement of significant numbers of households into part-time agriculture, however, 
this movement does not seem to be consistent (a comparison between the Labour Force 
Surveys 5 and 7 show a net movement out of part-time agriculture, though in other 
respects the patterns are very similar to those above.) Morever, as noted above, the net 
shift of poorer households from producing as a main source of food to producing as an 
extra source of food might or might not be associated with an increase in production. 
The most robust conclusion one can draw is that the practice of family agriculture in 
former homelands is in a high degree of flux, and that these diverse changes are closely 
related to households’ off-farm economic circumstances. 
 
Turning now to the provincial case studies presented in this volume, we ask whether 
they support, contradict or further refine the observations made above on the basis of the 
Labour Force Survey. One objective of the provincial case studies was to shed light on 
the question of change in agriculture in the former homelands over time. 

Although still anecdotal in nature and not permitting any confident generalisation to, say, 
former homelands in general, the provincial case study evidence unanimously supports 
the claim that agriculture in former homelands is in decline. Whether this is a short-term 
decline due to transitory influences, or a longer-term decline that is likely to get worse 
with time, is unclear. There is some evidence either way. The findings per province are 
summarised as follows.
• Limpopo – The question of the state of subsistence/small-scale agriculture was 

studied in two study areas in two different parts of former Lebowa in Limpopo 
Province: namely, the Dihlophaneng community and among communities near the 
town of Dendron. The uniform observation is that subsistence/small-scale agriculture 
is either static or is in a state of collapse, though the extent to which it is the one or 
the other, and why, is not clear. The main evidence to suggest an absolute decline 
in agricultural activity is the visibly large number of fields that have been allowed 
to go to bush, which does not normally happen with ordinary fallowing. When 
small-scale farmers are asked to explain what is holding back the agricultural sector, 
typically the response is such as to suggest that failure is over-determined – i.e. such 
a plethora of obstacles and problems is listed that it is not clear what are the most 
immediate, pressing constraints. (Interestingly, for these particular study sites, lack 
of land and insecure tenure were among the few problems excluded as hindrances 
to production.) Reading between the lines, the tentative explanation that emerges 
is the prosaic one: the general level of poverty is such that people cannot afford to 
invest in agriculture. This is not to say that agriculture does not happen, but that it 
is a low-priority, subsidiary activity that plays a relatively small part in a ‘multiple 
livelihood strategy’. Thus, although one can cast blame on the fact that agricultural 
extension officers have little presence, in the face of these challenges it is not clear 
how exactly they could help the ordinary person, which is perhaps one reason why 
one often finds that they focus their attention rather on less ordinary people. In a 
related vein, another message that emerges from the Limpopo work is that people 
have an expectation of government that is seemingly influenced by the kind of 
services that were formerly provided by homeland government departments or the 
development corporations. It is probably correct that much of what the homeland 
governments did was based on a weak rationale – e.g. the direct provision of tractor 
services – but it is remarkable how enduring are the expectations and frustrations 
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engendered by these past experiences, especially when contrasted with the generally 
absent tangible support that is rendered now. 

• Eastern Cape – The Eastern Cape provincial case study in Mount Frere District 
provides useful data as to the extent of land access and utilisation. Eighty-seven 
percent of households surveyed have a food garden; 63 per cent have rights to 
arable land for field crops, and 75 per cent have access to grazing land. The fact 
that 88 per cent of households cultivate maize, the most popular crop, suggests 
that lack of land ownership does not necessarily prevent land access: 32 per 
cent of those producing maize share some of their harvest, suggesting a form of 
sharecropping that allows land-poor households to access land belonging to others, 
in addition to which some households grow maize in their gardens. Thus far, the 
figures suggest a rather vibrant agricultural sector, functioning within a land tenure 
system that is conducive to land being made available to those wishing and able 
to use it. Only about 10 per cent to 15 per cent of households do not grow any 
food for their own consumption, which is quite low. The concern with the data 
from Mount Frere is rather that, despite a high rate of participation in agriculture, 
households tend to be far from self-sufficient in food, and some households near 
disastrously so. The data reveal that, across all households, 44 per cent of household 
expenditure is directed to food expenditure; the poorest third of households devote 
on average 81 per cent of total expenditure to food. This is so despite the fact that 
these are presumably the same households for which own production would be 
most vital for sustenance. Yet the finding is that, to the extent they produce at all, 
what they produce is very insufficient. Part of the problem may relate to the fact 
that some poorer households effectively have no working-age adults (e.g. ‘granny 
households’); beyond this, however, total agricultural production is quite modest 
(among maize producing households, 73 per cent produced five bags or fewer), and 
household expenditure on agricultural inputs is virtually undetectable. Relative to the 
Limpopo case study, agriculture in Mount Frere appears vibrant, but it is clear that 
it is also terribly limited: (i) very few households are self-sufficient in food; (ii) the 
poorest households are least self-sufficient in food, and (iii) only a modest number 
of households produce at all for the market. The other pertinent finding from Mount 
Frere is that households that produce for themselves, even if only on a very modest 
scale, enjoy better diets and health than those who do not. Overall, the findings are 
consistent with the story that overall numbers of people engaged in subsistence/
small-scale agriculture in former homelands is fairly steady, but the extent and 
intensity of their productive activities are in decline.

• KwaZulu-Natal – All five sites in the KwaZulu-Natal provincial case study revealed 
the same pattern of declining participation in small-scale/subsistence agriculture, 
especially by men. The main explanation for the decline was reputed to be 
declining cash incomes with which households could purchase agricultural inputs, 
but a common secondary reason – at least in the opinion of respondents – is that 
agriculture is no longer valued as it formerly was, because people are ‘obsessed’ 
with finding wage employment. The lack of importance ascribed to agriculture is 
especially negative among the youth, for whom agriculture is generally not regarded 
as a viable option at all. The main form of agriculture appears to be community 
gardens, which tend to be dismissed as ‘women’s work’, even though they may form 
an important element of support to the household.

The case studies evince a very high dependence of the rural, agricultural economy on the 
formal, mostly urban-based economy, mediated in large part by urban workers with links 
to their rural homes. As the formal economy has shed many low skilled jobs over the 
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last 15 years, the relative contribution of remittances available for agricultural purposes 
has declined, and the ability of rural dwellers to engage in agriculture has suffered 
accordingly. 

To the extent that the general economy may improve and filter down to ordinary rural 
households, engagement with small-scale agriculture could well increase. In other words, 
if the above explanation is the correct one, then there is no reason to suppose that 
the decline of agriculture is permanent. On the other hand, another theme that comes 
to prominence in the case studies is the disinterest of youth in agriculture. The reason 
typically given is that, based on their observations of their parents, young people have 
concluded that agriculture is an unpromising avenue to self-advancement. Whether 
this is a sound, rational judgement, or reflects the ‘contamination’ due to exposure to 
examples of people rapidly enriching themselves through other means, requires further 
study. But, it does not, in effect, differ greatly from the process through which the 
commercial farming sector has also changed over the decades, as an increasing number 
of children raised on farms choose not to inherit their parents’ farms, while consolidation 
has reduced the number of operational units by almost half since 1950. The difference 
between this story and the one that appears to apply to former homeland areas is that, in 
the latter, the disinterest of the youth contributes to land being left unutilised rather than 
being taken over by others with more commercial aspirations. Whether tenure reform is 
part of the solution is open to question – very likely, the more fundamental problem is 
that, given today’s economic environment, there is an absence of demand for productive 
land, at least in areas such as those studied.  

6.4 The rural micro-enterprise sector

Particularly given the lacklustre performance of the economy in creating formal sector 
employment opportunities, no-one would dispute the importance of the micro-enterprise 
sector, although people do engage in debate as to whether micro-enterprises generally 
constitute a form of empowerment, or are more properly described as ‘survivalist’ 
activities or forms of ‘disguised unemployment’. Our purpose here is not to enter into this 
debate, but merely to comment on the relative efficacy of the micro-enterprise sector in 
rural areas to support rural dwellers.

The national-level statistics bear out the fact that South Africa’s micro-enterprise sector 
is small. Table 6.7 shows the relative size of the micro-enterprise sector, based on the 
Labour Force Survey of February 2002, where for our purposes ‘micro-enterprise’ is 
understood to be any private, non-agricultural enterprise with four or fewer workers, 
including the proprietor(s).17
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17   According to the National Small Business Act (Act 102 of 1996), there are both qualitative and quantitative criteria 
for what defines a ‘small business.’ The quantitative criteria furthermore allow one to distinguish between ‘medium,’ 
‘small,’ ‘very small,’ and ‘micro’ businesses for different sectors, focussing on three characteristics, namely number 
of employees, annual turnover, and gross asset value. For all sectors the employee criterion for a ‘micro’ business 
is 5 or fewer, excluding the proprietor. Unfortunately this creates a mismatch with how data are collected in the 
Labour Force Survey, which in response to the question, ‘How many regular workers has the organisation/business/
enterprise/branch where … works, including him/herself?,’ allows only categorical responses of 1, 2-4, 5-9, etc. This 
means that one cannot find out from the Labour Force Survey how many enterprises qualify as ‘micro’ according to 
its cut-off of 5 or fewer employees. Moreover, the criteria in respect of turnover and assets were even more difficult 
to match to the Labour Force Survey, and thus were ignored.
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Table 6.7: Incidence of employment and unemployment among black African and coloured 

people, rural versus urban, 2002 

Employment category Rural Urban

Number Share (%) Number Share (%)

Self-employed in micro-

enterprise* 

482 615 7.3 617 952 7.2

- formal 26 444 0.4 67 599 0.8

- informal 456 171 6.9 550 353 6.4

Employed in micro-

enterprise*

335 235 5.1 351 344 4.1

- formal 186 458 2.8 237 658 2.8

- informal 148 777 2.3 113 686 1.3

Self-employed small-

scale agric. 

668 148 10.1 46 635 0.5

Employed in private 

household**

424 570 6.4 735 805 8.5

Self-employed, other 23 784 0.4 43 965 0.5

Employed, other 1 543 476 23.4 3 217 697 37.3

Unemployed*** 3 128 549 47.4 3 610 577 41.9

Total 6 606 377 100.0 8 623 975 100.0

Source: Labour Force Survey 5.
* Excludes work in agriculture.
** Includes domestics, gardeners, and security guards.
*** Broad definition. 

The table disaggregates those working in the micro-enterprise sector three ways:
(i) proprietors versus employees; (ii) formal versus informal sector,18 and (iii) rural versus 
urban. Of those in the active labour force, about 7 per cent are self-employed in micro-
enterprises, overwhelmingly in the informal sector, and regardless of whether one is 
speaking of rural or urban areas. Another 4–5 per cent are employed by these micro-
enterprises; however, the division is more or less even between those employed in formal 
sector versus informal sector micro-enterprises, suggesting a positive (and unsurprising) 
relationship between formal status and the tendency of the micro-enterprise to have 
employees. One implication is that the micro-enterprise sector is diverse, probably with 
a large element of what can aptly be described as ‘survivalist’ enterprises, but also with a 
large element that cannot. 

Using a similar style of analysis to that presented above in respect of small-scale 
agriculture, we attempt to tease out a little more statistical insight into rural micro-

18   This is done in terms of responses to the question, ‘Is the organisation/ business/ enterprise/ branch where … 
works: in the formal sector?; in the informal sector…?; don’t know?’ In the table, the small number who answered 
that they did not know were counted as part of the informal sector.
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enterprises by comparing information captured in the March 2003 and March 2004 Labour 
Force Surveys about the same individuals. Some of the categories indicated in Table 6.7 
are amalgamated so as to end up with only three categories of labour force ‘participation’: 
namely, self-employed in micro-enterprise, in wage employment or other self-employment 
(i.e. those self-employed in agriculture and those self-employed whose enterprises are 
not ‘micro’) and those who are unemployed. To these we add a fourth category of adults 
who are ‘not in the labour force’ or ‘NILF.’ The table reports the proportion of the whole 
sample that made the various transitions between the first and second periods. 

Table 6.8: Transition matrix of rural adults by labour force status in two consecutive years 

(percentages)

Labour force status in March 2004

Self-
employed 
in micro-

enterprise  

Employed 
& other 

self-
employed

Unemployed  NILF  Row sum  

Labour 

force 

status in 

March 

2003

Self-employed in 

micro-enterprise

3.0 0.8 1.6 1.7 7.0

Employed & 

other self-

employed

0.6 12.5 2.4 1.5 16.9

Unemployed 1.8 2.8 17.1 5.3 27.1

NILF 1.6 1.1 7.0 39.3 49.0

Column sum 7.0 17.2 28.1 47.8 100.0

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

Of the almost 7 per cent of the sample who were self-employed in micro-enterprise in 
one or the other period, less than half were engaged in micro-enterprise in both periods. 
Of these, about 15 per cent substantially changed their enterprise between the two years 
(not shown). Almost one-quarter of those who were self-employed in micro-enterprises 
in March 2003 declared themselves unemployed in March 2004, and as many again 
considered themselves not in the labour force at all by March 2003. By the same token, 
roughly the same number of people who had been unemployed or not in the labour force 
in March 2003 declared themselves self-employed in micro-enterprise 12 months later. 
Interestingly, mobility between self-employment in micro-enterprise and other forms of 
employment/self-employment is somewhat less. 

Even more so perhaps than small-scale agriculture, self-employment in micro-enterprise 
is often ephemeral. What accounts for this fluidity is difficult to know. We pursue a 
similar approach to that used for small-scale agriculture based on changing incomes, but 
acknowledge that a fuller analysis would include consideration of other factors, such as 
change in household composition, adverse shocks such as ill-health, etc.  

Although the transitions described thus far in terms of labour force status apply to 
individuals rather than to households, we nonetheless relate these transitions to the 
changes in household income, on the grounds that the ability and desirability of engaging 
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in different forms of employment and self-employment are likely to be a function of the 
household’s economic circumstances more than those of just the adult household member. 
Table 6.9 summarises. Similar to before, the top figure in each cell represents the ratio 
of households whose income increased between the two periods relative to those whose 
income decreased, while the figure in brackets below it is the average household income 
for period one.19 

Table 6.9: Changes in household incomes for transitions between labour force status

Labour force status in March 2004

Self-employed in 
micro-enterpise 

Employed & 
other self-
employed

Unemployed NILF

Labour 

force 

status 

in 

March 

2003

Self-employed in 

micro-enterprise

1.31(%)

(R838)

1.36(%)

(R3312)

0.25(%)

(R665)

0.37(%)

(R346)

Employed & 

other self-

employed

0.83(%)

(R906)

1.62(%)

(R2338)

0.21(%)

(R1307)

0.22(%)

(R1436)

Unemployed 6.09(%)

(R457)

7.95(%)

(R830)

0.92(%)

(R603)

1.37(%)

(R568)

NILF 2.68(%)

(R629)

5.73(%)

(R899)

1.13(%)

(R594)

1.15(%)

(R591)

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

The key observation is a straightforward one: although self-employment in micro-
enterprise is in general less remunerative than other forms of employment; the transition 
from having one’s own micro-enterprise to being unemployed or not in the labour 
force has a dramatic, negative impact on household income. This is in stark contrast 
to the preceding analysis in respect of small-scale agriculture, in which rising incomes 
allow households to reduce or discontinue agriculture. Here, rather, income from 
individuals’ micro-enterprises is integral to household income, but for some reason is 
not easily maintained. The counterpart observation is that an individual who moves from 
being unemployed or not in the labour force to operating her own micro-enterprise is 
overwhelmingly likely to enjoy an increase in income. The desirability of having one’s 
own micro-enterprise over being unemployed is unambiguous; what remains unclear is 
why such activities are so insecure.

One avenue to explore is whether the durability of one’s micro-enterprise is related to 
inter-period changes in the number of household members with some other form of 
employment. This is explored in Table 6.10, in which the figures represent the average 
percentage change in the number of household members from period one to period two 
(excluding the individual in question) who either had a job or were self-employed in 
some manner other than in micro-enterprise. 

19   There is a worrying possibility that incomes reported by those who are self-employed are over-stated. The income 
question can be paraphrased as, ‘What is …’s total salary/pay at his/her main job, including overtime, allowances 
and bonus, and before any tax or deductions?’ It is not clear whether respondents running their own businesses are 
properly prompted to subtract their costs, or whether rather they are reporting turnover.
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Table 6.10: Average percentage change in the number of household members having employment 

in relation to individuals’ transitions between labour force status

Labour force status in March 2004

Self-employed in 
micro-enterprise

Employed & other 
self-employed 

Unemployed NILF

Labour 

force 

status in 

March 

2003

Self-employed in 

micro-enterprise

41.7 83.3 -10.5 -18.2 

Employed & other 

self-employed

-56.7 0.0 -51.4 -31.8 

Unemployed -8.3 19.4 -5.6 6.3 

NILF -40.5 19.1 -8.3 -3.1 

Source: Labour Force Surveys 7 and 9.

We offer the following interpretations:
• The strong positive percentage change associated with those individuals who ran 

micro-enterprises in the first period, but who had some other form of employment 
in the second period, probably suggests that to make such a desirable transition in 
easier, the more other household members find employment. 

• The negative percentage change associated with the relatively small number of 
people who were in the ‘employed and other self-employed’ category in the first 
period, but who operated a micro-enterprise in the second period, is a bit difficult 
to interpret. It is usefully considered in conjunction with the negative percentage 
change associated with those who were unemployed or not in the labour force 
in the second period. It might mean that when a household member loses 
employment, other members of that household are themselves at greater risk of 
losing employment, and some of these go into micro-enterprise. 

• The situation of those who move into micro-enterprise after having not been in 
the labour force is probably that they are compelled to do so due to the loss of 
employment by another household member. Thus micro-enterprise constitutes a 
necessary alternative to other employment, whether that employment is one’s own 
or that of another household member.

• The negative percentage changes associated with those individuals who ran micro-
enterprises in the first period, but were either unemployed or not in the labour force 
in the second period, suggest that the loss of earnings by other household members 
is a significant determinant of one’s inability to maintain one’s micro-enterprise. 

Turning now to the provincial case studies, we ask whether they shed any light on the 
evidently high degree of mobility into and out of rural micro-enterprise. The findings are 
summarised as follows:
• Limpopo – The micro-enterprise sector in Dihlophaneng consists of five shops 

engaged in more or less the same activity: that is, general retailing. Trading activity 
appears desultory, but respondents indicated that it has grown worse over time. 
First, there used to be more shops supported within the community; and second, 
for the particular shop owners interviewed, business used to be better and not as 
dependent on what appears to have emerged as a ‘pensioner economy’. One of 
the five shops also sells beer and liquor, as a consequence of which it appears to 
be doing significantly better than the others. There is evidence of more vibrant and 
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diverse micro-enterprise activity occurring in neighbouring communities, particularly 
those one passes through en route to Dihlophaneng, which have the advantage of 
larger populations and being situated on busy transport routes. The Dendron study 
area raises a completely different issue. Formerly, apartheid policies discouraged 
business development within Bochum to the advantage of business in Dendron. 
With the removal of these policies, investment in Bochum has led to an expansion 
of business activity there, which has also led to increased numbers of small 
businesses in rural former Lebowa. This, however, has led to a decline of Bochum’s 
business sector. Although this essentially amounts to a shift of business activity from 
one location to another, the overall impact is positive, in that services are now
closer to the population they are there to serve and more opportunities exist for 
black businesses.

• Western Cape – The survey work in the Ceres area reveals a pattern of 
overwhelming dependence on employment in the agro-food sector – about 45 
per cent of households with some form of paid employment depended primarily 
on work either on commercial farms or in agro-processing (e.g. canning) – even 
though much of this employment is casual and highly uncertain. By contrast, 
among households where someone was earning an income, only 4.3 per cent 
depended mainly on someone who was self-employed. Among all adults surveyed, 
only 3.1 per cent were engaged in some form of self-employment, although this 
figure does not include an unmeasured amount of ‘extra-legal’ economic activity, 
notably unlicensed drinking establishments or alcohol/drug sales. The reasons 
for the low incidence of micro-enterprise activity, especially given the high rate 
of unemployment and under-employment, are not clear. The fact that the most 
common forms of legal and extra-legal self-employment were in small-scale food 
vending and alcohol/drug trading, respectively, both of which have notably low 
start-up costs and require little in the way of skills, suggests that barriers to entry are 
a large part of the explanation.

• Eastern Cape – The extent of economic inactivity and poverty in Mount Frere is 
stark: 75 per cent of the working-age adults in the Mount Frere survey reported 
having no cash income; while 92 per cent of the poorest third of households had 
experienced ‘extended periods’ of hunger in the previous 12 months. And yet, the 
Mount Frere research depicts a ‘virtually non-existent non-farm micro-enterprise 
sector’ in which only 1 per cent of adults reported having spent an hour or more 
per day. On average, non-farm micro-enterprises contributed 3 per cent of total 
household income, versus 46 per cent of income from social grants, 20 per cent 
from wages and 14 per cent from remittances. On the other hand, non-farm self-
employment accounted for 16 per cent of paid employment among the 25 per cent 
of adults who did have some form of paid employment. The picture that emerges is 
that non-farm self-employment is not rare, but that it is spectacularly unremunerative 
relative to, say, having wage employment, especially if one takes into account the 
expenditure necessary to run a micro-enterprise. This is very likely one of the main 
reasons why self-employment is not more common. 

• KwaZulu-Natal – Micro-enterprises were almost entirely limited to two types, namely 
general retailers and taxis. General retailers varied in scale from small, unregistered 
‘tuck shops’, to relatively large ‘general dealerships’. Both are competing with one 
another, as well as with larger shops in larger towns, which typically charge lower 
prices. In recent yeas, rural shops have on the whole been in decline, owing to 
the decline in disposable income of the local population. The rural shops appear 
to depend increasingly for their survival on pensioners, who are among the only 
community members who still have a regular income. Many pensioners appear to 
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develop long-term relationships with particular shops, from which they purchase 
food on credit, which they repay or partially repay on pension day.

The most common type of rural micro-enterprise is the retail shop, which attempts 
to cater for those who, for one reason or another, are not able to take advantage 
of the better prices offered by larger shops in larger towns. As with the small-scale 
agricultural sector, the rural micro-enterprise sector depends critically on the formal 
economy, in the sense that trends in wage employment affect total disposable income, 
which in turn influences how much business rural micro-enterprises are able to do. 
Although the rural micro-enterprise sector as a whole is arguably not well served by 
its extreme homogeneity, it is difficult to imagine how this could change in the present 
circumstances, where effective demand is so limited.

6.5 Government projects

The fourth aspect of the exercise was to determine the extent to which government 
initiatives have contributed directly to livelihoods in rural areas. By ‘directly’, we 
deliberately exclude the possible indirect effects brought about by, say, infrastructure 
investments or ABET; this is not to suggest that these are unimportant, but that they did 
not fit easily into this particular research exercise. 

The variety of different kinds of government projects is vast, and it is difficult to 
summarise and generalise. The one point we try to make, however, is that it would 
appear that the overall scale of outreach of government projects is small relative to the 
scale of need. As one measure of this scale issue, we note that the total budget for the 
National Treasury’s Poverty Relief Programme for 2003/04 amounts to less than 6 per 
cent of the total expenditure on social security grants anticipated for that year, not even 
taking into account the administrative costs of the grant delivery system. If one extracts 
the portion of the budget for the Poverty Relief Programme20 that is ultimately spent on 
wages or translates into the generation of micro-enterprise incomes, the magnitude of this 
difference in scale appears all the greater. Taking together the Community-Based Public 
Works Programme (CBPWP), the Community Water Supply and Sanitation programme 
(CWSS), Working for Water and LandCare, the total number of employment opportunities 
created per year is around 70 000 to 110 000, although many of these jobs last for 
significantly less than a year, and it is not clear how many different households benefit 
in a given year. By contrast, around 4.9 million people receive some kind of social 
grant, and altogether about 2.9 different households receive one or more social grants. 
Even if information were available to allow one to add jobs created through the House 
Building and Subsidy Programme and School Infrastructure Programme, the magnitude 
of this gap in scale would remain immense. A similar contrast could be drawn between 
the job-creating impact of public works programmes on the one hand, and the scale 
of unemployment and poverty on the other. The number of unemployed individuals is 
currently in the region of 6 – 8 million (extended definition), in relation to which 110 000 
temporary jobs is a trivial 1.4 to 2 per cent. 

Confining our attention to rural areas, the same point can most easily be made in respect 
of the land redistribution programme. The purpose of the land redistribution programme 
is to enable people to acquire land. From 1995 to 2000, most redistribution projects were 
financed through the so-called Settlement/Land Acquisition Grant (SLAG). Starting from 

20   For 2002/03, the Poverty Relief Programme subsumed 16 programmes implemented by 13 government departments.
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mid-2001, the SLAG-based redistribution programme was largely superseded by the Land 
Redistribution for Agricultural Development (LRAD) programme, which differed from 
the old programme in that it offered significantly larger grants and was more explicitly 
oriented to agricultural production (i.e. as opposed to tenure security). Altogether, 
there were roughly 87 000 households that acquired land by means of the SLAG, and 
something like 2 500 to 3 000 households that acquired land via LRAD between August 
2001 and mid-2003 (Aliber & Mokoena 2003). Without trying to consider the efficacy 
or sustainability of land redistribution projects, one can observe that the scale of land 
redistribution delivery remains very small; though it must be acknowledged that it is 
unclear ‘in relation to what’ it is small. Assuming around 4 to 4.5 million rural households, 
and using the rather tentative measure that two thirds of all rural black households would 
like additional agricultural land,21 then the 90 000 households that have received land 
through redistribution thus far represent around 3 per cent of the rural black households 
that ‘demand’ or ‘need’ it. 

Despite the fact that there is a larger number of economically-oriented types of projects 
delivered by government than those mentioned here, it is almost certainly still the 
case that only a small fraction of poor, rural households have directly benefited from 
government projects, and still fewer have benefited on a sustained basis. However, such 
projects are not so scarce that people have not heard of someone in their community 
or in a neighbouring community benefiting from them. Moreover, some projects are 
holdovers from the previous dispensation, and others are initiated by NGOs or CBOs, 
possibly with some kind of government support. 

The significance of government projects is explored below for the provincial case studies, 
with the exception of the Eastern Cape, for which no examples of government projects 
were elicited.

• Limpopo – Two projects were encountered in the Limpopo case study. One in the 
Dihlophaneng community consisted of a group garden project started in 1998–99 
and on which presently nothing is happening. The exact reason for the failure 
of the project to proceed is not clear, but a great deal appears to depend on 
government installing a new pump with which to pump water from the government-
subsidised borehole. Other problems have included dissension within the group, 
which initially had 21 members and now has roughly 12. Government officials 
interviewed, as well as other key informants, tended to express similarly pessimistic 
views as to the sustainability of group-based projects, citing ‘typical’ problems 
of group dynamics, lack of managerial skills and a lack of capacity to administer 
funds. The other project encountered was the Depaarl Agricultural Project: this 
began in the 1980s with 51 farmers and, over the years, has enjoyed the support 
of a succession of homeland agricultural development corporations. Depaarl was 
a typical farmer settlement project based on irrigated agriculture, and in which the 
development corporation played the role of instigator, financier, technical advisor 
and marketer. These projects by and large generated too little income to cover their 
operational costs, but beyond that depended critically on the ongoing management 
provided by the development corporation. As was the case with Depaarl, when the 
development corporations were weakened by successive budget cuts, the schemes 
went into decline; when the corporations were finally dissolved, the schemes 

21   This is based on the finding of the 1995 ‘Land Reform Research Programme,’ which included a survey of 2 000 rural 
black households around the country, but which was not conducted with great rigour, and which in any event is 
very old.
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collapsed. Although there is no discussion about trying to resuscitate the agricultural 
development corporations, the experience of Depaarl still offers a relevant lesson: 
namely, that a comprehensive farmer settlement programme that caters for all of its 
farmers’ needs (credit, technical assistance, irrigation, marketing assistance) can very 
easily be mistaken for a project in which government is effectively the producer with 
‘farmers’ little more than tenants or hired workers. The irony is that the members 
of the Dihlophaneng garden project would no doubt be delighted to receive all the 
kinds of support that the Depaarl farmers once received but, as the Depaarl project 
reveals, this would not necessarily be to their long-term advantage.

• Western Cape – The Western Cape provincial case study touches on government 
projects only tangentially. It is noted, for example, that a local NGO in Ceres is 
involved in promoting pro-poor tourist development and seasonal public works 
programmes. It is unclear, first, whether the NGO receives any government 
assistance, and second, what the scale of its activities in the community is. It is 
furthermore unclear whether any of the small minority of surveyed households with 
some micro-enterprise income are, in fact, beneficiaries of the NGO’s activities; 
but, if so, it would have to be very few people indeed, since it was observed that 
the majority of respondents’ micro-enterprise activities are limited to small-scale 
food vending. The other allusion to government programmes is the reference to a 
successful land reform project in Ceres, Northridge Investments, which is a wholly 
worker-owned and managed fruit export business. Notwithstanding the achievement 
projects such as this represent, the case study suggests that they are of doubtful 
relevance to the larger enterprise of addressing rural poverty because, in any event, 
they usually benefit only core and permanent workers, whereas the bulk of the rural 
poor remain stuck on the fringes of the labour market.

• KwaZulu-Natal – The main government project touched upon by the KwaZulu-
Natal provincial case study was the land redistribution project of the Amahlubi. A 
few other projects were mentioned in passing (such as initiatives of local extension 
agents), but their status was not examined in any depth. The land redistribution 
project of the Amahlubi appears to suffer from the same sorts of problems as 
those affecting small-scale agriculture elsewhere in rural KwaZulu-Natal. The 
situation is not assisted by the fact that the impetus for the project owed more to 
the group’s wish for land restitution than to an economic proposition. Even so, 
the sobering thing about the Amahlubi redistribution project is not just that it has 
failed to produce any economic advantages for the Amahlubi, but that it might even 
have been to their economic disadvantage – because it decreasing the number of 
available farmworker jobs in the area, and located the community in a relatively 
isolated spot. 

Given the small number of case studies covered in this exercise, it is not possible to 
generalise as to the coverage or efficacy of government-sponsored projects in improving 
rural people’s economic circumstances. However, it is notable that there was no mention 
in any of the case studies of community members benefiting from public works projects; 
nor were there many clear instances of government promoting income-generating 
projects. The main types of government projects encountered – partly by design – were 
agricultural or land reform projects, neither of which showed unambiguously positive 
results. 
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6.6 Conclusion

The main objective of this exercise was to examine the significance of different sectors for 
rural dwellers. This was attempted in two main ways: first, by conducting case studies in 
which special attention was devoted to these sectors, and second by analysing the sectors 
via large data sets, whether for the country as a whole or for the provinces in which the 
case studies were located. 

Part of the value of focussing on sectors as opposed, say, to rural livelihood strategies in 
all of their diversity, is that government policy tends to be organised according to sectors. 
To the extent that government is periodically compelled to renew its efforts to elaborate a 
cogent rural development strategy, it is potentially helpful to improve – or at least update 
– our understanding of what different sectors might have to contribute to such a strategy. 
This exercise is one small contribution to that end.

Two key themes emerge through the chapters of this volume as sort of motifs. One 
of these is that what we call sectors are highly inter-dependent in both positive and 
negative ways. Most significant in this regard is the relationship between the formal sector, 
broadly speaking, and various informal sector or small-scale activities. The stagnation of 
formal sector employment is one of the main factors behind the stagnation of small-scale 
agriculture and the rural micro-enterprise sector. On the other hand, the poorest rural 
households – those who are most likely to practise agriculture as a main source of food – 
readily leave agriculture when a better income earning opportunity presents itself; hence, 
the relationship is by no means in only one direction. 

The other key theme is what we might call the fickleness of many rural economic 
activities. Small-scale agriculture and rural micro-enterprise are both cases in point. Those 
who engage in these activities on a sustained basis appear to be fewer than those who 
enter and exit on an annual basis. This emerges in part from the in-depth case studies, 
but was also documented in this concluding chapter using data from the Labour Force 
Survey.22 Is this evidence of the manoeuvrability and adaptability of rural multiple 
livelihood strategies? Or is it rather evidence of their fragility? Our tentative conclusion 
is that it is some measure of both, but unfortunately more of the latter. Among the most 
common ‘exit strategies’ of those who leave small-scale agriculture or micro-enterprise is 
to become unemployed. 

To the extent that a large share of small-scale agriculture and micro-enterprise are residual 
activities, it is questionable whether one should consider them sectors at all. And yet, this 
is what there is. Relative to the virtual irrelevance of government-funded projects that are 
designed to directly engage households in new or improved economic activities (thus 
excluding infrastructure investments), small-scale agriculture and rural micro-enterprise 
at least exist on a large scale. With what appears to be a secular decline in employment 
on commercial farms, their importance is greater still. It is likely that the most strategic 
way of addressing rural poverty will be to work with what is there. How can small-scale 
agriculture and rural micro-enterprise be made more robust as economic pursuits? 

22   This was by way of a rather preliminary attempt to exploit the panel data aspect of the Labour Force Survey. 
Relative to the much better known KwaZulu-Natal Income Dynamics Study (KIDS), this attempt was primitive, and 
not only because it did not benefit from the richness of the KIDS dataset. As to the relative merits of the five-year 
interval of KIDS versus the one-year interval used here, one key insight from the present exercise – to adapt the 
cliché – is that ‘in rural livelihoods, a year is a very long time.’  
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