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ABSTRACT 
 

Accumulation and differentiation: the dynamics of change in the large-scale commercial 
farming sector of South Africa 

 

A.J. Genis 

PhD thesis, Institute for Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS), Faculty of Economic 
and Management Sciences (EMS), University of the Western Cape. 

The general image of large-scale commercial farming in South Africa is one of technological 
dynamism and international competitiveness. However, such a generalisation obscures 
considerable differentiation in terms of size, scale, capital reproduction strategies and future 
directions of change between and within farming regions. My study on reproduction, 
accumulation and differentiation in the large-scale commercial farming sector makes a small 
contribution towards explaining this substantive diversity, as well as the underlying processes 
at work, in three different agro-ecological regions of the country. A framework to analyse the 
strategies of large-scale commercial farmers was derived from volume 1 of Marx’s Capital 
and interpretations thereof by Marxist scholars, e.g. Ernest Mandel, Henry Bernstein, David 
Harvey, Ben Fine and Alfredo Saad-Filho. The four strategies or processes are broadly 
identified as a) expanding the scale or scope of production, in other words, to increase the 
capital intensity of production and/or geographic size, and/or the number of products, b) 
expanding the scale or scope of the business by expanding into new enterprises either up or 
down the value chain, c) increasing economic efficiency, which can be achieved by means of 
lowering the cost of commodity production, increasing productivity in terms of yield per 
hectare or per animal through technical and biological efficiency, or by organising workers 
and tasks to make workers as productive as possible, and d) taking part in political action in 
order to reduce uncertainties and/or establish preferential access to and control over key 
resources, markets or policy processes. Data from a questionnaire survey conducted with 141 
large-scale commercial farmers in Limpopo, the Western Cape and Northern Cape provinces, 
as well as semi-structured interviews with 32 farmers in these regions were analysed to 
determine the most prevalent strategies and assess their outcomes. The outcomes of these 
strategies varied between and within regions and resulted in the differentiation of capitalist 
farmers into “accumulators”, “successful reproducers”, “struggling reproducers” and “simple 
commodity producers”. This approach helps to uncover processes and patterns of agrarian 
change, and provides a richer, more detailed, understanding of the dynamics of change in the 
large-scale farming sector of South Africa which can help inform debates on policy options 
for the sector and for land reform. 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
 

Commercial agriculture1 in South Africa has constituted an arena of great social, economic 

and political change since the 1970s, when the state first began to withdraw its substantial 

levels of support to white farmers. When globalisation and neo-liberalism gained momentum 

after the formation of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 1994, and the democratic 

South African state simultaneously set in motion a process to liberalise trade and deregulate 

the marketing of agricultural products, farmers became exposed to market-related prices and 

world market events, and subject to corporate (private) forms of regulation. The new 

democratic government initiated policies and programmes to redistribute land and rights in 

water, which appeared to threaten the privileged position of white farmers. 

White commercial farmers have indeed lost their privileged position and become 

disarticulated from political power since the first democratic election, but they have 

maintained their access to and control over most of South Africa’s land and water, as well as 

significant economic and institutional power (Bernstein, 1997). Although commercial 

farming’s relative contribution to gross domestic product (GDP) and employment is 

declining, the sector is still responsible for the bulk of domestic food production and about 

8% of total income from exports (Sherry, 2013b). Through its linkages to “downstream” 

industries the commercial farming sector provides the agro-processing sector with raw 

materials, and procures inputs from a range of agrochemical and agro-technical companies 

“upstream” of farming, thereby representing an important supplier and outlet for other 

capitals. Although there have been many plans to scrap the “willing buyer, willing seller” 

principle in land reform, the political compromise reached at the Codesa negotiations, and 

subsequently incorporated in the Constitution and the White Paper on Land Policy in South 

Africa (DLA 1997), has held, and continued to bestow on landowners the power to withhold 

land from the land reform programme (Lahiff, 2007:1583). Furthermore, the “effective 

lobbying and advocacy” by Agri SA, the national agricultural union, together with large-scale 

commercial agriculture’s strategic control of key food production and export earning 

subsectors, have ensured that a radical restructuring of agrarian relations has not featured on 

government’s policy agenda as yet (Cousins, 2007:227-228, 240). 

                                                
1Bernstein (2010b:65) distinguishes between farming and agriculture, with the latter being farming, together 
with “all those economic interests and their specialised institutions and activities, upstream and downstream of 
farming that affect the activities and reproduction of farmers”. 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

Despite the scope of state support before 1994, research shows that not all white farmers 

benefitted to the same extent from state support during the apartheid era, due mainly to the 

diverse nature, scale and location of their operations2 (Groenewald, 2000, Van Schalkwyk et 

al, 2003, and Vink, 2012), but also for reasons of agency, in other words, the “willingness 

and capacity” of farmers to deal with the risks of investment and expanded production 

(Schirmer, 2005:83). However, macro-level analyses of the productivity and efficiency of the 

sector conducted after deregulation by Vink and Kirsten (2000) and Van Zyl et al (2001) 

conclude that the sector as a whole has benefitted from the deregulation process. 

While aggregate statistics can be useful under certain circumstances, they can also create 

perceptions of a homogeneous and undifferentiated farming sector. This, in turn, can result in 

policymaking that does not recognise the immense diversity of farming operations within 

agro-ecological regions, as well as between and even within different farming enterprises, nor 

understand the processes that bring about such variety and differentiation. My study on 

accumulation and differentiation in the large-scale commercial farming sector makes a small 

contribution towards explaining this substantive diversity, as well as the underlying processes 

at work, in three different agro-ecological regions of the country. Some of my research 

findings, including patterns of reduced numbers of permanent workers and increased 

proportions of seasonal or temporary workers across all regions, as well as the prevalence of 

processes aimed at increasing the productivity of workers in the Limpopo locality, are of 

particular relevance for recommendations in the National Development Plan (NDP) aimed at 

job creation in primary agriculture in general, and in the citrus and subtropical fruit sectors in 

particular. The variety of strategies and processes that large-scale commercial farmers 

employ - sometimes merely to reproduce their capital, but also to accumulate capital - also 

has implications for land reform policies aimed at enabling entry by black farmers into the 

commercial farming sector. 

 

                                                
2 For example, the marketing of red meat was governed by a floor price scheme, in which prices were set at 
levels that caused “perennial surpluses and mounting storage costs” Groenewald (2000:390).The Meat Board 
embarked on “quotas” and “permits” in order to reduce the supply of livestock. Quotas were allocated to 
livestock agents who could decide how many sheep or cattle they would buy and from whom. When farmers 
complained about the quota system, marketing permits for livestock producers were issued. According to 
Groenewald (2000:291) because a permit or quota “specified how many animals a producer or trader was 
allowed to deliver to a specified abattoir within a specified period of time ... preference was given to producers 
or traders who could supply a steady stream of animals”. The system discriminated against producers who were 
not able to do so – “mainly extensive grazers and smaller producers” (Groenewald, 2000). 
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1.1 Background and context 
Historical reviews of the transformation of farming and agriculture in South Africa (e.g. 

Wilson, 1971; Morris, 1976; Keegan, 1990, Groenewald, 2000 and Hall, 2010a) describe the 

generally dire circumstances of farming at the beginning of the 20th century, and the central 

role that the state has played in shaping the course of agricultural change through “incentives, 

coercion and decree” (Hall, 2010a:120). White farmers were transformed into a class of 

capitalist farmers through a broad range of direct and indirect subsidies, market and trade 

protection and favourable policies in relation to water and labour  

While their judgement seems to negate the agency of the farmers themselves, scholars such 

as Keegan (1990) and Jeeves and Crush (1990) are convinced that agrarian capitalism would 

not have developed “naturally” in South Africa, and that state intervention was a pre-

condition for the transition of a “generally backward” agriculture into a modern agribusiness 

exporting to markets worldwide. The state’s role was “crucial in creating the conditions for 

the entrenchment of capitalist property relations, but also played a major role in supplying the 

money capital on the basis of which landholders could seize control of production and 

revolutionise productive processes” (Keegan, 1990:207). Jeeves and Crush (1990:4) also 

ascribes the development of modern agricultural business to “state management of a servile 

labour force ... constant injections of public funds, tariff protection and direct subsidies”. 

These measures resulted in a “flourishing agriculture”, but it was achieved at a high cost to 

other fractions of capital as well as consumers. According to Lipton (1989:86) it required 

“lots of cheap, coerced black labourers and huge state subsidies, financed by mining taxes 

and dearer food”. By the 1980s, the perceived cost of support to agriculture, both politically 

and financially, had became too high and the apartheid government began to reduce support 

for white farmers – a process that was continued by the African National Congress (ANC) 

government after 1994 through the abolition of restrictions on trade, further declines in levels 

of direct support to commercial farmers and agriculture, and the dismantling of the 

institutions associated with an elaborate system of controlled marketing of agricultural 

products. 

When state intervention in South African commercial agriculture is considered we tend to 

think of “big bang” measures, such as trade liberalisation and deregulation of marketing 

(Vink, 2012), yet the withdrawal of state support to white farmers was a gradual process that 

took about 15 years to be completed. Vink (1993:155) shows that the dismantling of state 
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intervention in South African commercial agriculture began even before the 1980s, through 

policy changes in the financial sector. It was set in motion in the late 1970s through the 

extensive liberalisation of the South African financial sector. Changes to the reserve 

requirements of banks made it impossible for the Land Bank to continue subsidising the 

interest rates of farmers, and the subsequent higher interest rates increased the cost of 

borrowing money (Vink, 1993:155). This was followed by the removal of controls over the 

movement of black labour from the Bantustans to the ‘white’ areas of South Africa in the 

mid-1980s, which triggered an exodus of black South Africans from the farms to the towns 

and cities, while changes in the tax treatment of agriculture also reduced concessions to the 

sector (Vink, 1993:155). 

After 1994 the first democratic government continued the process of dismantling the 

“elaborate architecture of support” to farmers (Hall, 2009:122) when they deregulated the 

market, abolished the marketing control boards and thus “liberated” trade. Deregulation of 

state functions made way for “re-regulation” by private companies through quality standards, 

as well as state legislation to regulate labour relations and access to and utilisation of water, 

land and other natural resources. The state embarked on a land reform programme to 

redistribute land, to provide restitution for those who had been dispossessed of their rights in 

land, and to address insecure rights to land through tenure reform, especially in the former 

Bantustans (Hall, 2009). However, while Section 25 of the Constitution obliges the state to 

engage in redistribution, tenure reform and restitution, it also protects property rights and 

allows expropriation of land only if compensation is paid (RSA, 1996). 

Guided by the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) of 1994, land reform was 

meant to be demand-driven, aiming “to supply residential and productive land to the poorest 

section of the rural population and aspirant farmers” (ANC, 1994). These ideals were soon 

abandoned and in 1999 they were replaced by a programme that targeted better-resourced 

applicants in order to establish a class of black commercial farmers through the LRAD (Land 

Reform for Agricultural Development) programme.  

The land reform process has been slow and cumbersome. Although government initially put 

all the blame for the lack of progress on landowners, given their general resistance to the 

process and their demands for high prices for their land, research has found that “complex 

application procedures, budgetary limitations and bureaucratic inefficiency” have also 

contributed to these problems (Lahiff, 2007:1581). 
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A third phase of land reform began at the ANC’s 52nd National Conference in 2007 in 

Polokwane, where it was resolved that the state should pursue a small-scale farmer support 

strategy and accelerate land reform (Greenberg, 2013:11). Since then, the state has adopted a 

Pro-active Land Acquisition Strategy (PLAS) to acquire land, which it rents to different 

categories of black farmers. A Green Paper that was released in 2011 was never developed 

into a White Paper, and instead four “policy documents” were placed on the website of the 

Department of Rural Development and Land Reform. These are the State Land Lease and 

Disposal Policy, the Recapitalisation and Development Programme Policy, the Agricultural 

Landholding Policy Framework, which sets upper and lower limits for landholding and a 

policy aimed at strengthening the rights of farm workers and farm dwellers (DRDLR, 2013). 

Cousins’ (2013b:12) assessment of these policies is that they “effectively redefine” land 

redistribution policy and are “likely to result in elite capture of land reform as well as 

continued insecurity of tenure for the majority of rural people in communal areas, on 

privately owned and restored or redistributed land”. 

Since the period of liberalisation and deregulation in the 1990s, a substantive shift has taken 

place in the structure of agriculture in South Africa, with an increase in the average farm size 

and fewer farms, and production shifting to high-value commodities, mostly horticultural 

products for export (Liebenberg and Pardey, 2010:383). According to government statistics, 

the number of commercial farmers has decreased from a total of 60 938 in 1996 to 39 966 in 

2007 (DAFF, 2013). However, these numbers should be used with caution, as Liebenberg 

(2013:56) suggests in his recent PhD thesis on agricultural production, productivity and 

research performance in South Africa in the 20th century. He mentions in a footnote that 

because the agricultural census fails to capture data on farms with a turnover lower than that 

required for tax registration purposes, the production activities of smaller-scale farmers (both 

black and white) are no longer enumerated, and these farmers are therefore probably under-

represented in national statistics. 

Aggregate statistics show that the overall volume of agricultural production is growing and 

net farm income is increasing from year to year (DAFF, 2013; BFAP, 2013), but farmers still 

on the land experience a multitude of pressures, in relation to different variables, such as the 

uncertainty generated by government policies, labour, climate and weather, rising costs and 

decreasing prices, growing levels of concentration in the food processing and retail industry 

and the need for the conservation of natural resources. There is no scarcity of literature on the 
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challenges or pressures bearing down on commercial farmers, so only a few will be 

mentioned here. Ortmann and Machethe (2003:47-62) list land redistribution, uncertain 

property rights, production risk, restrictive labour policies, under-investment in the rural 

economy, competitive pressures and low investor confidence in agriculture as some of the 

most “critical problems and challenges” facing agriculture. Ndou (2012:103) lists the 

challenges of the citrus industry as “road transport and harbour congestion facing the 

exporters and high crime rates linked to farm attacks”, while their competitiveness is affected 

by the availability, growth and size of markets, market information, quality standards and 

changes in consumer preference. For livestock farmers in Namaqualand, Desmet (2007:583) 

lists “demands for access to new land from the previously marginalised inhabitants of the 

commonages; the aging commercial farming population and difficulty of making small stock 

farming operations profitable in a drying climate and industrialised global agricultural market 

context; the greater awareness and interest in conservation” and pressure from mining 

activities. 

Liberalisation of trade and deregulation of state control of the marketing of agricultural 

products has extended the reach of corporate power in the food system to South Africa. 

Increased concentration in the agro-input and agro-food industries has resulted in fewer, more 

powerful corporations with larger market shares (Bernstein, 2010b:83). Flowing from the 

dominance of corporate retailers and processors of agricultural products, two of the most 

significant developments of the past two decades, however, are farmers’ weaker position in 

global value chains, and the relative dominance of retailers, especially supermarket groups 

(Barrientos and Visser, 2012). Farmers are being squeezed by supermarkets and their buyers 

to sell their produce at the lowest possible price, while they have to buy increasingly 

expensive farming inputs from agrochemical companies with global reach and influence. 

Furthermore, private regulation has replaced regulation by government, and the rising cost of 

adhering to the standards required by supermarkets and processors are also of concern 

(Barrientos and Visser, 2012:14). 

Other changes in the agro-food system that has placed pressure on farmers are the formation 

of single and low “world prices”, and the privatisation of agricultural research and its 

transformation into “a service performed not by nation states, but by transnational 

corporations through the world market” (McMichael, 2009:150-1). Concentration was a 

characteristic of the era of controlled marketing (Groenewald, 2000:387), and continues 
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apace in the post-regulated era (Greenberg, 2010a and Bernstein, 2013). Upstream and 

downstream from their farms, commercial farmers face the unabated consolidation and 

merger of agribusinesses. These expanding corporate entities often seek “more competitive 

and innovative product offerings and premiums for the client base” (Sherry, 2012c:26), which 

means that a fragmented corps of farmers has to deal with ever more powerful businesses, 

while entry by new businesses to compete with the giants becomes more difficult. 

The agricultural sector is still a significant employer in the South African context, but 

mechanisation, the adoption of farming methods and practices which are less labour-

intensive, as well as the extension of labour legislation and minimum wages to farm workers, 

together have led to the employment of fewer permanent workers and the increasing 

casualisation of farm labour. Furthermore, workers’ tenure on farms is mostly insecure, as a 

study by Wegerif et al (2005) shows. One of the most pertinent findings of Wegerif et al’s 

survey of the number of people evicted from farms in South Africa between 1984 and 2004, 

the cause and nature of the evictions and the impact of the evictions on the livelihoods of 

those evicted and the places where they settled, was “the sheer scale of the eviction problem 

and the large number of people leaving farms” (Wegerif et al, 2005:185). They found that 

almost a million people were evicted from farms between 1984 and 2004. Reasons for the 

evictions were found to be mainly economic, e.g. in years following severe droughts “when 

farmers were under extreme economic pressure”, the regulation of basic conditions of 

employment on farms and the imposition of a minimum wage in 2003. Because they could 

benefit from access to natural resources such as firewood and wild food from the veld that 

they could collect for free, and access to land to grow their own food, evicted households lost 

more than just a place to stay (Wegerif et al, 2005:188). 

The introduction of minimum wages in agriculture has had far-reaching consequences. 

Minnaar (2008) conducted research into perceptions of the impact of minimum wages in the 

citrus industry in Limpopo Province. She found that citrus producers seek to employ 

permanent workers more productively by training them or by managing them more 

effectively, and by focussing on the increased productivity of a smaller group of workers. 

Another consequence was a change in agricultural employment relations. According to recent 

research by Barrientos and Visser (2012:4) in the table grape growing areas of the Western 

Cape, the employment profile “increasingly takes the form of a core of on-farm labour force 

supplemented by the increasing use of casual seasonal labour”. While permanent workers are 
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better trained and enjoy improved employment conditions, temporary or seasonal workers are 

less skilled, receive little training and have weak terms of employment (Barrientos and 

Visser, 2012). 

While the withdrawal of state support to agriculture was a major driver of change in capitalist 

agriculture, the challenge of operating in an environment characterised by corporate 

dominance and fierce inter-sectoral and intra-sectoral competition has forced farmers to 

expand levels of production in order to attain economies of scale. It has also forced them to 

engage in practices that make their farms more productive. Some practices lead to the 

simplification and standardisation of diverse agro-ecologies and a shift to ‘industrial-

throughput/through-flow’ farming systems (Weis, 2007:5-6). Also putting pressure on 

farmers are rising environmental costs that threaten the viability of farming through high 

levels of energy use and increasing carbon emissions in the ongoing industrialisation of food 

farming, processing and sales (Bernstein, 2010b:83)  

These changed and changing conditions, along with farmers’ inclusion in a global market 

economy, required that they enhance their abilities. While some farmers benefitted from these 

changes, others were marginalised or had to sell their farms, thus differentiating farmers into 

“winners” and “losers”. Processes of differentiation are the main focus of this study. 

1.2 Rationale 
The general image of large-scale capitalist farming in South Africa is one of technological 

dynamism and international competitiveness (Bernstein, 2013). However, generalisations can 

obscure considerable differentiation in relation to the size and scale of farming operations, 

farmer strategies, and processes and direction of change, both between and within farming 

regions. Some studies, e.g. Vink and Kirsten (2000) and Van Zyl et al (2001) analyse official 

statistics and find that farms are becoming larger and that “factors of production” (i.e. land, 

labour and capital) are being used more productively. However, they cannot infer specific 

reproduction and accumulation processes or actions from these statistics, nor analyse their 

prevalence on farm-level in a specific region, nor provide explanations for why farmers make 

specific decisions or embark on particular strategies. 

The pressures described above, together with the dismantling over time of most kinds of state 

support to commercial farmers, have accelerated the exodus of farmers from the land and 

seen a rapid decline in the number of commercial farming units. Besides raising questions 

about the viability of the commercial farming model (Aliber et al, 2013:291), this implies that 
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newcomers to the agricultural sector, such as land reform beneficiaries, might also struggle to 

survive or succeed if they have to farm in terms of this model. Nevertheless, the commercial 

farming model has become the yardstick for success on land transferred as part of South 

Africa’s land reform programme, and the measure by which new black farmers are judged 

(DRDLR, 2013). It is also the model preferred by key actors in the wider agro-food system, 

whose need for “economies of scale in processing, transport and distribution also lead to 

demands for growing volumes of commercial agricultural production and stable delivery 

capacities of homogeneous quality” (Ruben et al, 2006:2). 

Despite the “grip” that large-scale commercial farming seems to have on the agricultural 

sector in general (Aliber et al, 2013:288), as well as land reform policy and the procurement 

policies of agro-food companies, farm-level dynamics of the reproduction and accumulation 

of capital remain under-researched. Over the past 20 years, many studies of commercial 

farming in aggregate have been undertaken, such as the annual “baseline” studies published 

by the Bureau for Food and Agricultural Policy (BFAP, 2012, 2013, 2014), but these do not 

provide adequate analysis of the differentiation of farmers, or the underlying processes that 

account for it. 

Because of the apparent relevance of capitalism’s “unique logic of exploitation and 

accumulation, competition and continuous development of productive capacity” (Bernstein, 

2010b:9), the conceptual framework for my thesis was taken from the political economy of 

agrarian change3, as theorised by Henry Bernstein (1996a, 1996b, 2007, 2009 and 

2010b).This approach “investigates the social relations and dynamics of production and 

reproduction, property and power in agrarian formations, and their processes of change, both 

historical and contemporary” (Bernstein, 2010b:1). 

My thesis focuses on the dynamics of the reproduction and accumulation of capital in 

capitalist agriculture in contemporary South Africa. My analysis was informed by the 

concepts of simple reproduction, defined by Marx (1976:712) as a “mere repetition of the 

process of production, on the same scale as before”, and accumulation, defined as capitalist 

production on a “progressively increasing scale ..., the employment of surplus-value as 

capital, or its reconversion into capital” (Marx, 1976:725). While these definitions may be 

adequate to explain the differentiation of capitalist farmers into accumulators and “the rest”, 

                                                
3Bernstein (2010b:61) defines ‘agrarian’ as “the social relations and practices of farming, societies based on 
farming and processes of change in farming”. 
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my findings suggest that farmers in the three regions that I studied are differentiated into a 

larger number of analytical categories, and that “simple reproduction” is not as effortless or 

undemanding as the definition suggests. Merely to reproduce their capital (means of 

production, means of consumption, etc.) and produce at the same levels as before, farmers 

frequently have to engage in a range of strategies, often analysed by Marx in terms of 

accumulation alone. In addition, I have found useful Friedmann’s (1980:164) suggestion that 

many of the efforts and strategies by farmers to lower their costs and invest “savings from 

past income” in larger scale production, do not amount to accumulation as such, but are ways 

to survive in the face of competition, and thus serve to simply reproduce their capital. 

A framework to analyse the reproduction and accumulation strategies of capitalist farmers 

was derived from volume 1 of Marx’s Capital and interpretations thereof by Marxist 

scholars, e.g. Mandel (1976), Bernstein (2010b), Harvey (2010), Fine and Saad-Filho (2010). 

The four strategies or processes were broadly identified as follows: 

a) Expanding the scale or scope of production in order to increase the capital intensity of 
production and/or geographic size, and/or the number of products, 

b) Expanding the scale or scope of the enterprise (firm or business) by expanding into 
new enterprises either up or down the value chain, 

c) Increasing economic efficiency (i.e. intensifying production), which can be achieved 
by means of lowering the cost of commodity production, increasing productivity in 
terms of yield per hectare or per animal through technical and biological efficiency, or 
by organising workers and tasks to make workers as productive as possible, 

d) Taking part in political action in order to reduce uncertainties and/or establish 
preferential access to and control over key resources, markets or policy processes. 

 

The outcomes of these strategies varied between and within regions and resulted in the 

differentiation of capitalist farmers into “accumulators”, “successful reproducers”, struggling 

reproducers” and “simple commodity producers”. This approach helps to uncover processes 

and patterns of agrarian change, and provides a richer, more finely tuned, understanding of 

the dynamics of change in the large-scale farming sector of South Africa. These can help 

inform debates on policy options for the sector and for land reform. 

1.3 Aims and objectives 
This study seeks a deeper understanding of the dynamics of change in the large-scale 

capitalist farming sector in South Africa through investigation of processes of reproduction 

and capital accumulation and the strategies of large-scale commercial farmers, and how these 
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might have resulted in the differentiation of farmers. It also seeks to understand how the 

development of the productive forces affects the social relations between capital and labour 

on farms, and how the nature of markets for agricultural produce shapes these processes and 

strategies. Analysis of the outcomes of the processes, strategies and actions, and how they 

determine the future trajectories of individual farm businesses in three agro-ecological 

regions and over a range of irrigated and rain-fed agricultural and livestock production 

enterprises, has made it possible to develop a typology of large-scale capitalist farmers. The 

typology provides a useful framework for presenting detailed empirical data on agrarian 

change in South Africa. 

Some significant changes in general conditions concern the rise of the global agro-food 

regime and its implications for farmers, which necessitated further probing. I have also 

investigated other pressures bearing down on commercial farmers, such as changing labour 

relations, climate change and farmers’ relations with the natural environment, and how they 

respond to these pressures.  

Three localities were selected as research sites, namely the citrus, subtropical fruit and 

vegetable farming areas around the towns of Tzaneen, Letsitele, Modjadjiskloof, Mooketsi 

and Trichardtsdal in the Mopani District of Limpopo Province, the mixed farming areas 

outside the Overberg towns of Bredasdorp, Napier, Swellendam and Heidelberg in the 

Western Cape, and the area known as Namaqualand in the north-western part of the Northern 

Cape. These areas were selected because of the different ways in which land reform is 

playing out in each, and differences in terms of the value of agricultural production and 

intensity of labour and resource use. The three research localities vary from capital- and 

water-intensive, high-value export production in the Limpopo locality, to diversified rain-fed 

mixed commodity farming in the Overberg, and extensive livestock farming in arid 

Namaqualand. In the Limpopo locality a significant proportion of the commercial farmland is 

under claim for restitution, whereas no land reform is taking place in the Overberg locality. 

Land reform in Namaqualand is predominantly in the form of redistribution of commercial 

farms to previously disadvantaged people, under the municipal commonage programme of 

the government’s land redistribution programme. 

1.4 Research questions 
My study started out as research for an MPhil (by research) in Land and Agrarian Studies, 

with its main objective to gain a better understanding of the life-worlds and livelihoods of 
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South Africa’s commercial farmers: how they negotiate the pressures bearing down upon 

them, adapt to political, economic and social change and how their responses to the pressures 

and changes can impact on agrarian structures in the rural areas. The proposed title of the 

MPhil thesis was Uncertain Expectations: Commercial farmers in South Africa in an era of 

rapid social, political and economic change. My key research questions were: 

1) What is the structure of South Africa’s commercial farming sector, and what are 

dynamics of change that it is undergoing in relation to property rights, prices, value 

chains and agro-ecology? 

2) How do commercial farmers understand the pressures bearing down upon them, and rank 

them in terms of importance or potential impact, constraints and opportunities, and how 

do they assess the possible impacts of these pressures on their enterprises? 

3) How do commercial farmers respond to these pressures: Are they changing their 

production or marketing strategies and structures, the size of their operations or their 

involvement further down the value chain? 

4) What are the policy implications of an understanding of the dynamics of change in the 

commercial farming sector, in relation to land and agrarian reform policies, and in 

particular, for policies aimed at promoting smallholder farming? 

Survey data collected from 141 respondents in Limpopo, Namaqualand and the Overberg 

yielded a detailed snapshot of farmers and farming in the three research localities, as well as 

data about trends and patterns of accumulation and concentration. Given the descriptive 

nature of the data, they did not fully reveal the causal processes at work or explain the 

outcomes that I observed, and had limited use for explanatory purposes. Although the 

majority of respondents had acted in true capitalist fashion in seeking various ways and 

means to accumulate capital, the survey findings did not allow me to fully explore the 

differentiated ways in which they had re-invested capital in their enterprises for purposes of 

accumulation, the consequences thereof, or the possible future trajectories of the sector in the 

three research localities. 

In order to seek a deeper understanding of the dynamics of change in the commercial farming 

sector through investigation of the variety of accumulation and reproduction strategies 

employed by LSCF, and how their outcomes have influenced the differentiation of farmers; 

how the development of productive forces in farming has conditioned social relations 

between capital and labour, and vice versa and the impact of the corporate food regime on 
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agricultural production, research, markets and ecological sustainability, I was allowed to 

upgrade the MPhil to a full PhD. I changed the thesis title to “Accumulation and 

differentiation: Dynamics of change in the large-scale commercial farming sector of South 

Africa”. Research questions for this new phase of my study were the following: 

1) How have conditions in the agricultural sector been altered as a result of changing state 

policies since the 1980s and the changing character of the global agro-food regime, and of 

the increasing insertion of SA farmers into that regime? 

2) What kinds of trajectories of change have been evident in the large scale commercial 

farming sector since the end of apartheid, and how do these trajectories manifest in 

different branches of the agricultural sector and different agro-ecological regions? 

3) Which accumulation strategies have been pursued by the more successful farmers? (e.g. 

expanding the scale of production, acquiring more productive land, reducing labour costs, 

enhancing the productivity of labour through mechanisation, investing up and down-

stream of farming)? Which farmers benefitted from processes of agrarian change, why 

did they benefit and to what extent did it result in differentiation among commercial 

farmers? 

4) Which strategies have been pursued by those farmers who have sought or achieved only 

the (simple) reproduction of their capital, rather than its expanded reproduction? Which 

strategies have not been successful, and have resulted in exit from farming? 

5) What are the specific features of particular markets that have a strong influence on the 

outcomes of farmer strategies? 

6) What strategies have large scale commercial farmers pursued in relation to threats to the 

ecological sustainability of their farming systems (i.e. ‘capitalism’s second 

contradiction’)?  

For the PhD study I revisited the three research localities and conducted semi-structured and 

in-depth interviews with at least ten farmers in each of the regions. 

1.5 Structure of the thesis 
My literature review in chapter 2 describes the transition of white farmers from nomadic 

pastoralists to capitalist farmers proper, partly as a result of state intervention, but also how 

agricultural capital, in alliance with the mining sector and later the manufacturing industry, 

lobbied the state to secure cheap labour, and supported the subsequent legislation and 

processes that resulted in the proletarianisation of a large proportion of the country’s black 
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population. Differentiation of white commercial farmers before 1994 is discussed briefly. The 

literature review discusses the withdrawal of the state from large-scale support from the 

1980s and the changes and reforms of the democratic era. In the last section of my literature 

review I consider alternative trajectories for the sector.  

The conceptual framework for my thesis is informed by the political economy of agrarian 

change and developed in chapter 3. It focuses on capitalist exploitation and accumulation, 

competition and the development of productive capacity (Bernstein, 2010b) in general, and 

on the dynamics of reproduction and accumulation in capitalist agriculture in particular. The 

theory of capitalist reproduction and accumulation, taken together with some of my empirical 

data, were used to develop a framework to analyse reproduction and accumulation strategies. 

I also developed a typology of large-scale capitalist farmers in order to analyse their 

differentiation into accumulators, successful reproducers, struggling reproducers and simple 

commodity producers. 

Because of the dearth of recent farm-level information and related analyses of the processes 

underlying the patterns of change in large-scale capitalist farming, my research questions 

called for a research design and methodology that would yield both descriptions and 

explanations of the dynamics and trajectories of change in the large-scale capitalist farming 

sector. In chapter 4 I explain how I developed a research instrument to conduct a 

questionnaire survey during the initial (“extensive”) phase of my research, and how I made 

contact with and visited more than 80 farmers in the three research localities, and later 

conducted in-depth interviews for the case studies of the “intensive” phase of research. 

The findings of the questionnaire survey that I conducted with 141 farmers in three agro-

ecological regions are discussed in chapter 5. These reveal some interesting differences 

between regions and show that processes of differentiation are under way. Chapter 5 is 

followed by three “regional chapters” that contain case studies of the reproduction and 

accumulation strategies of farmers in the Limpopo locality (chapter 6), the Namaqualand 

locality (chapter 7) and the Overberg locality (chapter 8). Each regional chapter describes the 

agro-ecological and market features of the relevant locality and provides a context for 

understanding the reproduction and accumulation strategies of farmers. The main part of each 

regional chapter is a description of the strategies that ten farmers in each of the Namaqualand 

and Overberg localities, and 12 in the Limpopo locality, employ to reproduce or to 

accumulate as capital, and the pressures that influence their capacity to succeed in these 
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strategies. This is followed by a short assessment of the trajectory of each of the farmers in 

terms of success or failure in reproduction and accumulation, and how they compare with one 

another. These regional chapters conclude with an assessment of the overall pattern for the 

region in terms of the strategies that are more prevalent, why they are more common and 

what explains their diversity. 

In chapter 9 the three localities are compared to each other in terms of the prevalence of 

accumulation and reproduction strategies, and an attempt is made to explain the differences 

between and within the localities. Chapter 10 brings together research findings, theory and 

debates in the wider literature in order to synthesise the findings of the study and explain the 

significance of the research and its wider implications. Because my research was exploratory 

in nature and gave rise to more research questions than I could easily answer, in the final 

section of this chapter I make recommendations for further research on these issues. 

  

 

 

 

 



16 

 

Chapter 2 Agrarian change in South Africa: a review of the 
literature 
 

2.1 Introduction 
The literature on commercial or capitalist farming in South Africa is predominantly an 

account of the transition of white farming from nomadic pastoralism towards “technological 

dynamism and international competitiveness” (Bernstein, 2013:24), i.e. how conditions were 

created for a class of capitalist farmers to accumulate and prosper. This transition was not a 

completely “natural” or spontaneous development within capitalism but was shaped by “state 

management of a servile labour force, constant injections of public funds, tariff protection 

and direct subsidies” (Jeeves and Crush, 1990:4). Furthermore, the development of white 

capitalist agriculture cannot be understood without taking into account the history of the 

black peasantry, whose farming progress was thwarted through dispossession and 

marginalisation by successive colonial, union and republican governments and their power 

bases, especially mining and white agriculture’s co-operation in the so-called “alliance of 

gold and maize” (Trapido, 1971), and later the manufacturing industry (Davies et al, 1976).  

This review of the literature is an attempt to explore how conditions were created for the 

development of white capitalist farming through the dispossession and proletarianisation of 

black peasants, and how capitalist farming was “reconstructed”4 (Marcus, 1989) by 

legislation to regulate land, labour and marketing, through direct and indirect support, 

dedicated institutions and research. In fact, pre-democratic governments used almost every 

policy instrument available in their arsenal to support white farmers, especially protecting 

them from competition from their black peers and ensuring that their demands for labour 

were met, but also by way of stabilising prices at levels higher than international prices, 

financing infrastructure improvements and supplying cheap capital. 

Van Schalkwyk et al’s argument (2003:119), that agricultural marketing in South Africa went 

through “a full circle in the 20th century – from a laissez-faire system to one of very rigid 

                                                
4 Marcus (1989:1) defines restructuring as “a process of reorganisation of relations of production and 
distribution by the ruling or dominant classes in an attempt to make the existing social system more functional 
and more efficient”. Restructuring has three major characteristics. It does not alter or transform the essential 
relations of the existing social system, but reorganise and adjust them in response to changes in the production 
process and shifts in the balance of class relations in society. Restructuring is also a process at work at many 
inseparable levels, and involves more than mechanical and technical innovation. In the context of South African 
agriculture the process involved “active state intervention” in the concentration of land, the concentration and 
centralisation of capital and the reduction, differentiation and casualisation of the labour force. 
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market controls and back to a system with fewer controls and less government intervention 

than in most countries of the world” is only partly true, because government control of the 

agricultural commodity markets and export regulations made way for regulation by private 

companies through quality standards, and state legislation that governs labour relations and 

protects and guides the use of water, mineral and natural resources. 

These changes had a profound impact on the structure of capitalist farming and agriculture, 

and there are different ways to assess the impact of these changes on its performance. South 

Africa’s most prominent agricultural economists (such as Vink and Kirsten, 2000; Van Zyl et 

al, 2001; Kirsten and Vink, 2003; Vink and Van Rooyen, 2009, and Liebenberg, 2013) would 

measure change according to the impact on factor productivity, in other words how much 

more productive each of the “production factors”, i.e. land, labour and capital becomes, and 

finally, in relation to profitability. Marxists, on the other hand (e.g. Marcus, 1989; Bernstein, 

2013), would consider how relations of production and distribution are affected, and how the 

development of capitalism has changed and changes agricultural production and property 

relations; these issues are sometimes framed in terms of the “Agrarian Question” (Kautsky, 

1899/1988:12). 

Hall’s (2010a) doctoral thesis is a valuable description of the land reform negotiation process 

and the policies that followed. After the democratic elections in 1994 and the deregulation 

and liberalisation of agriculture, some South African agricultural economists, notably Johan 

van Zyl and Johann Kirsten from the University of Pretoria, and Nick Vink and Johan van 

Rooyen of the University of Stellenbosch, praised the improvement in factor productivity that 

followed these processes in several books and reports, e.g Kirsten and Van Zyl (1996), 

Kirsten et al (1998), Van Zyl et al (2001) and Vink and Kirsten (2000). However, their 

findings reflect aggregate numbers only, and besides broad indications of patterns of 

accumulation and reproduction, such as the emergence of fewer farms and larger farm sizes, 

and increased levels of productivity, they do not offer analyses of the underlying dynamics of 

the accumulation of capital or the differentiation of farmers. 

2.2 Of vryburgers, trekboers and accumulation on the frontiers 
The decision of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) to develop a victualling station at the 

Cape, halfway between its “head office” in Amsterdam and its trade interests in the Far East, 

was never meant to be more than that (Giliomee and Mbenga, 2007:47). However, five years 

after Van Riebeeck arrived in what is now known as Table Bay, land was granted to nine 
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Company servants, the so-called vryburgers (free citizens). These first white farmers who 

received just over 11 hectares of land each on the Liesbeek River, was, in a way, still part of 

the original plan because Van Riebeeck thought it would be good to have a “compact” 

community of farmers working the land intensively on a rotation system (Giliomee and 

Mbenga, 2007:48). 

The vryburgers struggled and, rather ironically, had to sell their produce to the VOC - which 

Giliomee and Mbenga (2007:41) call the “first multi-national corporation” - at prices that 

were often too low for the farmers to survive on. Farming was also hard work, which the 

vryburgers were not too keen to do, and was an enterprise that demanded capital, which they 

did not have. Soon they were smuggling their produce to passing ships, bartering with the 

indigenous Khoi people, and intruded on the latter’s hunting grounds and grazed their 

animals beyond the borders of their “farms”. By the time Van Riebeeck left the Cape in 1662, 

he had probably resigned himself to the fact that the expansion of farming beyond the 

original settlement around the fort was unstoppable. 

The Khoi managed to engage in resistance until about 1670, after which the Company 

decided to expand farming settlements towards what is now known as Stellenbosch, Paarl, 

Wellington, the Swartland and Tulbagh areas. There was no limit on the amount of land that 

settlers could appropriate (Giliomee and Mbenga, 2007:59) and their numbers were soon 

strengthened by settlers from France and Germany.  

Giliomee and Mbenga (2007:60) suggest that the way was paved for white domination by 

three decisions that the Company made between 1707 and 1717, namely the decision to leave 

agricultural production in the hands of the vryburgers, to supplement the labour force with 

slaves rather than with free workers, and to accept leningplaatsen (loan farms)5 as the basis of 

land ownership in the hinterland. A loan farm was a more secure form of land tenure than the 

grazing permits that had preceded it. In theory, the holder of a loan farm did not have the 

same security of tenure as that of the freehold farmers in the areas close to Cape Town, yet in 

practice, loan farms became the “private and virtually inalienable property” of their owners 

(Penn, 2005:42-43). Holders of loan farms who failed to pay the annual rent were often the 

                                                
5 Penn (2005:42) describes the system of loan farms as follows: “Free burghers could secure the land they 
desired for an annual payment of 12 rixdollars to the Company. For this fee they acquired the unrestricted use of 
an area of approximately 2420 hectares ... In practice ... as long as they did not infringe on a neighbour’s 
territory, they could use as much land as they could control. The most crucial factor determining the 
establishment of a loan farm was the availability of a permanent source of standing water. The prior rights of the 
indigenous Khoisan inhabitants were seldom consulted.” 
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beneficiaries of a very patient government, and allocated loan farms were soon sold at 

market-related prices (Penn, 2005:43). 

From the early 1700s, a pattern of expansion and confrontations between Europeans and 

indigenous Khoi over grazing and hunting land and water resources was soon set by 

Europeans moving away from the Cape settlement and Company influence and authority - 

first towards the Olifants River in the northwest, and then the Breede River in the east. It also 

set the scene for accumulation6 on a massive scale (Penn, 1986:62). Until 1795 the 

Company’s system spearheaded this expansion through the establishment of strategic 

buiteposte (outposts). This was a Dutch production system comprising “agricultural posts, 

stock posts, signalling posts, military posts, shipping service posts, timber posts, fishing posts 

and recreation posts”, necessitated by the requirement that the Cape settlement supply an 

adequate service to passing ships (Sleigh, 2007: foreword, not numbered). It was never 

contact between equals: Sleigh describes the encounter of Company servants and indigenous 

Khoisan as an economic struggle for limited natural resources between a “strong, colonial 

usurper” and “helpless primitive possessor”. 

Penn’s (1986:62) writings about the frontier as an “area of interaction between people subject 

to different political authorities or engaged in different modes of production” describe how 

armed and mounted European pastoralists, who could not afford to buy freehold farms close 

to Cape Town and its market, would trek beyond the known frontiers to meet with the Khoi 

who were engaged in a “kin-ordered or tributary mode of production”. The Khoi were 

nomadic pastoralists with a transhumant lifestyle7. 

Without access to horses, and in possession of only primitive weapons, the Khoikhoi engaged 

a rather unequal struggle against the unified and powerful forces of fast-moving mounted and 

armed Company employees, soldiers and trekboers. As time went on and the competition 

intensified, “forcing” the Company to institute a commando system, the struggle became 

more uneven. Due to their constant movement in search of better grazing for their livestock 

                                                
6“The accumulation and monopolisation of productive resources by some at the expense of others, and the 
correlative forging of a labouring class, dependent on selling its labour in order to survive” (Keegan, 1986:630). 
 
7 Transhumance is a mechanism that livestock farmers use to “maximize production by a seasonal exploitation 
of natural resources ... which means that their movements are mainly related to seasonal cycles. For pastoralist 
societies this necessity arises from the fact that pastoralism usually occurs in areas where the annual rainfall is 
insufficient to support agriculture” (Penn, 1986:63). Of particular interest for this thesis, is that in the extensive 
livestock farming areas of Namaqualand and the Karoo transhumance is practiced as an important accumulation 
strategy for large-scale commercial farmers who own farms in the winter and summer rainfall areas. 
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and the poor organisational structure and weak leadership that resulted from it, it was difficult 

for the Khoikhoi to muster forces and offer effective resistance to the actions of the Dutch 

colonists (Penn, 1986). Furthermore, the Dutch exploited their human weaknesses by trading 

tobacco and copper for their livestock. With the Company as the only buyer, the Khoikhoi 

were unwilling sellers and “price takers”. Out of fear and for the sake of survival, some 

entered into relationships with trekboers – a step that initially proved to be mutually 

beneficial. However, their movement was soon restricted. This added a new dimension to the 

vulnerability of independent Khoikhoi, for the threat to their livestock now seemed to come 

from their own ranks. In all this the Khoikhoi could not expect any help from the colonial 

authorities, who seemed to have given the trekboers a free hand in dealing with the Khoi and 

who, according to Penn (1989:13), made it very difficult for the Khoi to receive justice and 

protection. 

For those Europeans moving east, the idea of a “systematic colonization” of the Cape offered 

good prospects, especially the zuurveld (sour grassland) in the frontier district of Albany, a 

“beautiful undulating pastoral area to the west of the Great Fish River” (Feinstein, 2005:27). 

After British colonisation of the Cape in 1806, what the British had in mind was a place to 

settle people from England who were displaced and left jobless due to a severe economic 

depression and the consequences of the wars with Napoleon. They would also serve to 

strengthen the army’s position against the Xhosa owners of the land. The first “settlers” 

arrived in 1820 and their numbers were increased by another group from Britain, as well as a 

group of Germans who had fought for Britain in the Crimean War. 

The more concentrated presence of British officials, soldiers and settlers on the eastern 

frontier and the extra pressure on land led to confrontation with the indigenous Xhosa people 

and six frontier wars. 

By the beginning of the 19th century the Dutch were defeated by Britain and from 1806 the 

colony at the Cape was under British rule. British rule improved the economy of the Cape, 

but also introduced changes that many members of the Boer community of the Eastern Cape 

found so unacceptable that they left and moved northward into the interior. This “next 

significant phase” in the movement of white settlers into the interior - known as the Great 

Trek - began in late 1835, and by 1843 about 12 000 Boers had left the Cape (Feinstein, 

2005:30). Their grievances included a shortage of land, in the sense that the trekkers felt 

obliged to move because they “could not maintain even their extensive system of stock 
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farming in the arid land that remained to the north, and a large body of Africans stood 

between them and the high-rainfall regions to the east” (Feinstein, 2005:30); the trekkers’ 

opposition to Britain’s interference in what they regarded as “proper relations between master 

and servant” (Feinstein, 2005:30) and attempts by the British authorities to introduce a more 

economically rational scheme for the allocation of land than the VOC system of loan farms. 

The trekkers were not unified. and different groups of trekkers moved to the northern parts of 

present-day KwaZulu-Natal province, the area north of Potchefstroom (now Northwest 

province) and the Soutpansberg, which is now northern Limpopo province (Giliomee and 

Mbenga, 2007:114). Just over a decade later, two Boer republics were declared, the South 

African Republic in 1852 and the Orange Free State in 1854. Although the British authorities 

of the Cape and Natal colonies did not have any responsibility for the Boer republics and the 

Boers were free to do as they wished in their ceaseless quest for land and labour (Feinstein, 

2005), conflict with indigenous peoples continued: 

... the trekkers carried their traditional custom with them into the interior, thus 
perpetuating the system of extensive pastoral farming for as long as land could be 
found. In the early years of their advance, the trekkers mainly supplemented their 
stock farming by hunting and raiding, though it was not long before some of them 
attempted to develop arable farming in suitable areas such as the fertile Caledon River 
valley taken from the Basuto. Both types of activities involved conflict with Africans, 
and the wars to determine who controlled the land that had begun in the late 
eighteenth century on the eastern frontier of the Cape were continued during the mid-
nineteenth century in the interior (Feinstein, 2005:31). 

2.3 Story of an African farm I: the ‘black peasantry’8 
The dualism that characterises South African agriculture is the result of a long history of 

dispossession and suppression of self-sufficient and, in some cases, commercially successful 

black farmers and an exclusive system of support for white farmers. Bundy (1972) divides 

the history of South Africa’s black peasantry in three periods, namely its emergence from 

1830 to 1870; the success and differentiation that followed new opportunities brought by the 

discovery of diamonds from 1870 to 1886, and the “attack” on peasant self-sufficiency 

between 1886 and 1913. 

                                                
8 Bundy (1972:371) defines a peasant as a “rural cultivator enjoying access to a specific portion of land, the 
fruits of which he can dispose of as if he owned the land; and who, by the use of family labour, seeks to satisfy 
the consumption needs of his family and to meet the demands rising from his involvement in a wider economic 
system”. This definition “focuses attention both upon the relationship between the cultivator and the land he 
farms, his crops, cattle, ploughs and pastures, and upon the relationship between the cultivator and the holders of 
economic and political power outside his own social stratum, the transfer of surplus in rents, taxes, exchange 
and labour”. 
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The African people that “white missionaries, hunters, traders, soldiers and settlers” 

encountered in the eastern parts of the Cape during the early 19th century, were still “pre-

colonial cultivators” (Bundy, 1972:373). He considers the Mfengu who moved into the Ciskei 

in 1835 the first “sizeable peasant community”. They were “comparatively rich in cattle” and 

because they had no chiefly authority, were willing to work on farms in order to “accumulate 

cash and stock”: 

... they adopted the plough, tilled more extensively, and transported their produce to 
nearby markets for sale or barter (Bundy, 1972:373). 

After Africans were dispossessed of grazing lands in the frontier wars of the 1830s, 1840s 

and 1850s, they acquired access to land owned by missions, where their “agricultural 

innovation and diversification” were noted by missionaries in the Ciskei. Besides growing a 

variety of crops, they bought tillage and transport equipment, reared draught animals and 

“saved considerable sums of money” (Bundy, 1972:373). Accumulation on a similar scale 

took place “throughout the Ciskei, north-eastern Cape and western Transkei”, where peasants 

“gained a foothold as landholders and cultivators, selling grains, forage, stock and animal 

products”. Bundy (1972:374) notes the records that show that they won prizes at agricultural 

shows and, in some areas their productive power “surpasses the European district of Albany”. 

The existence of land companies9 in the northern parts of the country were entities that 

owned large amounts of land, mostly for speculative purposes, that gave African farmers an 

opportunity to lease land on a range of tenancy types, e.g. cash tenancy, paying in kind, as 

tenants performing labour dues or a combination of these (Bundy, 1972:375). Having African 

tenants was more profitable for some of these non-productive white landowners than 

speculation or using it themselves. 

For those peasants who had relatively secure – and I use the word with caution – tenure on 

land company or state land, the discovery of diamonds in 1867 in Griqualand West brought 

new opportunities. It pulled the country out of a depression, and, as men “flocked to the 

diamond fields to seek their fortune ... others followed to provide goods and services”. Prices 

were high and trade was brisk (Bundy, 1972:376). For African peasants the arrival of the 

                                                
9Speculation by land companies concentrated land ownership in the northern parts of the country. By the mid-
1800s a single company held “nearly 1 000 000 acres of superior farming country”. After the depression of the 
1860s caused land values to decline, land ownership became concentrated in even fewer hands (Bundy, 
1972:375). 
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mining industry was a double-edged sword: on the one hand it offered improved 

opportunities for trade, but on the other it created a demand for labour. 

In the Boer republics, where gold was yet to be discovered, white farmers, on the “spacious 

farms granted by the state” were still extensive stock-farmers who only cultivated enough 

crops to meet their own needs. In the Transvaal the government was not receiving much 

revenue and as a consequence did not spend much. Although only a small proportion of the 

land was set aside for African occupation, the state was so weak that “Africans occupied, 

tilled, and grazed nominally white lands in enormous numbers” (Bundy, 1972:379). 

2.4 Story of an African farm II: colonial capitalists and Boer10 pastoralists 
From the 17th century “enclaves of export-oriented settler production arose in different areas 

at various times” in the established farming areas of the Cape and Natal (Keegan, 1986:631). 

This began with wheat and wine farms in the south-western part of the Cape, followed by 

commercial wool and ostrich farming in the dry areas of the Eastern Cape interior, and sugar 

plantations of the Natal lowlands in the mid-19th century. According to Keegan (1986:631) 

workers on the wheat and wine farms were “imported slave labour”, while Eastern Cape 

farmers employed “various forms of semi-servile and migrant labour” and indentured Indians 

were employed from the 1860s in Natal. 

On the eve of one of the most important events in the history of South Africa, namely the 

discovery of minerals, white farmers in the Orange Free State and the Transvaal (the South 

African Republic) were largely excluded from the capitalist economies of the Cape and Natal 

colonies. They were, however, in control of large tracts of land for grazing livestock and for 

hunting, as well as being engaged in trade with other groups in the interior, and were 

accumulating capital through the ownership of guns and ammunition, wagons and oxen. 

Their footloose lifestyle also made an impact on the natural environment, writes Keegan 

(1986): 

Although the Boer pastoralists of the mid-nineteenth century Highveld were on the 
whole on the margins of the mercantile capitalist economies of the Cape and Natal 
colonies, they were deeply involved in trade in animal products with coastal 
merchants. Wool was the staple export from areas most closely tied to the colonial 
economy radiating from the ports. Trade was also largely based on hunting until at 
least the 1870s, and much later in the outer reaches of white settlement. The trade in 

                                                
10Boer is the Afrikaans word for farmer or to farm, but is used by Keegan to mean a white farmer of Dutch 
origin. 
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skins in particular led to indiscriminate destruction of game. Much of the trade with 
interior peoples, black and white, was controlled by Boers themselves, and the 
transport business between the coast and the interior was also an important source of 
capital accumulation on the preindustrial Highveld. Ownership of a transport wagon 
and oxen was as important as possessing a gun and ammunition in the accumulation 
of capital amongst Boers seeking to establish themselves as independent pastoralists 
and landowners (Keegan, 1986:631). 

Trapido (1978:47) also found that the white farmers on the Highveld were not keen 

cultivators, but were “content” to make a living from pastoralism or a “variety of rents”: 

Two hundred years after their initial settlement, therefore, households were still 
turning in on themselves, still only producing as much as was needed to acquire a 
socially necessary income ...  The majority of Afrikaner producers, whether large 
landlords or small tenant cultivators, were content to acquire their incomes, either 
from pastoral activities or from a variety of rents. Some farmers had long grown 
tobacco and orchards provided the ingredients for locally distilled brandies or for 
dried fruit which were sold on a wide scale (Trapido, 1978:47). 

Even though the slow development of white agriculture in certain parts of the country gave 

African peasants some protection, the latter soon began to experience competition in food 

markets from some enterprising white farmers. This also increased the demand for labour on 

farms. After the discovery of gold in 1886, some peasants were able to benefit from the 

increased demand for food on the mines, while others’ livelihoods were undermined by the 

mines’ demand for labour. Within a couple of decades, the lack of land and investment, 

unequal access to markets and credit, as well as legislation that limited their movement and 

access to land, led to the decline and eventual demise of the African peasantry. Their decline 

was hastened by an alliance between the gold mines and white maize farmers designed to 

secure cheap black labour discussed further below. 

2.5 The discovery of diamonds and gold 
The discovery of minerals in the second half of the 19th century marks a turning point in the 

history of South Africa (Legassick, 1977; Morrell, 1988) At the time that diamonds, and later 

gold, were discovered, most white farming in the northern areas was still based on 

pastoralism, hunting and trade in hides and wool (Keegan, 1986:631), while Cape farmers 

had made the transition to capitalism proper (Ross, 1986). However, from the 1830s an 

“emerging” black peasantry (Bundy, 1972:372-374) located around mission stations in the 

Ciskei and Transkei had bought farm implements and draught animals, grown a variety of 

grains and vegetables, and sold large quantities” of agricultural produce. 
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Following the establishment of the mining industry, white agriculture was transformed from a 

“mix of commercialisation, subsistence production, African squatters and European bywoners 

(white tenant farmers), into a highly mechanised and consolidated commercial agriculture 

based largely on wage labour” (Greenberg, 1981:692). For African peasants, on the other 

hand: 

... development has brought the pauperisation of subsistence areas, the undermining of 
early attempts at commercial production, and severe restrictions on land-holding. 
Increasingly, African peasants were dispersed as contract labourers on the mines and 
in industry; others became squatters, then labour tenants, and finally wage labourers 
on the white farms (Greenberg, 1981:692). 

The transition of white farming from nomadic pastoralism and a barter economy to capitalist 

farming using a work force supplied by the proletarianisation of black peasants was not as a 

compressed process as it may appear to be in Greenberg’s account. After the union of South 

Africa in 1910, these processes gained momentum through the “marriage” of mining and 

agricultural interests and government interventions for the benefit of white farmers, and the 

situation depicted by Greenberg came into existence. 

2.5.1 The “alliance of gold and maize” 

Trapido (1971) was the first to term the co-operation between mine-owners and farmers in 

order to secure a supply of cheap labour an “alliance of gold and maize”. In a paper where he 

compares industrialisation in Imperial Germany, Tsarist Russia and the American South 

before the Civil War with the process in South Africa, he notes that: 

The well known ‘marriage of iron and rye’ (in Imperial Germany), an alliance which 
succeeded in suppressing political freedom in its own economic interests, has its 
South African counterpart in the uneasy union of ‘gold and maize’ (Trapido, 
1971:311). 

The alliance was built on mining and agriculture’s shared interest in the creation and 

preservation of a highly exploitable and disciplined black wage labour force (Morrell, 

1988:619), while the mines supplied a market for maize farmers. The following quotes 

illustrate the process: 

Both mine-owners and potential (or actual) commercial farmers demanded a 
qualitatively increased supply of labour, and a supply that was cheap, under 
conditions where the majority of the potential black labour force retained its access to 
independent subsistence in rural ‘reserves’ (Legassick, 1977:178). 
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The mines required a regular and cheap supply of agricultural products, particularly maize, to 

feed their labourers who were housed in compounds. The maize farmers, on the other hand, 

needed a reliable market for their crops (Morrell, 1988:621). 

Legassick (1977) and Morrell (1988) described how mining and agriculture collaborated to 

hasten the proletarianisation of black peasants, and how, by securing a cheap labour force, a 

surplus was appropriated that could be used to develop manufacturing industries. While 

Legassick (1977:177) writes that the alliance was between the Chamber of Mines and the 

emerging class of capitalist farmers in the Highveld, Morrell’s (1988:619) research in the 

eastern Transvaal districts of Bethal and Middelburg found that the alliance did not join 

together all farmers and mine-owners. It was only the “progressive maize farmers” of the 

western and eastern Transvaal who found it “comfortable” to have close ties with the mines. 

The state was soon supportive of this alliance: 

These ties were cemented at the political level by the Reconstruction11 government. 
Milner’s policies were unambiguously favourable to the gold mines, yet they also 
provided support for landed farmers who had already oriented their agricultural 
operations towards the burgeoning Witwatersrand markets (Morrell, 1988:619). 

Both mine-owners and white farmers supported restrictions on black ownership of land and 

the introduction of taxes that would force black peasant farmers to work for a cash wage. 

Mine-owners supported the 1894 Glen Grey Act12, which disenfranchised Africans and 

restricted their civil and land rights (Hall, 2010a:75), as well as the Natives Land Act of 

1913, because it would ensure that ‘the surplus of young men, instead of squatting on the land 

in idleness ... earn their living by working for a wage’ (president of the Chamber of Mines, 

quoted in Lipton, 1989:119-120). 

The alliance “held” in the early years of the 20th century when farmers used resident labour 

tenants and mine-owners used contract migrant labour from Portuguese East Africa (Morrell, 
                                                
11 The Reconstruction government was the first British government after the South African War of 1899 to 
1902. Alfred Milner, who was appointed administrator of the two former Boer republics, played a major role in 
the reconstruction of the land after the war and the unification of the four colonies in 1910. Milner's plan for 
reconstruction was based on creating a united white government. He appointed the Lagden Commission to draw 
up a native policy that would restrict land access for Africans. His separatist ambitions were incorporated into 
legislation by successive governments [http://www.sahistory.org.za/people/alfred-milner] 
 
12 The Glen Grey Act of 1894 that was introduced by the Cape colonial government under Cecil Rhodes, sought 
to establish an agricultural ‘producing class’ in African areas, but limited them to individual tenure on four-
morgen plots and one plot each, lest they expand their operations and become so successful as to compete with 
white farmers. The Act was supposed to target hardworking blacks, while the rest would become available for 
work on the mines and white farms (Bundy, 1988:135-6). 
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1988:623; Legassick, 1977:178). But harsh working conditions on farms and the absence of a 

cash wage soon drove workers from the farms in search of wage labour on the mines 

(Morrell, 1988:623). Morrell (1988) places the disintegration of the alliance somewhere 

during the 1920s, but Crush (1993) and Lipton (1989) suggest there was a last, “long-averted 

clash” between mining and agriculture over the supply of scarce labour in the 1970s. 

By the 1960s the accelerating capitalisation of commercial agriculture saw “widespread 

technological innovation, mechanisation of farm operations and the consolidation of farm 

units”, changed labour processes and reduced the labour needs of the sector (Crush, 

1993:405-7), but this did not end farmers’ dependence on labour. In the 1970s a confluence 

of circumstances caused the last, “long-averted clash” between mining and agriculture. The 

clash followed the unreliability of foreign labour supplies after the independence of Angola 

and Mozambique and the ban on recruitment of workers from Malawi after the death of 

Malawian workers in a plane crash in Botswana. The mines had to strengthen their 

recruitment efforts in South Africa, which brought them into conflict with organised white 

agriculture (Lipton, 1989:122-3). 

However, the “final achievement” of the alliance of gold and maize was state support and 

protection from foreign sources for white capitalist farming at the expense of potential 

African peasant production for the market: “If segregation was one side of the weapon to be 

used, the other was direct and indirect state subsidisation of white farming” (Legassick, 

1977:83). 

2.5.2 Competition for land, labour and markets 

For some years, a significant number of African peasants were moderately successful farmers 

and, although they had to produce and sell enough to raise the cash needed for rent and taxes, 

they were relatively independent and sufficiently autonomous to resist attempts to collect rent 

(Trapido, 1978:34). In this environment, where some land estates, such as the Vereeniging 

Estate Land Company (VELC) farms, allowed the black tenants to “take as much ground as 

they pleased and to cultivate it in their own way and according to their own ideas”, even 

though the men had to work on the mines and plantations of the company (Trapido, 1978:36), 

white farmers with limited amounts of land struggled to attract Black tenants onto their land 

or keep them there (Trapido, 1978:31). 
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In comparison with the relative freedom and independence enjoyed by black tenants on land 

company farms, the “drudgery imposed by the Boer farmer”, comprising a limited amount of 

land and black labour-tenants’ restricted opportunities for surplus production, meant that 

small farmers were always in danger of losing their labour-tenants to the larger landowners 

and struggling to find labour other than their own family (Trapido, 1978:31). 

The 1887 Squatters Law (Act 11) was a reaction to the demand from white farmers to 

“redistribute African households”, in order to increase the amount of labour available to 

them. Due to a number of reasons it was never fully enforced (Trapido, 1978:43): 

... the legislation re-enacted in 1895 was ... a dismal failure if seen from the 
perspective of the small landowner and others without patrons. There were several 
reasons for this ... there were regions where they (white farmers) had established a 
delicate balance between obtaining sufficient labour without placing too great a 
burden on those who laboured. Disturb this balance and whole districts would be 
denuded of their peasant population ... within each district there were some whose 
labour needs were being met but who feared that if a redistribution of peasant 
households took place, there would be a general exodus (Trapido, 1978:43). 

The land companies of the Highveld preferred black tenants to poor and landless white 

tenants because they received both rent and labour from the former. Trapido (1978:37) says 

that this preference would have existed even if black tenants had not accepted the obligation 

to work on the gold mines as part of the conditions of their tenancies, because, unlike their 

white landless counterparts, black tenants seemed to have been able to subsist and meet their 

obligations from a smaller tract of land than white tenants, who were more likely to be 

pastoralists needing large areas for grazing. 

Trapido (1978:38) suggests two other reasons why land companies preferred black tenants to 

white tenants. Black tenants cultivated the land more intensively, which meant that they had 

to clear grassland and bush. This increased the value of land, which the absentee landlords of 

land companies would offer to white owners at higher prices than they would have been able 

to realise had the land not been cleared. Furthermore, the “landlessness” of poor whites made 

them expensive and thus unacceptable to employers on the mines: 

The wage they required must provide not only for their own subsistence but also for 
their families’ subsistence and reproduction. Such wages would increase the cost of 
labour power and reduce the profits of gold mines (Trapido, 1978:51). 
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African prosperity and independence from the need to sell their labour to white farmers, as 

well as their competition with white farmers for land and markets, were some of the 

motivations for the passing of the Natives Land Act of 1913 (Keegan, 1985). 

By the time that the Act became law in 1913, black South Africans had already lost the bulk 

of their land. The Act came at the end of a period of dispossession through war and 

appropriation. It outlawed rental tenancy and share-cropping, although labour tenancy 

persisted in certain areas (Dodson, 2013:30). Beinart and Delius (2013) contend that the aim 

of the Act was not to move black people off commercial farms, but to keep them there as 

workers, rather than tenants. The Land Act opened up more land for white farmers, but also 

aided the accumulation process, in the sense that farmers could now appropriate the skills, 

livestock and implements of the former tenants: 

The purpose was not primarily to destroy the black tenant farmers, but to harness their 
skills and their capital resources more tightly to the profit of their landlords. 
Sharecropping was not yet suppressed; it was transformed (Keegan, 1985:397). 

Even though Keegan (1985:397) contends that these events provided the “first indication ... 

of the forces that accumulating white farmers could array on their side” under favourable 

circumstances, he argues it would take much more to “capitalise” white agriculture: 

In fact, the capitalisation of white agriculture was an unsustainable, cyclical, uneven 
development, manifested in different degrees, and ultimately achieved only with the 
massive support of an advanced capitalist state (Keegan, 1985:397). 

Originally, only 7% of agricultural land was set aside for Black South Africans. Another 6% 

was reserved through the 1936 Native Land and Trust Act, which “set in motion ... a large-

scale state-led process of land acquisition from white owners and transfer to Africans” 

(Beinart and Delius, 2013:37). 

The Land Act was a reaction to an “increasing proportion” of white landowners who wanted 

fuller control over their land, and who struggled to compete for labour with the mines and 

cities, where higher wages were offered, and was a forerunner to the apartheid policies of the 

National Party from 1948 to 1994 (Beinart and Delius, 2013:37). 

2.5.3 Conflict and alliance within the power bloc 

Agriculture and mining were not the only “fractions” of capital vying for workers; after 1920 

competition for workers from the development of a manufacturing industry in South Africa 
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was added to the mix. Davies et al’s (1976:4) investigation of the historical role of the South 

African state in the class struggle between 1920 and 1948 probes the “secondary 

contradictions” between the different fractions of the dominant classes, i.e. mining, 

manufacturing industry, agriculture and the state. They chronicle changing patterns of 

“conflict and alliance” within the “power bloc of exploiting classes” and the consequences 

for the “exploited classes” of workers. 

The “power bloc” consisted of “national capital” (the state, and other fractions, i.e. 

agriculture and manufacturing/industry) and mining capital (mostly foreign owned). It was 

not in the interest of the state (“national capital”) to “(interfere) with the production of 

surplus-value in the mines, but rather in appropriating part of that surplus to subsidise the 

development of national capital”, especially agriculture (Davies et al, 1976:9). During the 

reign of the “Fusion” Government (1934 to 1939) one third of the revenue of the state was 

provided by direct taxation of the gold mines. This money provided the basis for “generous 

state assistance to agriculture as well as intensive infrastructural development, further 

development of the vital steel industry” (Davies et al, 1976:18). 

When WWII broke out in 1939, South Africa became involved. This changed alliances in the 

power bloc and resulted in changes in the movement and manipulation of labour. The 

manufacturing industry flourished on the back of increases in the demand for weapons and 

mining equipment. While farmers were initially opposed to South Africa’s involvement in the 

war, they changed their tune when prices of agricultural produce rose, even in conditions of 

overproduction. However, the labour shortages that they had experienced since the 1930s 

increased as black workers were drawn to semi-skilled jobs in industry and mining. The class 

struggle between the “exploited” and the exploiters also increased during this time when 

workers organised themselves into a trade union, improved their bargaining position and lead 

to militant struggles and a strike by more than 70 000 mineworkers in 1946. 

During WWII, manufacturing capital gained more prominence in the power bloc, and the 

state was not able to solve the labour crisis for agriculture, nor could it afford to act too 

decisively against black workers. The state could act in three ways: relax the pass laws, 

reduce influx control and partially accommodate the trade unions. Yet, whatever they decided 

to do, it would affect agriculture adversely. The compositions of capitals changed during the 

war, and by 1948, a third of total industrial capitalisation came from foreign sources (Davies 

et al, 1976:25). 
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Davies et al’s analysis ends in 1948, when the National Party came into power and 

established a functional relationship between town and country, and industry and agriculture, 

designed to restructure the relations of production in the rural areas by means of legislation 

and “pushed the capitalisation of agriculture onto a higher plane” (Morris, 1977:55). This will 

be discussed in more detail in section 2.6.3 below. 

2.6 “Imposed from above”: the transition to agrarian capitalism 
Historical reviews of the transformation of farming and agriculture in South Africa (e.g. 

Wilson, 1971; Morris, 1976; Keegan, 1990; Trapido, 1978; Groenewald, 2000 and Hall, 

2010a and 2010b) describe the generally dire circumstances of farming at the beginning of 

the 20th century and the central role that the state would play in shaping the course of 

agricultural change through “incentives, coercion and decree” (Hall, 2010a:120). In time, 

white farmers, who initially resisted government interference through legislation, such as the 

Scab Legislation of the 1880s and efforts to prevent soil erosion before 1946 (Wilson, 

1971:136-137), would increasingly approach government or rely on the state for help after 

the establishment of the Land Bank made credit accessible. Also, politicians and 

governmental advisors began to believe interference from government was necessary to 

improve people’s lives, and state intervention in agriculture was to “dominate thought and 

action” for about a century (Groenewald, 2000:366). This was strengthened by the difficult 

times experienced by agriculture after the First World War, a devastating drought in 1919 and 

depressions in 1922 and the early 1930s that caused agricultural prices to fall more than other 

prices (Groenewald, 2000:366). 

After the South African War, that saw great numbers of Boer farms burned down, this 

devastation, as well as the “vicissitudes of agriculture and the shortage of labour” would 

hamper the development of agriculture (Wilson, 1971:115). Of all the problems, such as “the 

scourges of pestilence and drought”, “abrupt fluctuations in market price”, “devastating” and 

“calamitous” droughts, horse sickness that “passed like a wave over the Cape Colony”, 

locusts which “descended in periodic swarms and ate every mealie and blade of grass in 

sight” and the cattle diseases of redwater and rinderpest, the shortage of labour turned out to 

be the “biggest problem” (Wilson, 1971:115). 

Although there were some state efforts to improve agricultural production before the Union 

of South Africa (Wilson, 1971:136-138), it was only after 1910 that the support regime that 

would characterise agriculture for the next 60 years, started to gain momentum. Access to 
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subsidised credit was made possible by the establishment of the Land Bank in 1912 (Wilson, 

1971:136). It was followed by the Land Act of 1913 that solved the two problems that were 

“dominating the thinking of whites with regard to blacks on the farms”, namely a shortage of 

labour and the fear that Africans would out-compete them in the market for land (Wilson, 

1971:127). 

White landowners were transformed into a class of capitalist farmers through a broad range 

of direct and indirect subsidies, market and trade protection and favourable water and labour 

regulation. In fact, scholars such as Keegan (1990) and Jeeves and Crush (1990) argue that 

agrarian capitalism would not have developed on its own (i.e “naturally”) and that state 

intervention was a pre-condition for the transition of a “generally backward” agriculture into 

a modern agribusiness capable of exporting to markets worldwide: 

Agrarian capitalism did not emerge willy-nilly as the contingent outcome of 
historically specific local developments. It was imposed from above in a process of 
struggle under the auspices of a strong state. The state not only played the crucial role 
in creating the conditions for the entrenchment of capitalist property relations, but 
also played a major role in supplying the money capital on the basis of which 
landholders could seize control of production and revolutionise productive processes 
(Keegan, 1990:207). 

Without state management of a servile labour force, without constant injections of 
public funds, tariff protection and direct subsidies, South African white agriculture, 
which was initially generally backward, starved for capital and lacking in 
productivity, could never have developed into the modern agribusiness which now 
exports to southern Africa and around the world (Jeeves and Crush, 1990:4). 

2.6.1 Transforming the platteland: shaping the course of farming and agriculture 

through state intervention 

Many white farmers suffered great losses during the South African War between 1899 and 

1902. Although the Boers were defeated by the English and lost their independence, all was 

not lost when the war ended in 1902. In fact, farmers found a relatively sympathetic ear in the 

person of Alfred Milner, administrator of the two former Boer republics. They were the 

beneficiaries of compensation for the losses they suffered during the war, and some of the 

institutions which were an “integral part” of the relations of exploitation and agrarian 

property relations were maintained (Trapido, 1978:26). According to Keegan (1979): 

The administration ensured by means of compensation payments for war losses, the 
import of stock, the grant of equipment and seed, the extension of the railway system, 
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the building of creameries and experimental farms, loans for fencing and dam-
building, and action against animal diseases and locusts, that settler agriculture was 
greatly advantaged vis-a-vis the peasant economy. Access to capital and resources on 
such a scale was a new experience for white farmers; at least in arable districts, for 
state expenditure on agriculture was heavily weighted in their favour (Keegan, 
1979:245). 

Policies to support white farmers were intensified after the union of South Africa in 1910. 

Legassick (1977) notes that 87 Bills relating to land were enacted by the white Parliament 

between 1910 and 1935: 

The rating policies of the state-owned railway system favoured agricultural products 
at the expense of materials needed by the mines. New railway branch lines were 
constructed largely for the benefit of farmers, particularly maize farmers who were 
able to restore South Africa’s food-importing condition to one of export by the end of 
the First World War. White farmers were provided with technical assistance and 
agricultural research by the state. Irrigation and land settlement schemes were funded 
by the state. And, most important of all, the Land Bank, established in 1912 ... 
provided both short term loans against crop harvesting and long-term loans for capital 
improvement (Legassick, 1977:183). 

By the time of the inter-war period, South Africa was an exporter of maize, dairy products, 

meat and fruit, in addition to the established crops such as wool and sugar. Once again the 

South African government supported farmers through the Marketing Act of 1937,  

“controlling the quality of the produce and then protecting him against both external 

competition and the fluctuations of prices characteristic of agricultural raw materials in the 

capitalist world market” (Legassick, 1977:183). By means of this law the majority of South 

Africa’s farm produce came under the control of a series of control boards, set up by the state 

but controlled by white farmer producers. 

2.6.2 Restructuring marketing and credit 

Regulated or controlled marketing had its origin in the complaints of farmer representatives 

that the prices that producers were getting for agricultural products were low and unstable. 

Government undertook a number of commodity-specific initiatives, but it resisted pressure to 

introduce compulsory co-operation in other commodities. When agricultural prices declined 

during the Great Depression in the 1930s temporary initiatives to deal with his “extreme but 

short-run disruption” (Bayley, 2000:xii) were undertaken. 
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The promulgation of the Co-operatives Act (Act 28 of 1922) was the first effort at stabilising 

prices for farmers. The thinking behind it was that free competition produced adverse effects 

and that a large number of unorganised small farmers had to pitch their weak bargaining 

powers against that of a limited number of powerful monopolised or cartelised traders 

(Groenewald, 2000:369). Like the Land Act of 1913, the Co-operatives Act was 

discriminatory. While the Land Act of 1913 confined land ownership by blacks to reserves, 

the Co-operatives Act excluded black farmers from becoming members of farming co-

operatives and enjoying the benefits it bestowed. When the Farmer Assistance Board 

(predecessor of the Agricultural Credit Board) was established in 1925, black farmers were 

also excluded from accessing subsidised credit plans (Liebenberg and Pardey, 2010:388). 

However, the intervention that would have the most wide-ranging consequences was the 

Marketing Act of 1937. It set out the conditions under which farmers or the Minister of 

Agriculture could set up a marketing scheme. It was administered by a Control Board on 

which farmers were guaranteed a majority of the seats. By the 1970s there were more than 20 

control boards in operation that covered about 80 percent of total agricultural production 

(Kirsten et al, 2007). While regulated marketing was welcomed by farmers who put their 

trust in bureaucrats to ensure orderly marketing (Van Schalkwyk et al, 2003), the policy and 

legislation came under fire from other sections of society. According to Groenewald’s 

(2000:372) account of the war of words and arguments that raged at the time between 

bureaucrats and professors of economy in the South African Journal of Economics, some of 

regulated agricultural marketing’s fiercest opponents at Wits University predicted that plans 

to regulate agriculture were “propaganda for government control” and that a “widespread 

system of bureaucratic control” would incur direct costs, while indirect costs would be 

incurred when prices depended on erratic decisions by Government or parastatal institutions. 

It would also introduce artificial rigidity into the agricultural economy and would have 

“deleterious effects on production and resource use in agriculture”. 

In a monograph written for the Free Market Foundation, Vink and Kirsten (2000: not 

numbered) maintain that there was never clarity about the aims of the Marketing Act. The 

purpose of the Act was described as intervention in pursuit of ‘orderly marketing’, such as 

keeping the maximum number of (white) commercial farmers on the platteland; efficient 

production; reducing the marketing margin; increasing consumption; and price stability. Yet 

they found evidence that the Act achieved the opposite of each of these aims in some 
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industries. “The main beneficiaries of the legislation were not commercial farmers in general, 

but a favoured few within the commercial farming sector” (Ibid, not numbered). 

2.6.3 NP into power: ‘Tightening loopholes’13 and unleashing the productive forces 

The National Party’s actions after it came into power in 1948, marked a turning point in the 

class struggle in the countryside. 

White farmers’ demand for labour did not disappear after the Land Act and labour tenancy 

prevailed in certain parts of the country for many years after it was outlawed by the Act. In 

fact, Morris (1976 and 1977) chronicles white farmers’ complaints about the shortage of farm 

labour, which in 1941 was “undoubtedly the greatest problem” farmers had to contend with, 

while the “continued movement of Natives from farms to towns” was viewed with “alarm” in 

1942 (Morris, 1977:9). The South African Agricultural Union (SAAU) issued a 

memorandum, requesting “the reorganisation of state control over the African masses” 

(Morris, 1976:336). The ruling United Party ignored their plea, but “the coming to power of 

the National Party marked a turning point in the class struggle in the countryside” because all 

the principal features” of the SAAU’s request became part of the policy of Apartheid in 1950 

(Morris, 1976:338). According to Morris (1977:55) this “decisive intervention of the state” to 

establish a definite relationship between town and country, industry and agriculture, to 

restructure the relations of production in the rural areas by means of legislation, “pushed the 

capitalisation of agriculture onto a higher plane”: 

Apartheid ... marked the end of the phase of transition in capitalist agriculture. As the 
outcome of a determinate class struggle ... it effectively ended the migration from 
white agricultural districts to the towns, settling the farm labour force, and finally led 
to the total destruction of the labour tenant system ... it signalled the victory of 
capitalist farmers over the direct producers (labour tenants) ... (and) ushered in a new 
stage in the development of capitalist agriculture (Morris, 1976:338). 

By the 1960s the demand for labour on white-owned farms had dropped considerably. 

Besides an increasing demand for labour by secondary industry, De Klerk (1984), Marcus 

(1989) and Vink et al (1998) all describe the period after the Second World War, but 

especially the 1960s to the 1980s, as a time of structural change in commercial agriculture. 

During this time: 

                                                
13According to Legassick (1977:191) apartheid, or ‘separate development’ has meant “merely tightening the 
loopholes, ironing out the informalities, eliminating the evasions, modernizing and rationalizing the previous 
inter-war structures of ‘segregationist’ labour control”. 
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... white farming became commercialised through the adaption of modern mechanical 
and biological technology, resulting in consistent growth in output ... Between 1950 
and 1970 there was a large expansion in cultivated farm area in South Africa, as 
tractors replaced draught oxen in ploughing operations. While larger areas could be 
ploughed, more labour was required for harvesting. The introduction of the combine 
harvester during the 1970s alleviated this problem but, together with credit, labour 
and tax policies favouring capital substitution and mechanisation led to considerable 
shedding of labour from agriculture (Vink et al, 1998:71). 

De Klerk’s (1984) study of mechanisation on maize farms in the former Western Transvaal 

found “extensive mechanisation and increases in farm size” since 1970. He states that the 

causes were “periodic labour shortages, economies of scale; falling real interest rates and 

rising real wages, action by farmers to increase their control over the labour process ... (and) 

the cumulative nature of technological change”. Furthermore, the effect of mechanisation was 

a substantial reduction in employment of seasonal workers, the transfer of seasonal jobs from 

workers living in black rural areas to those living on white farms and replacement of men by 

women and children in seasonal teams. 

In her book on the effect of the restructuring of commercial farming on farm workers Marcus 

(1989:2) states that commercial agricultural production had changed from a labour intensive 

to a capital intensive industry; a shift with far-reaching consequences for the organisation of 

the labour force, including “a drastic decline in the number of farm workers and a shift in the 

social composition of the agricultural workforce, with a proportional growth in the use of 

migrant, female, child and prison labour”. However, according to Marcus, mechanisation “on 

its own” is insufficient to account for the transformation process: 

Rather, mechanisation is one of at least four primary and interrelated processes which 
have brought about this restructuring. These are ... the concentration of land ... the 
concentration of capital ... mechanisation and technological innovation ... and the 
promotion and subsidising of these processes by the state (Marcus, 1989:6). 

At the time of Marcus’ writing, the distribution of agricultural produce was highly centralised 

and controlled by the “combined action of the state and agricultural producers organised in an 

extensive network of co-operatives” (Marcus, 1989:10). In 1981/82 72% of the gross value of 

agricultural production was handled by 21 control boards, while a further 10% was regulated 

by co-operatives like the KWV for wine growers or the South African Sugar Association. 

Only 18% of production, mostly fresh fruit and vegetables for the domestic market, was 

distributed outside legislative controls. 
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2.7 The gradual dismantling of farm support 
When the reduction of state intervention in South African commercial agriculture is 

considered, we tend to think of the ‘big bang’ actions of the post-1994 era, such as trade 

liberalisation and the deregulation of the marketing of agricultural products (Vink, 2012). 

However, the dismantling of state support to white farmers to its present low levels14 took 

about 15 years to be completed. It began with policy changes in other sectors, but indirectly 

affected farmers and agriculture significantly. 

Reasons for the reduction of state intervention are many: dwindling public funds due to the 

oil embargo, sanctions and a rising defence budget, international pressure, a more militant 

black population, the desire of the National Party government to find new sources of growth 

(Carney, 1984), the decline of farmers’ political importance relative to that of other sectors, 

e.g. manufacturing, and the rise of globalisation, neoliberalism and the corporate food sector 

since the 1980s. The changes and the impact of these factors on farming and agriculture will 

be discussed in the next sections. 

2.7.1 The 1970s: the effect of reforms in other sectors of the economy 

The dismantling of state intervention in South African commercial agriculture was set in 

motion in the late 1970s through the extensive liberalisation of the South African financial 

sector (Vink, 1993:155) as a result of the recommendations of the De Kock Commission on 

monetary policy (Bayley, 2000:39). The changes to the financial sector “exposed” farmers to 

market-related interest and exchange rates (Kirsten and Van Zyl, 1996:210). Changes to the 

reserve requirements of the banking sector made it impossible for the Land Bank to continue 

subsidising interest rates to farmers. The subsequent higher interest rate increased the cost of 

borrowing money for farmers. Other changes caused the value of the Rand to decline, which 

resulted in the cost of imported inputs rising faster than the price of agricultural products 

(Bayley, 2000:xiii). According to Kirsten and Van Zyl (1996:210) interest rates increased to 

such high levels that interest became the largest production cost item in agriculture. 

 

 
                                                
14 The value of the monetary transfer from consumers and taxpayers to agricultural producers resulting from 
agricultural policies in a given year is expressed in terms of Producer Subsidy Equivalents or Producer Support 
Estimates (PSE). It was one of the aggregate measures of support adopted during the period of international 
trade negotiations to assess countries’ varying levels of domestic support (Kirsten et al, 2000). PSE, as 
expressed as a percentage of gross farm receipts in 2009-2011, was on average 3% for South Africa: the same as 
for Australia and higher than for New Zealand. For Brazil and China it was 5% and 12% respectively. 
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2.7.2 The 1980s: ‘Broedertwis’ and changes to the power bloc 

The liberalisation of the financial sector was followed by the removal of controls over the 

movement of labour in the mid-1980s, an event which triggered an exodus from the farms to 

towns and cities. The scrapping of the Influx Control Act in 1986 abolished the “pass laws” 

and meant that farmers could no longer resort to legislation to keep workers on the farms. 

Furthermore, the early 1980s saw the end of Afrikaner political unity, when 17 National Party 

Members of Parliament broke away to form the Conservative Party (CP) in 1982 (Giliomee, 

1992:348). Afrikaner support for the NP dropped from more than 80% in the election of 1981 

to under 60% in the 1987 election. Giliomee (1992:348-349) ascribes the split to the 

“growing crisis of capital accumulation since the early 1970s and the labour reforms 

introduced since 1979 to remove the restrictions on African labour”: 

There can be no argument with an attempt to connect political developments in 
Afrikaner society to larger social processes at work. The Afrikaner unity of the 1950s 
and early 1960s was made possible by the high economic growth which enabled the 
leadership to provide substantial protection to the 40 per cent Afrikaners who by 1960 
were still in blue collar and other manual occupations. This unity came under strain in 
the 1970s because apartheid failed to stop the vital manufacturing sector from 
becoming increasingly dependent on black workers ... In the countryside the position 
of white farmers declined as the government cut back on subsidies and as producer 
prices failed to keep up with sharply rising producer costs (Giliomee, 1992:349). 

Giliomee (1992) touches on the reorganisation of the “power bloc” and shifts in class forces, 

as theorised by Davies et al in their ROAPE article of 1976, but his analysis already suggests 

a differentiated farmer sector in the sense that the shift in class forces in the NP was resisted 

by a “coalition of farmers who had not yet made the transition to highly mechanical 

production, the lower levels of the Afrikaner petty bourgeoisie and the less skilled white 

workers”. The literature is not clear whether the government cut back on support to maize 

farmers in the early 1980s because of their support for the CP (Giliomee, 1992:350-351 and 

Vink, 2012:564), or whether farmers voted CP because the government lowered its support. 

Until the removal of “major” tax concessions for farmers during the second half of the 1980s, 

the farm sector has received differential tax treatment from the Receiver of Revenue. Vink et 

al (1998:75) quote from Lamont’s 1990 PhD thesis in which he estimated that income tax 

concessions to farmers amounted to 70% of their theoretical tax bill in 1981 to 1984. By 

extending the period within which capital purchases could be written off from one to three 

years, the implicit subsidy to farmers was reduced as well as the effective ring-fencing of 
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agricultural incomes (Vink, 1993:155). Further shifts that took place in the 1980s were a 

decline in budgetary allocations in support of white farmers and a fall in real producer prices 

of maize and wheatby more than 25% (Kirsten and Van Zyl, 1996:210-211), as a result of 

slower increases in the administered prices for these grains. 

Farmers were initially in favour of regulated marketing, but soon realised that it did not 

benefit them all in equal measure. A survey conducted by researchers at the then University 

of Natal among beef farmers in the dying years of regulated marketing (Elliot et al, 1987, in 

Van Schalkwyk et al, 2003:125), showed that the system of controlled marketing, permits 

and quotas, centralised abattoirs and prohibition on the movement of live animals and 

carcasses tended to differentiate between individual farmers and feedlots, large and small 

farmers and farmers nearer and closer to the market (Van Schalkwyk et al, 2003:125): 

... the great majority of producers would be in favour of more, smaller abattoirs in 
production areas rather than a few large abattoirs in metropolitan areas. Farmers 
complained that the quota/permit system prevented them from marketing stock in the 
seasons associated with the best prices. They were of the opinion that the system 
favoured the feedlots, big farmers and those close to the market and discriminated 
against graziers, small farmers and those distant from the market (Elliot et al, 1987, in 
Van Schalkwyk et al, 2003:125). 

Van Schalkwyk et al (2003:123-126) also note that research found concentration in the 

markets for beef, pork and dry beans, and the processing of agricultural produce. 

By the end of the 1980s the NP was seriously debating alternatives that had the potential to 

challenge its dominant position in South African politics. It was held back by fear of uneven 

negotiations because of an ANC backed by the Soviet Union and unequal pressure to 

negotiate from the USA.The dramatic events at the end of 1989 that began with the fall of the 

Berlin Wall in November of that year and the subsequent collapse of communism in the 

Soviet Union and Eastern European countries changed the negotiation scene in their favour 

(Giliomee, 1992:359). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



40 

 

2.7.3 The 1990s: “Revolution in the market”15, De Klerk’s cautious reforms, the 

World Bank and the ANC’s changing views 

The history of democratic change is also the history of the demise of apartheid. The pressure 

of sustained sanctions on the South African economy is often quoted as the most important 

reason for the end of apartheid, but Giliomee (1992:359) argues that the long term political 

survival of Afrikaners figured stronger than economic concerns such as sanctions. Still, he 

maintains it was a “complex of interrelated factors”, e.g. a shifting power balance and 

economic stagnation which necessitated a political solution, which combined to bring about 

the downfall of statutory apartheid. 

The fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 and the disintegration of communism in the 

Soviet Union and Eastern European countries shifted the balance of power in the world and 

made it possible for the NP government of FW de Klerk to make bold announcements with 

regards to the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of the ANC and the Pan 

Africanist Congress (PAC) in February 1990 (Anseeuw and Alden, 2011:9). It also set the 

scene for a host of other reforms. 

The years between the unbanning of the ANC in 1990 and the first democratic elections of 

1994 were characterised by last-ditch efforts of the NP to manage and control the processes 

of change, changes to the ANC’s views on land and agrarian reform and intervention by the 

World Bank in shaping policies aimed at rural restructuring. This section will elaborate on 

events during the years leading up to South Africa’s first democratic elections in 1994. 

Having unbanned the ANC and the PAC in February 1990, the NP introduced its White Paper 

on Land Reform in 1991. Even though the White Paper called for the abolition of all land 

laws based on racial discrimination, Weideman (2004:220) reckons that the NP’s land reform 

programme was “limited and aimed to maintain the status quo in property ownership”. 

According to the White Paper the role of the state would be to provide “appropriate support 

measures to assist people, where necessary, to satisfy their reasonable needs in respect of the 

acquisition, exercise and enjoyment of rights in land” (RSA, 1991:1). 

 

                                                
15 Bayley’s 2000 book with the same title is the most complete discussion of the process of the deregulation of 
South African agriculture. 
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Hall (2010a:138) maintains that the caveats ‘appropriate’, ‘where necessary’ and 

‘reasonable’, in the White Paper suggested that no fundamental change in the overall 

distribution of land was envisaged:  

... the policy stated unequivocally the government’s ‘opposition to any form of 
redistribution of agricultural land’ and the belief ‘that it is in the interest of peace and 
progress that the present position [of the distribution of land] should be accepted’ ... 
Instead, a ‘more equitable dispensation should be achieved through exploiting the 
opportunities created by the new land policy’ ... This would be done by promoting 
private enterprise and private ownership because the commercial sector was both 
more productive and more efficient than non-commercial agriculture ... The only land 
to be transferred to dispossessed communities would be state land without value 
added investments (Hall, 2010:138). 

Although the introduction of the Abolition of Racially Based Land Measures Act of 1991 

(amended in 1993) led to the repeal of the 1913 and 1936 Land Acts, the Group Areas Act, 

the Asiatic Land Tenure Act and the Black Communities Development Act of 1988, 

Weideman (2004:221) argues that the “mere repeal of legislation” could not address the 

extreme inequality in access to land. 

At least four researchers (Bernstein, 2003c and 2013a, Hall, 2010a, and Anseeuw and Alden, 

2011) discuss how ill-prepared the ANC was to negotiate land and agrarian reform with 

organised agriculture, which had been “busily, and effectively, repositioning itself for a post-

apartheid dispensation” (Bernstein, 2013:23). This opened a gap which was quickly filled by 

“agricultural economists in the country” and World Bank officials (Hall, 2010a:162-3). 

World Bank officials were guided by the principles of “political and economic liberalisation”, 

as Williams et al (1998:66) argue: 

At the heart of such a process would be new agricultural pricing and marketing policy 
and a programme for land reform. It wished to extend the policies, which began in the 
1980s, of abolishing subsidies, removing regulations and liberalising markets. This 
would not just lead to greater efficiency but would also reduce the privileges which 
the state conferred on large-scale white farmers and level the playing fields on which 
black farmers would now have to compete with them. 

Anseeuw and Alden (2011:vii and 2) also analyse the journey of ANC leaders and negotiators 

at the time from “claiming for the nationalisation of land in the Freedom Charter during the 

liberation struggle ... to presently supporting a cautious approach regarding land reform ... 

(and) a ‘willing buyer willing seller’ approach”. 
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Besides its half-hearted efforts at land reform, the NP government took the first bold steps 

towards the deregulation of the marketing of agricultural products. In 1992 the Minister of 

Agriculture appointed a committee of inquiry into the Marketing Act under chairmanship of 

Professor Eckart Kassier of Stellenbosch University. Kassier was a longstanding supporter of 

a market economy. The committee’s brief was to investigate the recommendations of the 

Board on Tariffs and Trade (BTT) thatderegulation of agriculture was needed because food 

prices were rising faster than the rate of inflation and quotas and tariffs on imported food had 

to be reviewed to make competition possible and the statutory powers of control boards had 

to be ended to make it possible for them to work for the national interest instead of 

“commodity-specific vested interests” (Bayley, 2000:44). 

Some parts of organised agriculture were critical of these recommendations, especially 

because it did not give attention to concentration in the agro-processing sector. Whereas the 

control boards were literally loaded with farmers, the “Kassier Committee” had no members 

from the ranks of organised agriculture. In fact, the majority of its members were “academics 

who were known for their belief in the need for a more liberal marketing system” (Bayley, 

2000:45). 

In its report to the Minister of Agriculture in January 1993, the committee recommended, 

amongst other things, that a more representative Marketing Council be established, that 

pricing should reflect locational advantages and quality differentials, that statutory single-

channel and price-support schemes should be discontinued, that responsibility for dealing 

with production and price instability in the agricultural sector should rest with the private 

sector and that the grain boards should become more consumer-friendly in their pricing 

policies (Bayley, 2000:45). 

While the enquiry of the Kassier Committee was underway, organised agriculture (the South 

African Agricultural Union and its affiliates) lobbied the Minister of Agriculture because they 

were worried about the possible results of the enquiry. So, when the Kassier report was 

launched in 1993, the minister also announced the appointment of the Agricultural Marketing 

Policy Evaluation Committee (AMPEC) to “evaluate the practical implementation” of the 

recommendations made by the Kassier Committee (Bayley, 2000:45-6). AMPEC recognised 

the need for reforms, but suggested only minor changes to the status quo. What followed 

after two AMPEC reports were published early 1994, was a tug of war between organised 

agriculture who tried to hang on to the privileges, power and control afforded by the old 
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system and the ANC’s Land and Policy Centre (LAPC) and parliamentary processes which 

supported the Kassier Committee’s recommendations (Bayley, 2000:46-51). 

In 1992, probably just before then President FW de Klerk’s referendum to gauge white 

support for his reform plans, farmers received “a huge once-off increase in direct income 

support” (Vink et al, 1998:78): 

The drought relief package announced by the government in 1992 consisted of a R2,4 
billion (guarantee for short term debt) debt relief plus an additional R1 billion drought 
relief for a total of R3,4 billion (Vink et al, 1998:80). 

2.8 “Big bang” liberalisation and deregulation after 1994 
Until early in 1998 the marketing of most agricultural products in South Africa was 

extensively regulated by statute. One of the main characteristics of the control over 

agricultural marketing was isolation from world market forces. Most products were regulated 

under the 22 marketing schemes introduced from 1931 and especially from the time of the 

1937 Marketing Act. In addition, commercial farmers benefited from a wide range of support 

services from the state, e.g. research and extension, as well as direct and indirect subsidies 

(Vinket al, 2002). 

On advice of World Bank officials involved in drawing up land reform policy for South 

Africa, the ANC’s manifesto for the first democratic election, the Reconstruction and 

Development Programme (RDP), “argued for removing unnecessary controls and levies as 

well as unsustainable subsidies to the large-farm sector” and committed itself to a target of 

redistributing 30 per cent of the land in white ownership (Williams et al, 1998:66). 

When the ANC came to power after the April 1994 elections, the new government 

“inherited” an agrarian system that rested on four pillars: “white control of land, capitalists’ 

control of black labour, state regulation of markets, and exclusion of black producers from 

the same access to land, labour, credit and markets as white farmers enjoyed” (Williams et al, 

1998:66). It was under pressure to make access to land and resources more equitable, regulate 

and improve labour relations and liberate and deregulate16 markets and trade. 

As part of a “reorientation of the economy from import substitution to an export-led growth 

strategy”, the liberalisation of international trade in agriculture began with the Marrakech 

                                                
16 Deregulation is used here to mean the reduction of statutory controls (Williams et al, 1998:79). Bernstein 
(1996b:138) warns that deregulation opens the way to new forms of market regulation by private and public 
actors. 
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Agreement in 1993 (Vink, Tregurtha and Kirsten, 2002). It gained momentum after South 

Africa’s accession to the World Trade Organisation on 1 January 1995. In the light of the 

economic decline of the past two decades and the recession after 1990, Vink et al (2002) 

consider trade liberalisation one of the “central and more visible elements of the drive to 

achieve accelerated economic growth and symbolic of its break with past economic policies”. 

South Africa’s trade regime before liberalisation was characterized by numerous quantitative 

restrictions, a multitude of tariff lines, a wide dispersion of tariffs, and various forms of 

protection such as formula, specific and ad valorem duties and surcharges. In agriculture, 

quantitative restrictions, specific duties, and a maze of price controls, import and export 

permits and other regulations in many cases eliminated any foreign competition (Vink et al, 

2002). 

It also meant that the South African government submitted its agricultural producers and 

exporters to the discipline of the World Trade Organisation’s Agreement on Agriculture 

(AoA). According to Sandrey and Jensen (2007:9) South Africa’s tariff reforms and overall 

agricultural domestic restructuring of the 1990s “went far beyond anything mandated by the 

AoA”. 

The deregulation of agricultural marketing took much longer to achieve and several 

recommendations of the Kassier Committee of Inquiry into the Marketing Act were severely 

contested by organised agriculture (Bayley, 2000:44-53). In fact, it took the departure of the 

NP from the Government of National Unity (GNU) for the ANC government to finalise the 

marketing act and usher in a new dispensation for marketing of agricultural products. With 

this the government had hoped that it could put the agricultural sector on a growth path that 

would be less capital-intensive (Van Zyl, et al, 2001:725). 

As nothing was put in the place of the regulated marketing system, Williams et al (1998:79) 

remark that once organised agriculture had lost its privileged access to state policy-makers, 

“the structures of regulation began to unwind”. They warned – rather prophetically - that it 

did not mean that the monopolistic arrangements fostered by statutory boards and regulations 

will be replaced by freely competitive, unregulated markets: 

The new marketing arrangements emerge from the institutions fostered by the old and 
take their shape from the sequence of interactions among policy-makers and 
agricultural interests. Trading and manufacturing companies, co-operative and private 
are reorganising their structures and mutual relations to consolidate their positions 
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within changed market structures. Merchants have always preferred to control 
markets rather than compete in them (Williams et al, 1998:79). 

Despite a steep decline in the wheat price in 1997 (Volksblad, 1999:7) and the chaos that 

reigned in the fresh fruit export sector, what with hundreds of “export agents” roaming the 

fruit-producing areas come harvest time (Bayley, 2000:71 and Mather, 2002:3), white 

commercial farmers and agribusinesses on aggregate were by no means left high and dry by 

processes of deregulation and liberalisation, as Williams et al (1998) remarked in the year 

that the controlled (regulated) marketing was finally wound up: 

Liberalisation of markets will leave producers, manufacturers and traders in a position 
to defend or even enhance the dominant positions which the whole range of statutory 
privileges enabled them to establish. New entrants will not be able to benefit from 
subsidised interest rates, uniform assured and subsidised prices and protection from 
imports, which were created to support white farmers. The new market arrangements, 
like the old, will exclude many people from entry on favourable terms. They will open 
niches for those who are able, in different ways, to gain access to land, means of 
production and markets for their produce (Williams et al, 1998:89). 

A further irony of state support to farmers was that the government of the day on one hand 

introduced soil conservation measures and legislation to stop the deterioration of vegetation, 

while the Marketing Act had the opposite effect in some industries. Livestock producers were 

sometimes forced to overstock their veld because they could get quotas to send their animals 

to the market only at certain times of the year. This led to the deterioration of natural 

resources, especially soil and vegetation (Van Schalkwyk et al, 2003:126). In the case of field 

crops, such as wheat and maize, the “cost plus” pricing scheme led to farmers ploughing up 

natural veld and producing grain on marginal lands (Vink and Kirsten, 2000). Van 

Schalkwyk et al (2003:126) also conclude that the only people who really benefited from the 

meat scheme were the bureaucrats administering the scheme and those who gained quasi-

monopoly power, e.g. feedlots. 

2.9 Re-forming the platteland: land, labour and resource reform in the 
democratic era 
In the pre-democratic era capitalist farmers not only owned most of the agricultural land, but 

also the irrigation water associated with it. In fact, the country had a water Gini coefficient of 

0,96 (Van Koppen in Woodhouse, 2008). Whereas a private farm used to be an almost 

autonomous unit, nowadays natural resources such as water and minerals are public goods, 

and biodiversity and ecosystem services have to be conserved on behalf of others, often at a 
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cost to landowners (DEAT, 1998; DME, 2002; DWAF, 1998). After 1994 the new 

democratic government embarked on a land reform programme that made provision for three 

sub-programmes of restitution, redistribution and tenure reform, as well as a comprehensive 

programme of water institutional reforms (Backeberg, 2005:107) and made existing labour 

legislation binding on the farming sector as well (Vink and Kirsten, 2003:6). These changes 

and some of their consequences will be discussed in the next three sections. 

2.9.1 Land reform 

The ANC contested the first democratic elections in 1994 with the Reconstruction and 

Development Programme (RDP) as its framework for future policy and legislation. It 

undertook to address inequality, insecurity, underdevelopment and dispossession through a 

range of reform programmes, especially land, labour and resource reform: 

A national land reform programme is the central and driving force of a programme of 
rural development. Such a programme aims to address effectively the injustices of 
forced removals and the historical denial of access to land. It aims to ensure security 
of tenure for rural dwellers. And in implementing the national land reform 
programme, and through the provision of support services, the democratic 
government will build the economy by generating large-scale employment, increasing 
rural incomes and eliminating overcrowding (RSA, 1994). 

Besides being the “central and driving force” for rural development, land reform became a 

constitutional imperative in the democratic South Africa. Section 25 of the Constitution 

obliges the state to engage in reform to give citizens more equitable access to land, to make 

land tenure more secure and to ensure restitution of property or “equitable redress” to persons 

or communities who were dispossessed of property after 19 June 1913 because of laws and 

practices that discriminated on the basis of race (RSA, 1996). 

Arguably due to the involvement of World Bank officials in the negotiation process South 

Africa adopted a process of market-led agrarian reform17 implying that transactions would be 

concluded on a basis of “willing seller, willing buyer”. The initial aim was to redistribute 

30% of agricultural land within five years, but it was later extended to 20 years, to be 

                                                
17 Lahiff, Borras and Kay (2007:1417) describe market-led agrarian reform (MLAR) as a neoliberal policy 
framework that advocates voluntary transactions between ‘willing sellers’ and ‘willing buyers’ and the removal 
of various ‘distortions’ from land and agricultural markets. It has gained prominence in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America since the early 1990s as an alternative to the state-led approaches that were implemented over the 
course of the 20th century. MLAR had been criticised for the fact that it is not able to challenge the political and 
economic power of large landowners, the fact that it takes place on the discretion of existing landowners, but 
will possibly not meet the land needs of the rural poor and landless (Lahiff, Borras and Kay, 2007:1418). 
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completed in 2014. That has also changed since, and the objective now is to go beyond 30% 

until the distribution of land reflects the country’s demography (Landbouweekblad, 2015:14-

15). 

The RDP was clear on who was supposed to benefit from land reform. It was to be a 

“demand-driven” programme with the objective to “supply residential and productive land to 

the poorest section of the rural population and aspirant farmers”. Furthermore, the reasons for 

government involvement in the development, funding and implementing of the land reform 

programme was the belief that the abolition of the Land Acts would not be sufficient to 

redress inequities in land distribution, and the fact that few black people would be able to 

afford land on the free market (RDP, 1994). 

The land reform process was, and still is, slow and cumbersome in character. Although 

government initially put the blame for the lack of progress with land reform on landowners 

for their resistance to the process and demanding high prices for land, research found that 

“complex application procedures, budgetary limitations and bureaucratic inefficiency” also 

contributed to the lack of progress (Lahiff, 2007:1581). 

Some researchers, e.g. Lahiff (2007:1583) believe land reform was doomed to fail because 

the programme was the result of “competing imperatives and contending political forces” 

rather than a single and coherent approach. The consequence was “a messy compromise” that 

has proven to be extremely slow and has failed to deliver on its key policy objectives (Lahiff, 

2007:1582). In addition, the process was, and still is, complicated by the fact that the 

Constitution guarantees the rights of existing landowners, but also makes provision for 

redress to victims of past dispossession (Lahiff, 2007:1578). The new government was also 

under pressure not to destroy the commercial farming sector and put food security, 

employment opportunities and foreign exchange earnings in danger: 

Thus, a key challenge set for itself by the government of the ‘new South Africa’ was 
how to redress historical injustice, combat rural poverty and contribute to economic 
development, without destroying the advanced agricultural sector or alienating 
politically conservative white landowners (Lahiff, 2007:1577). 

After 1999 the ideals of the RDP were abandoned and replaced by a programme that targeted 

better-resourced applicants in order to establish a class of black commercial farmers through 

the LRAD (Land Reform for Agricultural Development) programme. A third phase of land 

reform originated from the ANC’s 52nd National Conference in 2007 in Polokwane, where it 
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was resolved to pursue a small-scale farmer strategy and accelerate land reform (Greenberg, 

2013:11). Just before that, the state has adopted a Pro-active Land Acquisition Strategy 

(PLAS) to acquire land which it rents to different categories of black farmers. 

In their reaction to the Green Paper on Land Reform that was published in 2011, researchers 

at PLAAS (2011) expressed their disappointment with the document and said it failed to offer 

any serious proposals for public debate on alternatives to scale up land reform or answer 

important policy questions facing the nation with regards to the future of the countryside. In a 

submission to the Department of Rural Development and Land Reform they stated that these 

questions include: 

a) Who should benefit from land reform? 
b) What changes should land reform bring about in land uses and farm sizes? And what 

should it leave intact? Is subdivision of farms going to be pursued to make available 
modest plots in order to promote a smallholder sector? 

c) Where should land reform be targeted? 
d) How will land be acquired for redistribution? 
e) How can projects be better designed to improve on the dismal performance of the 

programme to date? 
f) How can land reform support sustainable rural livelihoods?  
g) How can tenure rights be secured? 
h) What mechanisms will address the needs of marginalized groups such as women? 

(PLAAS, 2011). 

The Green Paper was not developed into a White Paper that could guide land reform; instead 

its release was followed by a raft of “policy documents” on the DRDLR website, speeches 

shifting the goal posts (DRDLR, 2015) ,etc. Two years later, in August 2013 and only months 

away from national elections in May 2014, the Department of Rural Development and Land 

Reform (almost unexpectedly) published a range of new policies about landholding, namely: 

(a) the State Land Lease and Disposal Policy, which sets guidelines for leasing land acquired 
through the PLAS programme to black people, 

(b) the Recapitalisation and Development Programme Policy, which aims to recapitalise 
properties acquired since 1996 through the restitution and redistribution programmes by 
means of revitalising irrigation schemes, service river valley catalytic projects and animal and 
veld management projects in the 23 poorest district in the country and the communal areas. 
Its purpose is to ensure that all land reform farms are 100% productive, that the class of black 
fledgling commercial farmers which was destroyed by the 1913 Natives Land Act is 
rekindled and that the rural-urban population and resources flow is significantly reduced. 
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(c) the Agricultural Landholding Policy Framework, that sets upper and lower limits for 
landholding in order to “improve efficiency” (DRDLR, 2013). 

Cousins’ (2013b:12) assessment of these policies is that they “effectively redefine” land 

redistribution policy and are “likely to result in elite capture of land reform as well as 

continued insecurity of tenure for the majority of rural people in communal areas, on 

privately owned and restored or redistributed land”. He criticises the new policies for failing 

to take the lessons from implementation of previous policies into account. 

Policy development processes appears to be taking place independently from policy 

processes elsewhere, e.g. the development of a National Development Plan (NDP) for South 

Africa. While Prof. Mohammad Karaan, one of the NPC commissioners, said that the 

Minister of RDLR was supposed to “align” his policies with the NDP (personal 

communication, 7 May 2015), the minister of RDLR, Mr Gugile Nkwinti, appears to ignore 

the plan and “continues to release muddled and unworkable proposals that contradict the 

NDP” (Cousins, 2015:265). 

During 2014 the Minister of RDLR proposed a cap of 12 000 ha on landholding, and while a 

ministerial consultation process about this ceiling was ongoing, on 8 May 2015 he proposed 

that the “ceilings for viable farm sizes” be changed to 1 000 ha for small scale farms, 2 500 

ha for medium scale farms and 5 000 ha for large-scale farms in order to speed up 

redistribution (DRDLR, 2015, Landbouweekblad, 2015). 

The land restitution process has also fallen “far short” of what it was supposed to achieve 

(Walker, 2009:228). However, Walker does not think restitution will stop soon, as it is an 

“on-going, open-ended and ultimately inconclusive process that cannot deliver all that is 

asked” (2009:229). The land claims process was reopened in August 2014, at a time when 

20 592 of the claims that were settled, still had to be “finalised and fully implemented”, and 

more than 8 000 claims either had not been settled or gazetted by August 2013 (Gobodo, 

2013, in Cousins et al, 2014). 

The view of organised agriculture has always been that as a group they approve of land 

reform and are keen to have a “constructive partnership” with government in order to 

facilitate the necessary transformation. They have one condition, though, namely that the 

process should be market-assisted and not be facilitated by interference from government: 
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There are ... areas of concern, i.e. that the re-opening of land claims will inhibit 
investment due to uncertainty of future ownership; collateral values will be negatively 
affected if government deviate from paying market values for land; and statutory 
arrangements with regards to the labour market accelerate the use of labour saving 
practices. Agri SA’s views on these matters are on record, namely that less direct 
intervention and an assisted market approach is the preferred option to find solutions 
for these challenging issues (Agri SA, 2014). 

Large-scale capitalist farmers remain involved in the land reform process through their union 

Agri SA. In late 2014 its president, Johannes Möller, stipulated the “framework ... within 

which Agri SA ... is prepared to participate” in land reform. First of all, the organisation is 

“committed to developing and implementing proposals whereby the agricultural community 

can play a leading role in sustainable land reform, the development of entrepreneurship and 

the social upliftment and development of farm workers and farm worker communities”. 

Although they were not consulted when the National Development Plan18 was drafted, their 

proposals for land reform would comply with the NDP. Agri SA believes that participation in 

land reform programmes should be voluntary, but should be “sufficiently incentivised” for all 

landowners to consider taking part. Further to that, Agri SA supports land reform proposals 

that recognise the diversity of agriculture (regions, commodity branches and size/scope of 

farming units, etc.), which requires “suppleness within a variety of options whereby land 

reform can be achieved” (Möller, 2014). 

The themes of uncertainty and the fact that the proposed compensation for land at less than 

market prices might only benefit the banks and leave farmers with nothing, are followed by 

Agri SA vice president, Theo de Jager (2013): 

The total value of commercial farmland in SA is estimated to be around R168 billion. 
It serves as collateral for agriculture’s debt of around R94 billion. Paying only 50% - 
60% of market value to land owners would mean that the banks and agribusinesses as 
bond holders are covered for their exposure, while the average farmer will be left 
naked! (De Jager, 2013:46). 

The way the restitution process has been implemented has probably done more 
damage to commercial agriculture in South Africa than the Anglo-Boer war. It has 
created massive uncertainty, with thousands of farms (often whole districts or 
industries) caught up in the grip of unfinished claims, and no-one – neither the current 

                                                
18 Input from regular meetings between academics from the Agricultural Economics departments of the 
Stellenbosch and Pretoria Universities and a member of the National Planning Commission (NPC) and a “select 
and elite group of farmers”, certain agricultural journalists, big business and politicians was incorporated into 
the chapter on rural development in the NDP (Stellenbosch University, 2013:1). 
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owner nor the claimants – knows who will own the farm in a year from now. So for 
years no further investment or development takes place on those farms (De Jager, 
2013:44-5). 

De Jager’s pronouncements are rather ironic, given that farmers from parts of his home 

province, Limpopo, are not concerned by gazetted claims on their land and continue to 

produce and accumulate. 

Efforts at tenure reform in the Bantustans, Act 9 areas, as well as for farm dwellers and 

former labour tenants did not meet with much success. The Communal Land Rights Act 

(CLRA) was enacted in July in 2004, but was not implemented, mainly because of a court 

challenge by four communities who argued that CLRA would have undermined their security 

of land tenure because it weakened all the layers of decision-making around land, except that 

of chiefly power. The CLRA gave traditional councils (tribal authorities under apartheid) 

wide-ranging powers, “including control over the occupation, use and administration of 

communal land” (Custom Contested, not dated). In 2010 the Constitutional Court declared 

the entire Act invalid. The act has not been replaced and the gap is leaving rural people in 

limbo because there is no legislation that offers redress to rural people who are still without 

security of tenure of land due to apartheid and colonialism (Custom Contested, not dated). 

At present, there is concern about the South African government’s “package of traditional 

leadership laws vesting far-reaching unilateral powers in chiefs, including apartheid-era 

appointees, while re-entrenching the deeply contested tribal boundaries of the former 

Bantustans” (Claassens, 2013:37). 

2.9.2 Labour reform 

After centuries of slavery and later forced labour, by 1990 farm workers in South Africa still 

enjoyed little legal protection of their rights. The promulgation of the Agricultural Labour 

Act, No 147 of 1993, addressed this shortcoming to some extent, but it was only after 1994 

that farm workers’ rights received proper protection when the four major labour laws in 

South Africa, including the Labour Relations Act (1995), the Basic Conditions of 

Employment Act (1997), the Skills Development Act (1998) and the Employment Equity Act 

(1998), also applied to the agricultural sector (Vink and Kirsten, 2003:6; Ortmann, 2005). 

After labour legislation was extended to agriculture in 1995, a survey was conducted among 

135 commercial farmers in KwaZulu-Natal to gauge farmer perceptions about the impact of 

labour legislation (Newman et al, 1997). Respondents agreed that labour legislation was 
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necessary, but wanted it to be “less ambiguous, more flexible and less extensive”. Were 

minimum wages to be imposed, cash wages would be paid, but benefits would be charged for 

(Newman et al, 1997). 

The extension of labour legislation to farm workers and the introduction of a minimum wage 

in 2003 led to a decline of employment in the agricultural sector and a shift to seasonal and 

temporary workers. Also, poverty and insecurity of tenure and employment have increased 

for most farm workers (Hall et al, 2013). Formal on‐farm employment decreased from about 

1,1 million in 1993 to fewer than 630 000 by 2006 (Tregurtha et al, 2010). 

Simbi and Aliber’s (2000:16) investigation in Limpopo Province into the causes of the 

“casualisation trend” found that casual workers were preferred to permanent workers because 

they were “less troublesome to farmers, either in the sense that they are more easily fired than 

permanent workers, are less able to make demands (e.g. for wage increases) or are less likely 

to join a union ... and that farmers prefer casual workers because they are more apt to be able 

to pay them less than permanent workers”. 

In the first year after the introduction of a minimum wage, Conradie (2004) investigated 

labour and wage issues in the wine and table grape growing areas of Rawsonville, Robertson 

and De Doorns in the Western Cape. She found that farmers were more likely to give their 

workers fewer benefits than retrench them as minimum wage determinations increase, and 

that increased mechanisation also raised labour intensity. In a subsequent paper Conradie 

(2007:192) found that the most significant shift in the table grape growing and exporting area 

of De Doorns was the “upgrading” of women living on farms from seasonal to permanent 

employment. This was no doubt because they could pay them less because they were already 

living on the farm. 

Regarding the citrus industry, Minnaar’s (2008) research into perceptions of the impact of 

minimum wages in the citrus industry in the Letaba region of Limpopo Province found that 

citrus producers would utilise permanent workers better by training or managing them more 

effectively and by focussing on increased productivity by the smaller group of workers. There 

were no changes to workers’ contracts, besides changing their remuneration from monthly to 

hourly wages and lowering the hours worked per week. There was also an increase in 

deductions from workers’ wages, especially for housing. Other findings include that during 

the first three years after the introduction of the minimum wage, 1 310 positions were made 
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redundant in the off-season, and 170 in the peak season, while 20 positions were created in 

the off-season and 45 in the peak season. She found that the introduction of minimum wages 

had the greatest impact on young people and workers without training and work experience, 

and concluded that workers on the whole were not necessarily better off after minimum 

wages were introduced. 

One of the consequences of the introduction of labour legislation and the extension of the 

minimum wage to agriculture was a change in agricultural employment relations. According 

to recent research in the table grape growing areas of the Western Cape by Barrientos and 

Visser (2012:4), “the employment profile increasingly takes the form of a core on-farm 

labour force supplemented by the increasing use of casual seasonal labour”. 

Overall, the core workforce is better skilled, receives training and enjoys better employment 

conditions. The casual seasonal workers are less skilled, receive little training, and have poor 

employment terms and conditions (particularly if recruited through less scrupulous labour 

brokers). In some locations there has been an increased use of casual migrant labour from 

other African countries (particularly Zimbabwe and Mozambique) (Barrientos and Visser, 

2012:4). A similar situation was found by Mather and Greenberg (2003:412) for citrus 

production in the Eastern Cape. 

The purpose of ESTA (Extension of Security of Tenure Act (62 of 1997) was to make long-

term security of land tenure possible with the assistance of the state; “to regulate the 

conditions of residence on certain land; to regulate the conditions on and circumstances under 

which the right of persons to reside on land may be terminated; and to regulate the conditions 

and circumstances under which persons, whose right of residence has been terminated, may 

be evicted from land; and to provide for matters connected therewith” (DLA, 1997). 

Since its implementation, the Act has had harsh consequences for farm workers and farm 

dwellers, as Wegerif et al (2005) found in a national survey of which the purpose was to 

establish the number of people evicted from farms in South Africa between 1984 and 2004, 

the cause and nature of the evictions and the impact of the evictions on the livelihoods of 

those evicted and the places where they settled. 

One of the most pertinent findings of their survey was “the sheer scale of the eviction 

problem and the large number of people leaving farms” (Wegerif et al, 2005:185). They 

found that almost a million people – about half of them children - were evicted from farms 
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between 1984 and 2004. Reasons for the evictions were found to be mainly economic, yet in 

an environment where the ability of farm dwellers to further their interests was much lower 

than that of the landowner: 

Over two thirds of evictions had a direct link with employment factors on the farm, 
even for those evictees who were not themselves working on the farm. The biggest 
problem is that while farmers are making and enforcing decisions based on their best 
economic interests, the farm workers – over 90% of whom are not unionised – and 
farm dwellers have no power to defend their own economic interests. The 
powerlessness of farm dwellers, combined with inadequate enforcement of rights, 
means there is nothing that effectively counters the often narrow self-interest of land 
owners (Wegerif et al, 2005:185). 

Wegerif et al (2005:186) also found that most evictions occurred in years following severe 

droughts “when farmers were under extreme economic pressure”, while the next largest 

number of evictions coincided with the regulation of basic conditions of employment on 

farms and including the imposition of a minimum wage in 2003. Evicted households lost 

more than just a place to stay: 

While on the farm, evicted households had benefited substantially from access to 
natural resources, such as firewood and wild vegetables, that they could collect for 
free. These benefits, along with access to land for their own livestock and production 
of staple foods such as maize, were largely lost after the eviction, taking away 
important contributions to people’s livelihoods (Wegerif et al, 2005:188). 

Historically, farm workers have not been a group given to protests. However, South Africa’s 

systemic unemployment and lack of opportunities for employment came to a head in 2012 

and 2013 with widespread farm worker protests in the fruit producing areas of the Western 

Cape Province. Protesters, mostly temporary and seasonal workers, violently demanded 

double the minimum wage and better working conditions. While even double the minimum 

wage is barely enough to ensure that workers get a balanced meal regularly (BFAP, 2012), 

researchers point out that farmers are also experiencing serious problems (BFAP, 2012; 

Barrientos and Visser, 2012; Visser and Barrientos, 2012). The minimum wage was increased 

to R105 per day. 
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2.9.3 Water and environmental reform 

In terms of ecological considerations, the rural areas of South Africa is not only “a land 

divided” (Cousins and Walker, 2015), but differentiated investment and resources that 

favoured white farming areas and marginalised the densely populated black rural areas also 

resulted in “nature divided” (Hoffman and Ashwell, 2001, in Meadows and Hoffman, 

2003:171). 

The post-apartheid dispensation was expected to present an opportunity to break with the 

practices of the past and “reconsider the relationship between farming and South Africa’s 

fragile ecologies” (Mather, 1996:41). Sustainable farming was therefore an anchor goal of the 

1995 White Paper on Agriculture and related policy documents, but the integrated nature of 

industrial farming, the perception that yields would be lower with the adoption of 

environmentally sustainable methods and pressures on agriculture were considered the main 

obstacles to reaching that goal. 

During the early years of democracy the thinking was that, while it would be difficult for 

large-scale commercial agriculture to change to more environmentally sustainable practices, 

the new black farmers could make a different start with the help of agricultural research and 

extension (Mather, 1996:48). However, neither agricultural research nor extension has been 

transformed sufficiently to give the support that was envisioned in Mather’s paper, and of 

late, black farmers have to depend on commercial farmers for mentorship and partnership, 

and therefore link in with production practices that are favoured by them. 

There had been a movement towards more sustainable farming practices, but only through 

serious involvement of related NGOs, well-funded researchers or in response to requirements 

from buyers of agricultural produce. Since the identification of considerable parts of South 

Africa as “biodiversity hotspots19”, there had been several efforts and initiatives to encourage 

ecologically sustainable farming; by government agencies, such as the South African 

National Biodiversity Institute’s (SANBI) “Conservation Farming Project” (Turpie, 2003), 

initiatives and research by universities, e.g. the Sustainability Institute and a Masters 

programme in Sustainable Agriculture at Stellenbosch University, as well as by organisations 

                                                
19 Biodiversity hotspots are “areas featuring exceptional concentrations of endemic species and experiencing 
exceptional loss of habitat”, and the concept was suggested as a tool to prioritize conservation efforts and 
funding by Myers et al (2000: 853-858). Critics of the concept ask if it is desirable to conserve small areas of 
high species diversity, while notably diverse temperate ecosystems do not qualify and low-diversity landscapes 
that provide important ecosystem services are ignored (McClure, 2013). 
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with international origins or links, for instance the World-wide Fund for Nature (WWF) and 

Conservation South Africa (CSA). 

Meanwhile, domestic industry-based initiatives aimed at conservation of endangered 

biodiversity, e.g. the “Biodiversity and Wine Initiative”, “Better Barley, Better Beer” and 

Grain SA’s conservation agriculture programme, are on the increase. Localised initiatives 

such as the Overberg Lowland Renosterveld Conservation Trust aimed at conserving the last 

remaining patches of endangered renosterveld with the help of farmer-landowners. While 

large-scale commercial farmers’ uptake of voluntary conservation initiatives, e.g. the 

conservation of Renosterveld, is slow, their access to the market can depend on their 

involvement in industry-based programmes, e.g. South African Breweries’ “Better Barley 

Better Beer” project or quality standards set by buyers of export products. 

When black people were dispossessed of their land, they in essence also lost the right of 

access to water since access to water was tied to the land (WISA, not dated).After 1994, new 

water legislation was introduced that deviated from the international norm in making the 

redress of past inequality in water use “an explicit goal” (Woodhouse, 2008).  

Irrigated agriculture is the biggest user of water in South Africa, and access to irrigation is a 

key element of economic viability for much of South Africa’s commercial farming sector 

(Woodhouse, 2008). This implies an “intimate relationship ... between the outcomes of land 

reform and water reform” (Woodhouse, 2008). However, the processes of land and water 

reform are governed by separate government departments and the pace of redistribution of 

these resources had been slow. 

2.10 Farmers, farming and agriculture in the 21st century 
Widespread and long-lasting farm protests broke out in November and December 2012 and 

January 2013 in the deciduous fruit and table grape growing areas of the Western Cape 

Province. Workers demanded a minimum wage of R150 per day, which was about double the 

minimum wage set by the Department of Labour in March 2012. They also demanded better 

working conditions. While speculation was rife about who was behind the strike, farm 

workers are without doubt some of the lowest paid workers in the South African economy. In 

the light of fruit-exporting farmers’ equally minor position within global value chains, it is 

clear that the sector is on the cusp of more change (Barrientos and Visser, 2012; BFAP, 

2012). 
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Concentration was a characteristic of the era of controlled marketing (Groenewald, 

2000:387), and continues apace in the post-regulated era (Greenberg, 2010a and Bernstein, 

2013). Upstream and downstream from their farms commercial farmers face the unabated 

consolidation and merger of agribusinesses. The motivation for these expanding corporate 

entities is often “more competitive and innovative product offerings and premiums for the 

client base” (Sherry, 2012c:26), even though it means that a fragmented corps of farmers has 

to deal with even more powerful businesses while entry by new businesses becomes more 

difficult. During the past three years reports in financial magazines and newspapers revealed 

a raft of transactions between agribusinesses; whether it was the merger of the insurance 

businesses of unlisted agricultural companies Senwes and NWK (Sherry, 2012c), or that of 

listed company Afgri’s agricultural retail and spare parts businesses with the retail operations 

of Senwes (Pressly, 2012). 

Large-scale commercial farmers may have been forced to adapt to radical changes, but 

Bernstein’s studies of South African commercial agriculture (1996a, 1996b 1997, 2003a, 

2013) show that it has not rendered commercial agriculture powerless. In the light of the 

importance of competition and efficiency in South Africa’s economic policy ... 

... commercial agriculture stakes its place in the new South Africa on the claim of its 
‘efficiency’ in a non-racial capitalism, while white farmers retain a de facto, if no 
longer de jure, near monopoly of resources and institutional, as well as economic, 
power in the countryside (Bernstein, 1997:22). 

This theme of a group that may have lost their privileged position and political power, but 

who manages to slow down transformation, is also explored by Lahiff (2007) and Fraser 

(2008) with regards to land reform. The compromise reached at the Codesa negotiations and 

subsequent Constitution and White Paper on Land through the principle of ‘willing buyer, 

willing seller’ bestowed on landowners the power to withhold land from the land reform 

programme (Lahiff, 2007:1583). 

Although large-scale commercial farmers as a group may have lost their privileged position 

and political power, they are not a homogeneous group, but show huge differentiation, as will 

be discussed in the next section. 
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2.10.1 Differentiation now (and then) 

It is not uncommon to describe South African agriculture as displaying a “dualism” in terms 

of production, structure and landholding. One the one side there are large-scale capitalist 

farming businesses, most of them owned by white families, whereas smallholdings, often 

with insecure tenure and worked by black families, characterise the rest of the countryside 

(Hall, 2004; Thirtle et al, 2005; Tregurtha et al, 2010). However, such a simplistic imagery 

creates the impression of homogeneity on each “side”. While my research findings show 

diversity and differentiation among present day (white) commercial farmers, research by 

Legassick (1977), Morrell (1988), Beinart (1997), Packard (2001), Van Sittert (2002) and 

Schirmer (2005) also demonstrates a long history of differentiation among white commercial 

farmers. 

For example, in the collaboration between mining and agriculture to secure access to a cheap 

labour force, Legassick (1977:177) found that the alliance was between the Chamber of 

Mines and the “emerging class of capitalist farmers in the Highveld”. Morrell (1988:619) 

similarly found that it was only the “progressive maize farmers” of the western and eastern 

Transvaal who found it “comfortable” to have close ties with the mines. 

Differentiation between progressive and backward attitudes towards science and farm 

improvement among farmers is also a theme explored by Beinart (1997), Van Sittert (2002) 

and Schirmer (2005). Beinart found that 19th century Cape farmers were divided socially and 

in their approach to stock management. Many of them were “ardent improvers ... who helped 

set the modernising political and even technical agenda of the colonial state” (Beinart, 

1997:228), while others resisted interference from state scientists. Van Sittert’s research 

about farmers’ responses to fencing legislation in the Cape Colony from around 1865 to 

1910, demonstrates that different groups of farmers supported or opposed the legislation. 

Farmers who supported the legislation and fenced their farms were prepared to invest in farm 

infrastructure and the protection of their stock. 

Schirmer (2005:83) also found that the apartheid state’s efforts to smooth out the divergences 

among white farmers failed where farmers “refused to let themselves be developed”. 

According to him a willingness to take risks and invest in their farms is what distinguishes 

successful farmers from their less successful counterparts in the period between 1700 and 

1960, not farm size. In his view, farm size is “more a consequence than a cause” of economic 

success (Schirmer, 2005:82). 
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Wealthy and progressive farmers also displayed a sort of preparedness through 

recordkeeping, as borne out by Schirmer’s (2005:87) reading of a 1914 report of the 

Department of Agriculture: 

Those farmers who found it difficult to see the value in keeping books were clearly 
concerned with surviving from year to year. They were not interested in making 
careful calculations which have allowed them to take a proportion of their profits, 
revinvest the amount in improvements or additional land, and thereby gradually 
expand the income they could derive from agriculture (Schirmer, 2005:87). 

Regarding differentiation in the post-apartheid era, my research asks which farmers survive 

the changes and competitive pressures and end up among the “winners” (i.e. accumumlators 

and successful reproducers) after periods of adverse weather, low producer prices, increasing 

production costs, changes to farming practices or legislation? Is it agency, or a favourable 

base, or does size or scale help a farmer to survive? 

Unfortunately, there is a dearth of detailed research about these questions. The size or scale 

of a farming operation is often cited as the only determinant of farming success. For example, 

in the case of the citrus industry in the Eastern Cape, Mather and Greenberg (2003:408) 

found that the better resourced farmers were able to “upgrade” into value adding activities 

such as private packhouses, direct marketing and upgrading production. 

Barrientos and Visser’s (2012:20) research in the deciduous fruit industry of the Western 

Cape shows that larger producers that have upgraded in the value chain are “better able to 

withstand vagaries of price and weather, finance investment in new varieties, supply larger 

quantities to meet supermarket buying programmes, and obtain efficiencies through better 

downstream linkages in the value chain”. The large-scale model is also preferred by key 

actors in the wider agro-food system, whose need for “economies of scale in processing, 

transport and distribution also lead to demands for growing volumes of commercial 

agricultural production and stable delivery capacities of homogeneous quality” (Ruben et al, 

2006:2). 

The notion of a willingness to take on risk and sacrifice resources in order to invest in 

infrastructure and improved fruit varieties or farming practices to reap the benefits sometime 

in the future is found in both Mather and Greenberg’s (2003) and Barrientos and Visser’s 

(2013) analyses. It is also something that Schirmer (2005) alludes to in his article on white 

farmers’ contribution to the development of agriculture between 1700 and 1960. According 
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to him the main explanation for differences between farmers is the “willingness and the 

capacity” of some farmers to deal with the risks of investment and expanded production 

(2005:82-83). 

Bernstein (2001) found that scale and capacity to take risks can be differentiating factors in 

practice, even in the case of new hybrid seeds and fertilizers which are considered scale-

neutral and can in principle be adopted by all sizes of farms. 

Mather and Greenberg’s (2003:406-407) research in the citrus industry in the Sundays River 

Valley (Eastern Cape province) and Citrusdal (Western Cape) found that farmers who 

benefitted from deregulation were farming on a) a large scale and were well resourced 

(“growers who have left the former co-operatives and constructed private packhouses tend to 

have larger volumes of fruit and the resources to build packhouses that cost between R4 and 

R12 million”), b) displayed a “market-oriented” mindset (and therefore have left the former 

co-operatives because of poor service, the pooling system, and the inability or unwillingness 

of the packhouses to cater to individual requests) or c) agency (“more active in upgrading to 

new varieties of fruit ... constantly on the lookout for a competitive edge against other 

producers ... and talk of the importance of shortening the chain and reducing the number of 

agents between themselves and the final consumer”). 

I will consider these drivers of differentiation as possible criteria in a typology of large-scale 

capitalist farmers in chapter 3. 

2.10.2 The persistence of the commercial model vs. alternative trajectories 

Land and agrarian reform aim to bridge the gap between white commercial farmers and 

emerging black farmers, but the countryside remains relatively untransformed, and only a 

small amount of land has been transferred to date (Greenberg, 2010a; Lund, 2012). There is 

debate about the livelihoods generated by land reform. 

Views about the fate of transferred farms range from the “lament” of the Minister of Rural 

Development and Land Reform (DRDLR) that 90% of land reform projects are failures 

(Sapa, 2010), to the more optimistic and informed views of researchers such as Cousins 

(2010), Aliber et al (2013) and Hebinck and Cousins (2013) whose empirical work shows 

that share to be a serious generalisation or oversimplification. One of the main reasons stated 

for the dismal appraisal of land reform farms is the fact that the performance of these 

emerging producers is measured against that of large-scale commercial farming operations. 
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Given the history of state intervention in the development of commercial farming and the 

insufficient support for land reform beneficiaries, it is also strange that new policies on the 

lease and disposal of state-owned land stipulate that tenants must adhere to a commercial 

farming model. 

The National Development Plan’s (2011) proposal for an “integrated and inclusive rural 

economy”, envisages creating a million jobs in agriculture through expansion of irrigated 

agriculture in labour-intensive sectors, e.g. citrus, vegetables, pecans, etc. The plan was 

incubated by academics from the Agricultural Economics departments of Stellenbosch and 

Pretoria universities, some agricultural journalists, big business and politicians who 

“regularly get together with a select and elite group of farmers to contribute information and 

ideas to address sector concerns such as transformation, land reform and employment”. 

(Stellenbosch University, 2013:1). Regarding land reform, it does not make provision for 

changes to the present agrarian structure, but rather recommend co-opting newcomers into 

the present commercial farming model. It was accepted by the government and is expected to 

be implemented in the foreseeable future. 

The plan was criticised by Cousins (2015:263) because it “puts white commercial farmers 

and agribusiness in the driving seat, in exchange for protecting them from the acquisition of 

their land in future”. Hendricks et al (2013) criticised the plan for not taking account of 

colonial dispossession and the legacy of apartheid. Another concern of theirs is that the plan 

offers “very little detail on how it ought to be reached”, thus failing in its effort to develop 

sustainable rural communities. 

Even though the commercial model is the model favoured by both organised agriculture and 

DRDLR, a number of alternatives had been suggested since the 1990s. These alternatives will 

be discussed in the following paragraphs. 

The RDP envisaged a break with large-scale capital-intensive farming, but its pro-poor and 

job-creating ideals were abandoned in 2000 in favour of the LRAD programme. In addition, 

the report that Cosatu commissioned the Macroeconomic Research Group (MERG) to do, 

advocated investment in a “labour-intensive, technologically dynamic and internationally 

competitive farm production structure” through economic pressure on farmers, by expanding, 

eliminating, and redirecting the array of state expenditures and tariffs affecting their 

incentives (MERG 1993:194). While state expenditure had been redirected away from 
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commercial farmers and tariffs largely abolished, commercial agriculture are “technologically 

dynamic and internationally competitive”, but on the whole it is becoming less labour-

intensive. As the ANC’s founding document for land and agrarian reform, the RDP had lofty 

ideals for land reform and agricultural production based on sound ecological principles, most 

of which have been implemented rather half-heartedly, and although the programme has 

since been abandoned, its ideals still form part of the rhetoric of speeches and policy 

documents. 

What really is needed to take agriculture forward and how land reform should be 

implemented, are matters that are hotly debated. On the one hand, agricultural economists at 

the Universities of Pretoria and Stellenbosch believe it is the “nature and pace of productivity 

growth that will largely ultimately determine the employment and income generating 

capacity” of South African agriculture (Liebenberg, 2013:1). Land activists and left-leaning 

academics, on the other hand, still encourage land reform that gives poor people access to 

land for agricultural production that is not so capital-intensive, and different criteria for 

success and viability than those that are now used (Aliber et al, 2013). 

Both Cousins (2013a and 2015) and Hendricks et al (2013) suggest different trajectories for 

land and agrarian reform in South Africa. In terms of areas with potential for irrigated 

agriculture, Cousins (2013a:136) uses empirical evidence from Tugela Ferry and other 

irrigation schemes which demonstrates that where small-scale farmers have access to fertile 

soils, irrigation water and markets, they can be highly productive and earn reasonable returns. 

In the present agrarian structure it will not be possible for large numbers of small-scale 

irrigation farmers to settle and flourish, especially because they have to compete with long-

established, large-scale capitalist farmers, and powerful agri-businesses dominate the 

processing and consumption components of value chains. 

Furthermore, Cousins (2015:266) suggests that, in order to protect food security the “top 

20%” of white commercial farmers “could be left alone for a couple of decades”, but that the 

land of the other 80% should be redistributed to the “200 000 to 250 000 black smallholder 

farmers” who are already engaged in producing for sale in markets. The thrust of his 

argument is that such reform cannot be piecemeal, but should include support for informal 

markets, access to irrigated land and policies to reconnect land reform and agriculture: 

Subdivision of large farms must be allowed, particularly in areas where cropping is 
viable. The reallocation of water rights to land reform beneficiaries and appropriate 
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irrigation infrastructure must proceed along with land transfer ... Extension services 
and the technologies they recommend must be reoriented to servicing the farming 
systems practised by smallholders, and supported by appropriate research. Veterinary 
services need to be offered to communal area herds. Support services offered by 
NGOs and commodity associations must be draw in, too (Cousins, 2015:267-8). 

While Hendricks et al (2013) admit that there is no blueprint for South Africa’s agrarian 

future they do suggest that the “Zimbabwean solution” may provide a way to re-imagine and 

restructure the white countryside. Such restructuring would include dividing large 

commercial farms into small plots “for peasant-type production”, or taken them over as is to 

ensure that commercial production continues. This two-pronged approach resulted in an 

increase in small-scale farmers in Zimbabwe. In the case of South Africa, subdivision could 

work for maize production, while it would be better to retain wine farms in their entirety. The 

“prime candidates” for the alternative trajectory they propose for agrarian reform should be 

farm workers who have “the knowledge and skills (but not the right) to work the land” 

(Hendricks et al, 2013:352). 

Furthermore, Cousins’ (2015:266) proposal for more targeted support for livestock 

production by small-scale farmers is in line with a growing appreciation among academics 

and rangeland practitioners for the role that smallholder livestock farming can play in 

agrarian reform. In a special issue of the African Journal of Range and Forage Science, 

Vetter (2013:7) focuses on the need for policy “appropriate to small-scale and multiple-

purpose production systems” that would make (local) market-oriented subsistence livestock-

keeping possible. It should include “integrated systems of livestock and dual-purpose crops, 

training in range management, disease control and livestock husbandry, and schemes to 

access inputs and markets that overcome the disadvantages of smallholders”. Because South 

Africa’s rangelands differ so much in their ecological, social and economic characteristics, 

and the fact that interventions that work in one area may not be appropriate in another, policy 

needs to provide for “plurality in ecological and economic models appropriate to different 

contexts” (Vetter, 2013:7). In the same journal Hall and Cousins (2013:14) propose land 

reform aimed at expanding the rangeland commons, especially adding land to existing 

commonages. Such a measure will help to decongest the communal areas to enable livestock 

mobility and thus enhance resilience. They further suggest that management of the commons 

can be strengthened by learning from local institutions. 
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While these alternative trajectories are probably feasible to some extent, they all assume a 

capable state and much larger budgets for land redistribution and agricultural support services 

than is the case at present. 

 

2.11 Conclusion 
The literature in this review portrays the trajectory of capitalist agriculture in South Africa as 

a variant of the “Prussian Path” or “accumulation from above” as discussed in chapter 3 

below. In fact, Bernstein (1996a) describes the transition to capitalism in South African 

agriculture as both “extreme and exceptional”. Firstly because both agriculture and industry 

only began to advance after the discovery of diamonds and gold in the late 19th century and 

the development of the mining industry, and secondly because of the way white farming was 

privileged by government intervention after 1910. 

State support created conditions for capital accumulation by means of access to land, finance 

and cheap labour and encouraged and aided the development of the productive forces. 

Farmers had to produce, because the state would take responsibility for the transport, 

marketing and exporting of agricultural products and protect farmers from competition by 

imported products.  

Although state support was supposed to benefit all white farmers, arguments by Keegan 

(1990) and Jeeves and Crush (1990) that capitalist agriculture would never have developed 

without state intervention may seem extreme and negate the agency that certain commercial 

farmers have displayed from early times. For example, in the so-called “alliance of gold and 

maize” Morrell (1988:619) found that only the “progressive maize farmers” of the western 

and eastern Transvaal were “comfortable” to have close ties with foreign (mining) capital. 

Farmers did not benefit equally from state support (Groenewald, 2000) either, and some 

“refused to be helped” (Schirmer, 2005:83). It seems there had always been large farms and 

small farms, but that farmers were differentiated in terms of their willingness and capability 

to take risks, with the large, wealthier farmers more willing and capable to take risks and 

invest in their farms (Schirmer:2005). 

The gradual withdrawal of state support starting in the 1970s and the deregulation of markets 

and the “liberalisation” of trade after 1994, further differentiated farmers in terms of those 

who were prepared for or able to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital in changed 
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conditions and the harsh demands of a free market economy. It also created “winners and 

losers”. Generally speaking, this can be shrugged off as a “natural” result of the development 

of capitalism. 

South Africa, however, faces the conundrum to transform access to land and water resources 

without jeopardising food production and further job losses. For reasons of being 

unconstitutional, financially and ecologically unaffordable, against neoliberal norms, in 

breach of trade agreements, or because it will have to assume a capable and willing state, the 

conditions that were created by the pre-democratic state to “manufacture” a class of large-

scale capitalist farmers cannot be recreated to reform and transform the platteland. To create 

conditions for accumulation of capital by black farmers a different path is needed. But that 

too, will require a capable and willing state. 
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Chapter 3 Reproduction and accumulation dynamics in capitalist 
agriculture: a conceptual framework 
 

3.1 Introduction 
The transition of South Africa’s commercial agricultural sector from a system of high levels 

of state support to one governed mainly by ‘market forces’ (and the deepening of commodity 

relations after that support was withdrawn) is best explored by theories that investigate the 

political economy of agrarian change and the development of capitalism. 

The political economy of agrarian change “investigates the social relations and dynamics of 

production and reproduction, property and power in agrarian formations and their processes 

of change, both historical and contemporary”. This definition (Bernstein, 2010b:1), captures 

the transformation of farming and agriculture into capitalist entities through the actions and 

relative power of states, other capitals and the development of the productive forces, as well 

as contemporary dynamics within agriculture. It follows then, that to understand current 

processes of agrarian change, it is necessary to understand the historical and contemporary 

development of capitalism, its accumulation and reproduction dynamics, and the resultant 

differentiation of farmers. 

The conceptual framework for my thesis will be taken from the political economy of agrarian 

change, as theorised by Bernstein (1996a, 1996b, 2007, 2009 and 2010b). It will focus on 

capitalism’s “unique logic of exploitation and accumulation, competition and continuous 

development of productive capacity” (Bernstein, 2010b:9) in general, and on the dynamics of 

reproduction and accumulation in capitalist agriculture in particular. 

In the first part of this chapter I examine the nature and dynamics of capitalism and 

commodity production by focusing on processes of reproduction and accumulation within 

individual capitalist enterprises, and develop a framework to analyse the reproduction and 

accumulation strategies undertaken by capitalist farmers. A brief section discusses exchange, 

the “first condition of accumulation” (Marx, 1976:709), and describes how the nature of 

markets shapes reproduction and accumulation strategies and processes. I will then discuss 

the origin and development of the analytical framework concerned with capitalist 

transformation and capital accumulation in farming and agriculture, generally known as the 

“Agrarian Question” (AQ) (Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010a:180). The discussion will include 

the relevance of the AQ in South Africa, and the differentiation of farmers as a result of 

 

 

 

 



67 

 

capitalist development. Then I discuss the value of typologies as an organised way to portray 

and understand differentiation and future transitions, and review examples of typologies from 

the recent literature. I follow this up with a discussion of the usefulness for analyses of 

capitalist farming of the “classic” view of the class differentiation of peasants, and 

Bernstein’s (2001) adaptation thereof. Of note here is the occurrence of capitalist farmers 

who do not employ non-family wage workers, which raises the question of how to categorise 

them, i.e. are they simple commodity producers (Friedmann, 1980) or petty commodity 

producers (Gibbon and Neocosmos, 1985)? In the final part of this chapter, I propose a 

typology of white large-scale capitalist farmers in South Africa and categorise farmers 

according to the outcomes of processes and strategies of reproduction and accumulation. This 

allows me to speculate about the future of commercial farming in South Africa. 

3.2 The political economy of capitalist agriculture 
Materialist political economy is centred on analyses of class relations and class structure, and 

on the complex and changing realities of contemporary capitalism. Based on the theoretical 

approach of Karl Marx, Bernstein (2010b:1) describes capitalism as a system of production 

and reproduction based on a fundamental social relation between capital and labour, wherein 

capital exploits labour in its pursuit of profit and accumulation, while labour has to work for 

capital to obtain its means of subsistence. The essential characteristics of capitalism are 

generalised commodity production, the imperative of accumulation and the assumption that 

labour power and the means of production are bought and sold as commodities (Bernstein, 

2010b:25-26). In addition, the characteristics of capitalist society that Marx “felt necessary to 

explain”, are monopoly of the means of production by a small minority, wage employment of 

the majority, distribution of products by monetary exchange and remuneration involving the 

economic categories of prices, profits and wages (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:10). 

Even though capitalism is the dominant mode of production in the world today, its emergence 

was neither natural nor inevitable (Bernstein, 2010b:9); and it must have had “a beginning of 

some kind” (Marx, 1976:714). Marx described the transition of pre-capitalist societies to 

capitalism as a process of “primitive accumulation”. Primitive accumulation is characterised 

by non-market relations, as opposed to “developed” capitalism, which is driven by the “dull 

compulsion of economic forces” (Bernstein, 2010b:27). 
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The origins and development of capitalism in agriculture, or “paths of agrarian transition”, 

vary between countries and societies, and have usually resulted in the dispossession of 

peasant farmers. This underpins class formation in the countryside, i.e. a group of landed 

property owners and landless people. In England, where the first transition to capitalism 

occurred, landed property would rent out land to tenant farmers for commercial purposes, and 

this gave rise to a class of agrarian capital. Landless people who could not rent land or who 

did not have access to unclaimed land, had to sell their labour power in order to secure their 

means of subsistence (Bernstein, 2010b:27-28). 

Because of competition, capitalist producers became locked into commodity relations, now a 

condition of their survival (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:71). Competition compels capitalists to 

find novel ways to increase production. 

The concepts of agrarian change, i.e. “the social relations and practices of farming, societies 

based on farming and processes of change in farming” (Bernstein, 2010b:61), accumulation, 

reproduction and differentiation are key to my analysis and will be used as the foundation for 

explaining changes in the structure of farming in South Africa, and why farmers experience 

labour, climate and weather, production costs, etc. as pressures on their ability to reproduce 

and accumulate. A second key concept in my analysis of the dynamics of change in the 

commercial farming sector will be the processes and actions that farmers implement in 

response to these changes and pressures in order to ensure their reproduction and 

accumulation. The emphasis will fall on the outcomes of reproduction strategies and 

processes for individual capitalist farmers and how it differentiates them. 

Some of the salient aspects of capitalism (and by definition, accumulation) are its movement, 

fluidity and adaptability, i.e. the “constant flux of its incessant renewal” (Marx, 1976:711). 

Once capitalists are on the treadmill of expansion and growth, they cannot opt out. They are 

compelled to produce more to be able to carry on producing, and accumulate to be able to 

continue accumulating, for if capitalists want to maintain their class position under conditions 

of competition, they can never stop investing and re-investing capital in some kind of 

undertaking (Marx, 1976:739). Competition, expansion and accumulation feed off each other, 

forcing capitalists to “keep extending (their) capital, so as to preserve it and (they) can only 

extend it by means of progressive accumulation” (Marx, 1976:739). 
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It is not only capital that is reproduced, but also the producers of surplus-value, the workers; 

“... an absolutely necessary condition for capitalist production ... this incessant reproduction, 

this perpetuation of the worker” (Marx, 1976:716). 

Harvey (2010:11-12) argues that Marx was “incredibly impressed” with the “mutability and 

dynamics” of capitalism. Accumulation is about “movement and the motion ... processes of ... 

the circulation of capital” as well as dynamic relations between elements within a capitalist 

system (Harvey, 2010:11-12). Also, there are “innumerable strategies” for accumulation 

available to capitalists: 

If capitalists cannot accumulate this way, then they will do it another way. If they 
cannot use science and technology to their own advantage, they will raid nature or 
give recipes to the working class (Harvey, 2010:262). 

Mandel (1976) describes the consequences of capitalist accumulation as the fact that owners 

of the means of production (different firms) are forced to: 

... extort the maximum surplus-value from the producers and generalized alienation, 
to constantly growing mechanisation of labour, concentration and centralisation of 
capital, growing organic composition of capital, the tendency for the rate of profit to 
fall, and periodically recurrent crises of over-production (Mandel, 1976:81-82). 

Capitalist accumulation, i.e. the need to expand the scale20 of production and increase 

productivity to make a profit drives the exploitation of labour (Bernstein, 2010b:22). The 

exploitation of labour is one of the key features of capitalism because capitalists can 

appropriate surplus-value through the social relation between themselves, as owners of the 

means of production, and workers who exchange their labour power or capacity to work in 

order to obtain their subsistence or means of reproduction (Bernstein, 2010b:26). According 

to Harvey (2010:240) the rate of surplus-value will vary according to three variables, namely 

“the length of the working day, the intensity of labour and the productivity of labour”, which 

mean that capitalists have three ways to adapt labour arrangements in order to increase 

surplus-value. 

 

                                                
20 Farm size and scale are not synonymous. Ellis (1993:202-203) describes farm size as the “area size” of a 
farm, while scale is the economic size, measured by the “joint volume of resources used in production, by gross 
farm output, or by the quantity of capital (fixed and working) tied up in farm production”. Flowing from the 
former, and of importance for this thesis, is Fine and Saad-Filho’s (2010:71) definition of economies of scale, 
i.e. reducing average fixed costs by means of cost minimisation in large-scale production. 
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3.2.1 Key concepts 

In volume I of Capital Marx (1976) focuses on production, but subsequent volumes add the 

circulation, metamorphosis and distribution of capital to form a more complete and realistic 

picture of capital as “value in motion” (Harvey, 2013:37). The circuits of capital are as 

follows: “Money–Commodities......Production......Commodityʹ–Moneyʹ” (Harvey, 2013:37). 

Once a capitalist has acquired money (M) through processes of primitive accumulation, 

dispossession or appropriation, he can use it to buy commodities, means of production (P) 

and labour power (LP), which he uses to produce more commodities (Cʹ) to sell in order to 

realise a surplus-value (Mʹ). 

Marx (1976) suggests that capital in the production process is composed of constant and 

variable capital. Constant capital (c) is the total value of the means of production employed in 

commodity production, and the variable capital (v) is that laid out on labour power. In 

volume 1 of Capital Marx (1976) explains it as follows: 

That part of capital ... which is turned into means of production, i.e. the raw material, 
the auxiliary material and the instruments of labour, does not undergo any quantitative 
alteration of value in the process of production. For this reason, I call it the constant 
part of capital or ... constant capital ... (Marx, 1976:317). 

On the other hand, that part of capital which is turned into labour-power does undergo 
an alteration of value in the process of production. It both reproduces the equivalent 
of its own value and produces an excess, a surplus-value, which may itself vary, and 
be more or less according to circumstances (Marx, 1976:317). 

Marx further identifies different compositions of capital, namely the “technical composition” 

of capital and the “organic” and “value compositions” of capital. The technical composition 

of capital captures the “tendency for the productivity of labour to rise systematically under 

capitalism” (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:87), and can be expressed as the ratio between the 

material inputs used up and the living labour necessary to transform them into output. Living 

labour (l) is composed of surplus labour time (s) and necessary labour time (v). In money 

form, s is surplus-value and v is variable capital (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:34-5). The 

“organic” and “value compositions” of capital are often used interchangeably, and can be 

described by the ratio between constant capital and variable capital, or c/v. As accumulation 

progresses, the relative magnitude of variable capital is lessened (Marx, 1976:774). 

The rate of exploitation (of labour) is the ratio between surplus-value and variable capital, or 

e = s/v. The surplus-value that gets produced is a product of the rate of exploitation and the 
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amount of labour employed. If we assume real wages to remain unchanged, the rate of 

exploitation can be increased in two ways, namely through the production of absolute or 

relative surplus-value. Fine and Saad-Filho (2010:35-6) suggest that the “simplest way” to 

increase absolute surplus-value is by extending the working day, while other ways include: 

a) increasing the intensity of work, 
b) making the work continuous, 
c) introducing machines to reorganise the labour process and gain more control over it, 

or  
d) by employing the whole family, but at separate wages. However, opportunities for the 

production of absolute surplus-value are limited due to legislation specifying working 
hours and prohibiting child labour. 

Relative surplus-value, on the other hand, is produced by reducing the value of labour power 

(v) by means of improvements in the production of wage goods or the appropriation of 

productivity gains by the capitalist class (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:35-6). Harvey 

(2010:171) describes the means to increase the relative surplus-value as those that raise the 

productivity of labour. Most of them depend on the productive forces, i.e. “organizational 

forms (co-operation and divisions of labour), as well as on machinery and ... technology” 

(Harvey, 2010:171), and “increased co-operation and finer division of labour, use of better 

machinery, and scientific discovery and innovation across the economy to achieve 

productivity gains (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:38). 

 

3.2.2 Dynamics of reproduction and accumulation 

Marx introduces the concept of simple reproduction in volume I of Capital, and uses it as a 

springboard to launch the concept of expanded reproduction, or accumulation, which is the 

foundation of capitalist production. He defines simple reproduction as a “mere repetition of 

the process of production, on the same scale as before” (Marx, 1976:712), whereas the 

accumulation of capital is “capitalist production on a progressively increasing scale ..., the 

employment of surplus-value as capital, or its reconversion into capital (Marx, 1976:725). In 

another instance Marx describes accumulation as reproduction on an extended scale, which 

requires the “transformation of a portion of the surplus product into capital” (1976:726-7and 

732). In other words, “surplus-value gained yesterday is converted into tomorrow’s new 

money capital” (Harvey, 2010:253). 
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Fine and Saad-Filho (2010:52) discuss Marx’s definition of simple reproduction as follows:  

If there is no technical change, and if the capitalists spend all their surplus value on 
consumption and merely repeat the previous pattern of production, the economy (farm 
or business) can reproduce itself at the same level of activity. 

While the main focus in this study is on accumulation, my data demonstrated that the 

outcomes of these strategies and processes were in some cases only reproduction, and not 

expanded reproduction. In fact, Friedmann (1980) suggests that much of farmers’ efforts to 

lower costs and invest in larger scale production, is not accumulation, but ways to survive in 

the face of competition: 

Competition enforces an adaptive strategy on surviving producers. This involves 
attempts to lower costs, to invest in larger scale production when necessary, to save 
from past income in anticipation of required investment (often incorrectly called 
‘accumulation’), and over time to develop the productive forces and to increase the 
proportion of costs devoted to renewal of means of production relative to those 
devoted to renewal of means of subsistence of the household (that is, to raise the 
organic composition of the enterprise) (Friedmann, 1980:164). 

One of the main objectives of this chapter is to develop a framework to analyse the 

reproduction and accumulation strategies and processes that are pursued by capitalist farmers. 

Strategies and processes are derived from volume I of Marx’s Capital (1976) and 

interpretations thereof by Marxist scholars, Friedmann (1978), Mandel (1976), Harvey 

(2010), Bernstein (2010b) and Fine and Saad-Filho (2010). 

Bernstein (2010b:33) identifies specific accumulation strategies as “exploiting labour to 

generate profit; investing to expand the scale of production, often by increasing productivity 

and developing and funding new sites and sources of commodity production and of markets 

for commodities”. 

Production on a “progressively increasing scale” (Marx, 1976:725), or expansion, and the 

need to increase economic efficiency, are two of the foremost accumulation strategies 

employed by capital. Competition forces each capital (farm, business, factory, etc.) to grow 

its production because “the battle of competition is fought by the cheapening of 

commodities” (Marx, 1976:777). This “battle of competition” also increases economic 

efficiency and foster innovation: 

Competitors will therefore innovate as well as adopting every available technical 
improvement, eroding the advantage of other innovating firms while preserving the 
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incentives for further technical progress across the economy. Fighting this battle 
increases economic efficiency and cheapens the commodities produced in every firm, 
farm, shop or office ... (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:71). 

Fine and Saad-Filho (2010:71) suggest that competition between firms that produce the same 

commodities (intra-sectoral competition) and between “capitals in different branches 

producing distinct use-values” (inter-sectoral competition) places a measure of inevitability 

on involvement in capitalist accumulation and making survival contingent on taking part: 

These continuous upheavals are imposed by systemic imperatives, rather than through 
wickedness or restlessness on the part of the individual capitalist. These forces create 
a situation of competitive accumulation for all capitalists; taking part is a condition of 
survival (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:71). 

Competition forces capitalists to find ways to increase the productivity of workers because 

the appropriation of their surplus labour is the source of surplus-value. These ways may 

“involve technical changes that increase the degree of mechanisation, the integration between 

labour processes within and across firms and the potential scale of production” (Fine and 

Saad-Filho, 2010:85). Also, the “success or failure” of farmers depends upon their “ability to 

produce at a cost less than or equal to the world price”, because competition, together with 

the variable costs of subsistence and means of production, “enforced the range of productivity 

of labour” (Friedmann, 1978:554). 

Where expansion is the only strategy followed, larger businesses will be better equipped than 

smaller ones to survive low commodity prices. This expansion process makes it more 

expensive to continue operating and means that the more a capitalist has accumulated, the 

more he is able to accumulate (Marx, 1976:729). It is often through this process that weaker 

competitors are eliminated. 

In an environment where commodity-producing capitalists are often “price-takers”, 

enhancing economic efficiency (e.g. by bringing down the cost of production) becomes one 

of their main accumulation strategies. Means available to improve efficiency include 

improving the productivity of social labour (Marx, 1976:752) and mechanisation. 

While competition and the lowering of commodity prices favour large-scale capitalists, on 

the face of it, other actions which aid expansion, e.g. an increase in the productivity of labour 

and other means of production, developments in science and technology and natural 

resources seem to be more scale-neutral: 
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... like the increased exploitation of natural wealth resulting from the simple act of 
increasing the pressure under which labour-power has to operate, science and 
technology give capital a power of expansion which is independent of the given 
magnitude of the capital actually functioning (Marx, 1976:754). 

Yet, Marx (1976:777) reckons the fate of the “smaller capitals” will be to “partly pass into 

the hands of their conquerors, and partly vanish completely”. They do try to survive, however 

by “crowding into spheres of production which large-scale industry has taken control of only 

sporadically or incompletely” (Marx, 1976:777). Fine and Saad-Filho (2010:71-72) consider 

the diffusion of technical innovations among competing firms, the ability of smaller capitals 

to undermine the existing technologies through invention and experimentation, and foreign 

competition ... “important counter-tendencies” to the process of destruction of weaker 

competitors and concentration. 

Fine and Saad-Filho (2010:65) also mention “the changing use of the existing means of 

production”, rather than their accumulation, as well as the contribution of “technical 

progress” and the “reorganisation of production” to the increase in agricultural output. They 

further mention intra-sectoral competition, i.e. “attempts” to become more efficient than other 

firms producing the same commodity through unit cost reduction (Ibid, 2010:71): 

This requires ruthless discipline and extensive control over the labour process, 
mechanisation and the continuous introduction of more productive technologies, 
machines and labour processes, as well as economies of scale (cost-minimisation by 
large-scale production, reducing average fixed costs) (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:71). 

In the same vein, Mandel (1978:73, volume 2) writes that the “very dynamic” of expanded 

reproduction involves: 

... regular revolutions in technology, unceasing attempts by industrialists to win the 
competitive struggle by reducing their costs of production and growing substitution of 
machines for manual labour. All these phenomena, which are translated into regular 
increases in the average labour productivity of most branches of production, imply a 
tendency for the value of each commodity to decline (Mandel, 1978:73). 

Mandel (1976:65) mentions another process, namely efforts to reduce costs. “Because capital 

accumulation presupposes production for profit, because it has profit maximization as its very 

rationale, exact and minute cost calculations entail constant reorganisations of the production 

process with the single purpose of reducing costs.” 
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While the hegemony and logic of neoliberal globalisation assume a diminishing role for the 

state in agriculture, governments and policymakers remain spheres of influence to be lobbied 

in order to strengthen capitalists’ capacity to accumulate. It is of particular relevance to the 

South African situation, where commercial farmers may have lost their political power after 

the democratic elections in 1994, but retained economic power, and, albeit contested, 

ownership of the means of production. It can be argued that, because of their contribution to 

national food security and export earnings as well as the lobbying of powerful groups, e.g. 

their national farming union Agri SA and commodity organisations, e.g. Grain SA and the 

Citrus Growers Association, they have retained some political clout. 

Therefore Bernstein’s (1996b) theorisation of the role of institutions and associations 

(organisations of public action) in the maize filière before deregulation is of relevance here. 

Institutions include “the conventional understanding of regulation ... state departments and 

other apparatuses and their functions, parastatal bodies and enterprises, policy instruments 

and policies” (Bernstein, 1996b:126), that establish conditions of markets and influence how 

agents perform activities in the filière. In the maize filière of the regulation era associations 

of “purposive collective action” for public or private ends were quite powerful (Bernstein, 

1996b:128). Associations, e.g. the South African Agricultural Union (SAAU), Nampo 

(National Maize Producers’ Association) and Co-operative Council, and were represented in 

institutions of the apartheid state and influenced policy making, but at that stage Bernstein 

could not foresee what their role would be in a new and democratic political dispensation. 

Twenty years later SAAU still exists, although now known as Agri South Africa, while 

commodity interests are served by commodity associations, e.g. Grain South Africa, the 

Citrus Growers Association, etc. 

Finally, while not a strategy, but rather the appetite for, or ability to take, risk as a result of 

accumulation, expansion strategies receive further momentum from credit, which “at once 

places an unusual part of this wealth at the disposal of production in the form of additional 

capital” and mechanisation, which speeds up the “transformation of masses of surplus 

product into additional means of production” (Marx, 1976:785). 

3.2.3 Markets: the ‘first condition of accumulation’ 

Efficient commodity production on an increasing scale does not guarantee accumulation, 

because the “first condition of accumulation” is that the capitalist must have “contrived to sell 

his commodities and to reconvert into capital the greater part of the money received from 
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their sale” (Marx, 1976:709). In other words, to produce surplus-value is not sufficient, “it 

has to be realised on sale” (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:49). 

This mediation by exchange is both “necessary” and “uncertain”, because capitalists can only 

know how much can be realised of the surplus-value that they have produced, until they have 

sold it. In addition, successful exchange only makes the capitalist producer the “first 

appropriator” of the surplus-value fixed in the commodities he produces. He is not the 

ultimate owner of the surplus-value (Marx, 1976:709), because: 

He has to share it afterwards with capitalists who fulfil other functions in social 
production taken as a whole, with the owner of the land, and with yet other people. 
Surplus-value is therefore split up into various parts. Its fragments fall to various 
categories of person, and take on various ... forms, such as profit, interest, gains made 
through trade, ground rent, etc. (Marx, 1976:709). 

Agriculture and food occupy a central role in the global political economy, both as a 

foundation for capital accumulation and an instrument of power (McMichael, 2009:139). 

Structural adjustment policies diminished the role of governments in terms of regulation, 

while the power of corporate capital to organise and reorganise farming, agriculture, trade, 

research and development has grownto such an extent that it can often overrule national 

interests (Friedmann and McMichael, 1989:95). 

My thesis focuses on reproduction and accumulation in capitalist farming, i.e. commodity 

production, but accumulation driven by competition is also occurring in other branches of 

capitalist production both upstream of and downstream from farming, especially at the level 

of exchange, where firms are “immersed in competition in several markets simultaneously”, 

including the markets for means of production, labour power and finished commodities (Fine 

and Saad-Filho, 2010:7). This implies that reproduction and accumulation processes will 

necessarily be shaped by the nature of markets. 

The objective of my research was not to investigate markets or value chains in any detail, but 

an analysis of accumulation and differentiation in the large-scale capitalist farming sector will 

be incomplete and lack dimension without a brief discussion on how the nature of markets 

shapes reproduction and accumulation. In any case, during interviews farmers indicated how 

their decision-making includes “shifting and balancing” between enterprises in response to 

price variability. 
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Although traditional markets in which producers sell their produce directly to consumer-

buyers still exist, markets for agricultural products are increasingly dominated by a sequence 

of processes and large and powerful buyers who can be either intermediaries (e.g. exporting 

agents or processors) or retailers. Often these functions are integrated in one entity or group, 

e.g. milling and baking companies such as Pioneer Foods and Tiger Brands or South African 

Breweries (SAB), a beer brewing company that develops new cultivars, grows grain, buys 

and processes barley and hops. 

Changes in the global economy have led to the globalisation of agricultural food supply 

chains, the rise of retail power, and competition between retailers based on quality (Lee et al, 

2012:12326). Due to the liberalisation of international trade, governance power has shifted 

from producers to buyers in many export chains. This has had far-reaching implications for 

producers, exporters and farm workers. Citing the example of the South African citrus 

industry before liberalisation, Mather (2008:80) suggests that a different kind of producer-

driven value chain existed before trade liberalisation, when “the single channel exporter was 

able to exercise considerable power over agents both upstream and downstream of itself”. It 

was a chain in which producers actively took part in, “setting the rules of the game, both in 

price terms and in terms of arbitrating quality and the relation of quality to price” (Gibbon, 

2001:61, in Mather, 2008:80). Mather (2008:80) concludes that liberalization “has removed 

whatever power producers might have had in the past against retailers and international 

buyers”. 

According to Lee et al (2012:12326) this shift of power from producers to retailers means 

that the “enormous buying power and well-known consumer brands” of retailers allow them 

to “dictate cost-cutting measures and enhanced standards to their suppliers”, while exporters 

as intermediaries and organisers in value chains, also hold power because they often “decide 

how suppliers will meet supermarket demands”. 

Retailers in Europe and North America and South Africa appear to have taken over from 

traditional fresh produce markets and put pressure on producers and exporters to improve the 

quality of produce and offer a larger variety of fresh produce (Mather, 2008, Barrientos and 

Visser, 2012). Also, fresh fruit is important to big retailers, becausethe margins that they can 

attain in this category are relatively higher than for other commodities. 
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In fact, retailers “position themselves in relation to their competitors on the quality and 

variety of their fresh fruit” (Mather, 2008:90). In many global and local value chains 

supermarkets have become the lead firms21. 

The rise of supermarkets can be ascribed in part to growing urbanisation and an increase in 

middle-income consumers (Barrientos and Visser, 2012:10-11). The position of supermarkets 

as lead firms in value chains for fresh fruit enables them to exercise control through the 

“specification of what product needs to be delivered, in what quantity and when, how it 

should be produced and at what price” (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005:5). These private quality 

standards “set entry barriers to new participants to a value chain and raise new challenges to 

existing ... suppliers”, but they also provide opportunities to add value and improve their 

products and operations (Gibbon and Ponte, 2005:161). 

Gibbon and Ponte (2005) and Ruben et al, (2006) conclude that the changing global economy 

caused differentiation of participants in value chains: 

In general, the terms of participation in international trade and global value chains 
have entailed more demanding capabilities and performances. This in turn has 
generated new winners and losers (Gibbon and Ponte, 2005:ix). 

Poor farmers in developing countries who have limited resources and scarce access to 
markets and information meet major constraints for the adoption of technological 
innovations and may therefore be excluded from trade. Economies of scale in 
processing, transport and distribution also lead to demands for growing volumes of 
commercial agricultural production and stable delivery capacities of homogeneous 
quality (Ruben et al, 2006:1-2). 

While erratic and often low “world prices” force farmers to improve the productivity of 

commodity production and lower costs, farmers also experience increased costs and even 

pressure on their ability to reproduce due to growing demands from companies buying their 

commodities.  

                                                
21 Certain concepts from Global Value Chain (GVC) analysis are useful to explain how farms were relegated to 
minor positions in the value chain, i.e. Gereffi and Christian’s (2010:95) concept of lead firms. Lead firms are 
companies that have such market power or control over key technological or information assets that allow them 
to establish the norms or standards that other major actors in the industry, e.g. producers, processers, packers, 
etc. must comply with (Gereffi and Christian, 2010:93).Without the advantage of being a “lead firm”, even quite 
large companies may find themselves “relegated to the role of commodity suppliers of bulk products, with 
relatively thin profit margins and little capacity to influence the activities of other firms in the supply chain” 
(Gereffi and Christian, 2010:93). 
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3.2.4 The Agrarian Question (AQ) in South Africa 

This section deals with the theory of the development of agrarian capitalism, i.e. the Agrarian 

Question, and its relevance to the dynamics and trajectories of change in contemporary large-

scale capitalist farming in South Africa. 

The nature and trajectory of the transition to capitalist agriculture, and how it manifests in 

different countries, is investigated by scholars of the Agrarian Question (AQ). The AQ is a 

Marxist framework for analysing transitions to capitalist agriculture, and has captured the 

imagination of left-oriented academics and political economists for more than a century. In 

1899 Karl Kautsky was the first to call it thus, but Marx already hinted at the development of 

capitalism in 1867 in the first print of volume 1 of Capital, where he describes primitive 

accumulation as accumulation that takes place “independently of the unpaid labour of other 

people” (Marx, 1976:714), often by means of violent dispossession or appropriation. 

V.I. Lenin’s contribution to the theorisation of the AQ was that class differentiation of the 

peasantry is another possible path of the formation of classes of agrarian capital and labour 

(Bernstein, 2006:450-1, Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010a:189). He developed a model of three 

basic peasant classes, namely rich, middle and poor peasants, which will eventually transform 

into classes of agrarian capital (rich peasants) and proletarian labour (poor peasants), “with a 

minority of middle peasants joining the ranks of the former and the majority joining the ranks 

of the latter” (Bernstein, 2009b:58). To Lenin’s theory of the class differentiation of peasants, 

Engels contributed a political dimension, namely the “role of agrarian classes of labour – 

peasant classes, small farmers and agricultural workers – in struggles for democracy and 

socialism” (Bernstein, 2009a:240). 

Kautsky (1899/1988:12) defines the Agrarian Question as “whether, and how, capital is 

seizing hold of agriculture, revolutionising it, making old forms of production and property 

untenable and creating the necessity for new ones”. Bernstein (1996a) expands on this and 

defines the AQ as: 

... historical processes through which capitalist social relations are established in 
agriculture, with resulting transformations of production and productivity; and the 
mechanisms through which increased agricultural production and productivity 
contribute to the formation and development of industry (Bernstein, 1996a:29-30). 

This transition to capitalism, as described by the Agrarian Question, can proceed along 

different “paths”: the English Path, the Prussian and American Paths, and East-Asian Paths. 
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Marx’s description of primitive accumulation was based on the “English path”, where the 

feudal system based on class relations between landed property and peasant labour and the 

appropriation of the surplus produced by the peasants by the landlords through rent, 

developed into classes of landed property, agrarian capital (tenant farmers who rent land for 

commercial purposes) and landless labour (Bernstein, 2010b:27-8). 

Lenin described the so-called Prussian and American paths (Bernstein, 2010b:29, 31). In the 

Prussian path, or “capitalism from above”, feudal landed property transforms itself into 

capitalist commodity producers and converted their former labour force of peasants into wage 

workers, while in the American path of “capitalism from below” capitalist farming emerged 

from smallholders as they became subjected to commodity relations from the late 18th 

century. Byres (cited in Bernstein, 2010b) added the contribution of agriculture to capitalist 

industrialisation in Japan and South Korea, the so-called Asian Path. Industrialisation was 

developed in these countries by taxing the peasantry and thus forcing them into commodity 

relations. 

Whereas Lenin’s theory analysed the differentiation of peasants in the process of capitalist 

development, there seems to be a renewed interest to identify paths of differentiation and 

categorise capitalist groups of farmers according to their trajectory, i.e. to develop typologies 

of farmers. Lately, researchers and academics have developed a number of typologies of 

farmers that analyse differences between farm businesses and their patterns of change over 

time (Whatmore et al, 1987:22). I will deal with this topic in section 3.7 below. 

Researchers, e.g. Wilson (1971), Morris (1976), Keegan (1990), Trapido (1978), Groenewald 

(2000) and Hall (2010a) describe the general dismal circumstances of farming at the 

beginning of the 20th century and the central role that the state would play in shaping the 

course of agricultural change through “incentives, coercion and decree” (Hall, 2010a:120). 

Because it was so easy (and relatively cheap) for whites to obtain land, there was little 

pressure on farmers to use the land productively and thus make a contribution towards 

economic development. Also, because there was still sufficient “unused” land, once a farm 

had been grazed bare, farmers would just move their livestock to new pastures. This resulted 

in large and isolated farms, while transport to rudimentary markets was animal-drawn and 

slow on bad roads. Whereas wool, wine and sugar were exported from the coastal areas from 

the middle of the 19th century, most inland agricultural production was aimed at the 
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subsistence of farmers and their families. The discovery of minerals swelled the demand for 

various agricultural products, and farmers who were able to supply these markets received 

relatively high prices. The development of railways improved the transport of agricultural 

commodities to the diamond and gold fields, but also made the transport of competing 

imported products possible. Non-family labour comprised either slaves, dispossessed 

Khoisan people or indentured labourers (Wilson, 1971). 

However, into the new (20th) century the “vicissitudes of agriculture and the shortage of 

labour” would hamper the development of agriculture (Wilson, 1971:115). Of all the troubles 

and pressures bearing down on farmers, e.g. “the scourges of pestilence and drought”, 

“abrupt fluctuations in market price”, “devastating” and “calamitous” droughts, horse 

sickness that “passed like a wave over the Cape Colony”, locusts which “descended in 

periodic swarms and ate every mealie and blade of grass in sight” and the cattle diseases of 

redwater and rinderpest, the shortage of labour turned out to be the “biggest problem”. 

After the Second Boer War (1899 to 1902) and the unification of South Africa, various 

governments helped to transform white landowners into a class of capitalist farmers through a 

broad range of direct and indirect subsidies, market and trade protection and land, water and 

labour regulation that dispossessed and controlled black people. But agriculture was not the 

only “fraction” of capital vying for workers; the growing mining industry that developed after 

the discovery of diamonds and gold between 1860 and 1890 became both a competitor and a 

partner of agriculture, in that sense. 

After 1920, competition for workers from the development of manufacturing industry was 

added to the mix. Davies et al’s (1976) investigation of the historical role of the South 

African state in the class struggle between 1920 and 1948, probes the “secondary 

contradictions” between the different fractions of the dominant classes, i.e. mining, 

manufacturing industry, agriculture and the state. They chronicle changing patterns of 

“conflict and alliance” within the “power bloc of exploiting classes” and the consequences 

for the “exploited classes” of workers. 

Their analysis ends in 1948, when the NP came into power and establishes a definite 

relationship between town and country, industry and agriculture, to restructure the relations 

of production in the rural areas by means of legislation and “pushed the capitalisation of 

agriculture onto a higher plane” (Morris, 1977:55): 
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Apartheid ... marked the end of the phase of transition in capitalist agriculture. As the 
outcome of a determinate class struggle ... it effectively ended the migration from 
white agricultural districts to the towns, settling the farm labour force, and finally led 
to the total destruction of the labour tenant system ... it signalled the victory of 
capitalist farmers over the direct producers (labour tenants) ... (and) ushered in a new 
stage in the development of capitalist agriculture (Morris, 1976:338). 

Academics such as Keegan (1990) and Jeeves and Crush (1990) are convinced that agrarian 

capitalism would not have developed “naturally” in South Africa and that state intervention 

was a requirement for the transition of a “generally backward” agriculture into a modern 

agribusiness exporting to markets worldwide: 

Agrarian capitalism did not emerge willy-nilly as the contingent outcome of 
historically specific local developments. It was imposed from above in a process of 
struggle under the auspices of a strong state. The state not only played the crucial role 
in creating the conditions for the entrenchment of capitalist property relations, but 
also played a major role in supplying the money capital on the basis of which 
landholders could seize control of production and revolutionise productive processes 
(Keegan, 1990:207). 

Without state management of a servile labour force, without constant injections of 
public funds, tariff protection and direct subsidies, South African white agriculture, 
which was initially generally backward, starved for capital and lacking in 
productivity, could never have developed into the modern agribusiness which now 
exports to southern Africa and around the world (Jeeves and Crush, 1990:4). 

It is for the reasons stated above that Bernstein (1996a) considers the transition to capitalism 

in South African agriculture to have been both “extreme and exceptional”. Firstly because 

both agriculture and industry only began to advance after the discovery of diamonds and gold 

in the late 19th century and the subsequent development of the mining industry, and secondly 

because of the way that white farming was privileged by government intervention after 1910. 

In a variety of the “Prussian path” of agrarian transition, successive governments intervened 

in relations between landed property and labour on the one hand, and agrarian capital and 

industrial capital on the other, as well as in conditions for accumulation, through a range of 

subsidies and regulation, e.g. marketing schemes, import tariffs and quotas and segregating 

legislation. These interventions paved the way for the transition of a pre-capitalist class of 

landed property to a class of capitalist farmers (Bernstein, 1996a:29-30, 2007:30 and 

2010b:29). 
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The state-sanctioned privileging of white farmers lasted for about 60 years. A decline in the 

relative power of the agrarian interest due to pressure from mining and industrial interests 

gave way to the gradual withdrawal of the state from agriculture from the 1980s. The decline 

was accelerated by globalisation and the neoliberal programmes adopted after 1994. One of 

the features of this process was regulation through “deregulation” and “private re-regulation” 

(Bernstein, 1996b:137). The state regulated the marketing and pricing of agricultural 

commodities since the late 1930s. When it deregulated agricultural marketing it opened up a 

space for private businesses to take over regulation. 

Although white capitalist farmers were confronted by radical changes in the conditions of 

accumulation, Bernstein’s studies of South African commercial agriculture (1996a, 1996b 

1997, 2013) show that the changes have not left them without potential or possibilities for 

accumulation. In fact, in the light of the importance of competition and efficiency in South 

Africa’s economic policy, commercial agriculture “staked its place in the new South Africa 

on the claim of its ‘efficiency’ in a non-racial capitalism, while white farmers retain a de 

facto, if no longer de jure, near monopoly of resources and institutional, as well as economic, 

power in the countryside” (Bernstein, 1997:22). Furthermore, the “removal of limits on the 

international mobility of South African capital and commodities imposed on the apartheid 

regime” enabled capitalist farmers to expand their accumulation efforts by locating to 

neighbouring countries, e.g. Mozambique, Zambia, Swaziland and Namibia, and benefitting 

from access to lucrative export markets after the demise of apartheid (Bernstein, 2013:23). 

Concerning the present relevance of the Agrarian Question, Bernstein (2003a:209, 2006) 

suggests that the “classic” Agrarian Question was the AQ of capital, with its logic of 

“developing the productive forces in farming; releasing labour for industrial employment; 

reducing the cost of labour power through cheaper food staples; providing or facilitating the 

accumulation fund for industrialisation”. 

According to him the fragmentation of labour “associated with and intensified by the global 

restructuring of capital” opens up the potential for new agrarian questions, especially an AQ 

of labour. The AQ of labour is contained in people’s increasing inability to find employment 

at a living wage in contemporary capitalism (Bernstein, 2006:457). It is of interest that he 

prefers the term “classes of labour” to “proletariats” or “semi-proletariats”. In agrarian terms, 

these classes comprise “peasant classes, small farmers and agricultural workers” (Bernstein, 

2006:455 and 2009a:241). 

 

 

 

 



84 

 

The notion of other or new agrarian questions has since gained traction among academics. 

Moore (2008:57-8) suggests that in the 20th century we usually understood the AQ in terms of 

the “penetration of capitalist relations into agriculture, the contribution of agriculture to 

capitalist development as a whole and the role of agrarian classes of labour in the struggle for 

democracy and socialism”. He believes there is a fourth question: the AQ as Ecological 

Question, in other words, how capitalism transforms the natural world: 

Kautsky’s critique of capitalist agriculture’s “material exploitation”, grounded in the 
unequal and exhausting material flows of a many-layered town-country antagonism 
(Foster’s metabolic rift), directs our attention to capitalism’s central ecological crisis 
tendency - namely, the endless accumulation of capital implies, indeed compels, the 
endless conquest of the earth. The first logic implies infinite expansion. The second 
reality asserts emphatic limits (Moore, 2008:57-8). 

Akram-Lodhi and Kay (2010b:264), have also taken up this matter and assert that there are 

presently seven different approaches to framing the agrarian question (AQ). These variants of 

the AQ originate from changes in the agrarian political economy that reflect the “combined 

and uneven effects” of neoliberal globalisation. They identify an AQ of class forces, a path-

dependent AQ, a decoupled AQ, an AQ of the global reserve army, a corporate food regime 

AQ, as well as AQ’s of gender and ecology. They consider the AQ in all its varied guises as 

relevant today, especially since the era of neoliberal globalisation and trade liberalisation 

began and agricultural production for export became so prevalent. 

The relevance of the AQ for 21st century South Africa is that it helps to recognise and 

understand how the development of capitalism resulted in present production practices and 

ownership patterns and how a more equitable path may be attained by following a different 

path. Furthermore, closer investigation of Agrarian Questions of labour and ecology, 

especially how the present path of development of agrarian capitalism impacts on classes of 

labour and the natural environment, and what the alternatives are, is needed. 

3.2.5 Typologies of capitalist farmers 

Typologies are used to understand, explain and describe differences between farm businesses 

and their patterns of change over time (Whatmore et al, 1987:22). Typologies are more than 

just a way to handle big volumes of data, however, and should be backed by assumptions 

about how we conceptualise and explain social phenomena and how theory and empirical 

work are related. 
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In their book on the restructuring of the agricultural economy in Zimbabwe following radical 

land reform, Scoones et al (2010:230) caution that no typology is “definitive or watertight”; 

thay also involve a subjective interpretation of complex data: 

There are always variations and blurring of categories, and people move between 
categories over time, sometimes quite suddenly. However, a typology of this sort does 
highlight the significant variation in conditions and potentials of new resettlement 
farmers (Scoones et al, 2010:230). 

Furthermore, Cousins (2010:13) makes a case for their usefulness when he points out that 

although “a degree of fluidity, variability and ambiguity” in class identity can be found in 

specific rural populations, it remains important to identify: 

... general tendencies and trajectories of change and to analyse their underlying 
causes. Analytical abstractions are unavoidable in this context – the argument is over 
which ones are most useful for these purposes (Cousins, 2010:13). 

Whatmore et al (1987:25) distinguish between a “taxonomic” approach to typology 

development defined by “observable forms rather than the underlying processes of 

agricultural production”, and a “relational approach” that emphasises how important it is to 

look beyond the individual business to understand and explain the processes which are 

transforming production relations on the farm. They describe the requirements for developing 

“analytically useful” typologies of farm businesses as follows: 

a) The typology must be firmly grounded in a conceptual or theoretical framework and 

its criteria for classification must be constructed from within this framework, 

b) The focus of the typology needs to be on the relations and processes of agricultural 

production rather than on forms or correlations between features of businesses, and 

c) The conceptualisation of the farm business and identification of critical relations, as 

bases for the classification of types, should extend beyond the parameters of the 

business itself to the less direct relations of production, involving external capitals and 

other off-farm influence affecting production relations on the farm (Whatmore et al, 

1987:25-26). 

A typology can thus be seen as an organised way to portray and understand differentiation 

and future transitions. The methodology for designing a typology includes identifying the key 

variables and using them to develop categories and criteria Cousins (2010:14). 
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In the next section I will consider Lenin’s classic typology and further theorisation of classes 

and categories of capitalist farmers, especially the combined class of capital and labour, by 

Bernstein (1986, 2001 and 2010b), Friedmann (1978) and Gibbon and Neocosmos (1985). 

According to the classic concept of differentiation, peasants will either reproduce, become 

proletarianised or develop capitalist enterprises through the accumulation of capital as a result 

of capitalist development (Bernstein, 1986:19). Lenin (in Bernstein, 2010b:104) was the first 

to theorise the differentiation of peasants into classes, that he called “rich, middle and poor 

peasants”. Bernstein (2010b:104) adapted this typology to include: 

a) Farmers who accumulate productive assets and reproduce themselves as capital on a 

larger scale, thus engaging in expanded reproduction (accumulation), 

b) Farmers who are able to reproduce themselves as capital on the same scale of 

production, and as labour on the same scale of consumption, i.e. engage in simple 

reproduction, 

c) Farmers who are subjected to a simple reproduction squeeze and who struggle to 

reproduce themselves as capital and labour from their own production. 

Also, contrary to the general perception of capitalist farmers appropriating surplus-value 

produced by wage-labourers, a form of small-scale (“family” or “household”) capitalist 

production in which the class places of capital and labour are combined (Bernstein, 2001:29) 

had developed as a way for such families to survive in the face of competition. Bernstein 

calls this form of production “petty commodity production” because the agents of this form 

of production are “capitalists and workers at the same time because they own or have access 

to means of production and employ their own labour” (Bernstein, 2001:29). 

While the term “petty commodity producer” (PCP) is generally used, the question is whether 

the same term can be used to describe capitalist farmers who farm on relatively large 

holdings and whose operations are often highly mechanised, but do not employ wage labour, 

or if they should rather be called “simple commodity producers” (SCP), as Friedmann (1980) 

suggests. I will discuss Bernstein’s (1986) analysis of petty commodity production under 

capitalism in terms of the differences between PCP and SCP, and then decide which term to 

use to describe those farmers specifically in the Namaqualand locality who do not employ 

non-family wage workers. 
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Friedmann’s theorisation of SCP is focused on “highly capitalised and specialised” family 

wheat farms in North American (Bernstein, 1986:17). She defines simple commodity 

producers as representing “a class of combined labourers and property owners within a 

capitalist economy” (Friedmann, 1980:161). Gibbon and Neocosmos (1985) define petty 

commodity producers as “a phenomenal category of commodity producers who possess the 

means of production necessary to produce commodities, and who engage in production on the 

basis of unpaid household labour alone” (Gibbon and Neocosmos, 1985:170). 

According to Bernstein’s (1986:11) analysis, Friedmann, Gibbon and Neocosmos consider 

small-scale commodity production to be “specific” to capitalism and reject assumptions that 

it is a transitional or temporary category within capitalism, or that PCP disappears in the 

course of capitalist development. They also reject the assimilation of PCP into notions of 

non-wage labour under capitalism, and “functionalist explanations” of PCP as productive of 

“cheap” labour power and other commodities that “subsidise” capital accumulation. Their 

theorisations do not support the assumption that small commodity producers are “exploited” 

by capital either, or the necessary association of PCP with subsistence production. 

In terms of their interpretation of generalised commodity production, Bernstein (1986:12) 

found that, although Friedmann’s work agrees with Gibbon and Neocosmos’ definition of 

capitalism as “generalised commodity production founded upon the contradictory relation 

between capital and wage-labour” and that capital and wage-labour are “two sides of the 

same social contradiction and, among other things, individually represent functions, class 

places or class bases indispensable to capitalism” (Gibbon and Neocosmos, 1985:156), they 

differ in their interpretation of generalised commodity production. For Friedmann generalised 

commodity production denotes “conditions of economic activity in which all factors of 

production are fully commoditised, hence ‘mobile’ through market (i.e. price) determined 

allocation” (Bernstein, 1986:12), whereas in Gibbon and Neocosmos’ view ... 

... the conditions of generalised commodity production are satisfied when individuals 
are unable to exist and to reproduce themselves outside of circuits of commodity 
economy and divisions of labour generated by the capital/wage-labour relation and its 
contradictions (Bernstein, 1986:14). 

For an enterprise to be categorised as a SCP, it should combine the class places of capital and 

labour in a single person or “household” enterprise, but also share certain “features and 

conditions of existence with all commodity producing enterprises in capitalism (including 
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capitalist enterprises)” (Bernstein, 1986:14). These features and conditions, as specified by 

Friedmann (1980:167), are that: 

a) their conditions of existence and reproduction can be deduced from the theory of 
capitalism as generalised commodity production (generalised markets in all factors of 
production); 

b) the causes and consequences of changes in enterprises are explained by changing 
conditions of competition, transmitted through changes in relative prices; 

c) commodities circulate through the enterprise in both directions; and 
d) there is complete individualisation of enterprises which are related to each other only 

through the market.  

In this view the extent of commoditisation is then the basis for categorising an enterprise as 

SCP or not. According to Friedmann, these categories are not applicable to “small-scale 

commodity production reproduced (at least partly) through non-commodity relations”, 

defined as “direct reciprocal ties, both horizontal and vertical through which access to means 

of production and subsistence is obtained” (Bernstein, 1986:14). Therefore, if access to land, 

labour, credit, and product markets is “mediated through direct, non-monetary ties to other 

households or other classes, and if these ties are reproduced through institutionally stable 

reproductive mechanisms, then commodity relations are limited in their ability to penetrate 

the cycle of reproduction” (Friedmann, 1980:163). 

Because of this difference, Bernstein’s analysis (1986:17) found that the approach of Gibbon 

and Neocosmos to small-scale commodity production “generated by, and specific to, 

capitalism”, is applicable to a far wider and larger category of enterprises (and producers) 

than the highly capitalised and specialised North American family wheat farms that 

Friedmann categorises as “simple commodity producers”. Her concept of SCP excludes some 

types of small-scale commodity production on the grounds that they do not exist within 

generalised commodity production (Bernstein, 1986:12). 

Regarding the fate of SCP and PCP, Bernstein (1986:25) concludes that these categories “will 

exist as long as capitalism exists”. Because of Friedmann’s (1980:160) view that, unlike 

capitalist enterprises, SCP has no “structural requirement” to make a profit, they will achieve 

simple reproduction. Expanded reproduction can be achieved by the “formation of new 

enterprises through resources or savings generated and contributed by a ‘parent’ enterprise” 

(Friedmann 1978:87-95 in Bernstein, 1986). According to Bernstein (1986:19) the purpose of 

such savings differ from the accumulation “entailed by the expanded reproduction of 
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capitalist enterprises, the principle of which is the concentration of capital”. While Friedmann 

does not consider the decomposition of SCP, probably because of her view of the competitive 

advantages they have in overcoming conditions of competition, Bernstein (1986:20) reckons 

that the effects of competition between family wheat farms, “and in particular scale effects, 

may produce fewer and larger SCP enterprises through the decomposition of some without 

the transformation of others”. PCP will exist in branches of production that contain places for 

them exist and the fate of individual commodity producers “is to divide systematically into 

capitalists and wage-labourers” (Gibbon and Neocosmos 1985:178). 

In the light of the above, what is the best way to describe livestock farmers found only in 

Namaqualand who do not employ non-family wage labour? Both PCP and SCP should work 

as analytically rigorous concepts; however, if one considers the extent of commoditisation, 

they are SCP. They own the means of production and relative large tracts of land. Then again, 

they have no comparative advantage over capitalist farmers; they have to make a profit, one 

way or another, or supplement their income from farming with an income from other sources. 

For these reasons and the fact that relative to many small-scale livestock farmers in South 

Africa they appear to have access to more technology in terms of breeding material, stock 

water points, fences and demarcated camps, as well as other infrastructure that make 

livestock farming more effective and productive, I will call them “simple commodity 

producers”. 

While this section was aimed at selecting categories and broad, abstract criteria for my 

typology of large-scale capitalist farmers, the next section is aimed at defining practical 

criteria to develop a typology. 

Recent examples of the differentiation of capitalist farmers and the use of typologies as 

analytical tools include Guanziroli et al (2013) and Selwyn (2010), both for Brazil, and 

Scoones et al (2010) for Zimbabwe, Vink and Van Rooyen (2009) and Cousins (2010) for 

farmers in South Africa, and Mather and Greenberg (2003) for citrus farmers in the Eastern 

and Western Cape. These examples will be discussed briefly here and help to identify key 

variables and criteria for categorising farmers. 

In Brazil, where family farms are responsible for about 36% of the country’s total agricultural 

production, Guanziroli et al (2013) used national census data for the decade between 1996 

and 2006 to characterise family farms in relation to all farms. They identify four groups or 
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categories, namely the “consolidated” or highest-income group (which he calls group A), 

‘transition’ groups (groups B and C) and the poorest “peripheral” group (group D). While 

family farmers’ contribution to national agricultural production barely changed between 1996 

and 2006, the distribution of income worsened. The A group’s position improved in terms of 

production and total income, while the share of production and income decreased for the 

other groups. The wealthiest of the “rich sub-segment” increased their participation in total 

production of agricultural products, while the poorer sub-segments have only grown in 

absolute terms. They found that the main drivers of differentiation are higher degrees of 

specialisation, focusing on a few commercially successful products, e.g. coffee, bananas and 

grapes, and better access to production financing. 

In his analysis of differentiation in the grape farming branch of Brazil’s São Francisco valley 

Selwyn (2010:556-9) distinguishes between “large farms’, “medium farms” and “small 

farms” in terms of sources of capital and social origins. Large farms originate from 

international and national industrial and commercial capital. They employ local and foreign 

agricultural and managerial experts to stay abreast of the latest production practices, and most 

of the large farms are members of the Brazilian Grape Marketing Board, an exporting 

association. Medium farms are a mix between recent private investors and farmers who came 

through the ranks of a co-operative that had a long successful run. Most of the farmers are 

former professional people and most of them did not begin farming through growing low cost 

annual crops, but entered directly into grape production. Many medium-scale farmers bought 

their land from indebted small-scale farmers. The owners of small farms are colonos 

(smallholders) and private investors. They cultivate smaller pieces of land and rely primarily 

on family labour. They started out in farming by producing food crops in dry land conditions. 

Over time, some of them “graduated” to the ranks of grape growers through different 

production regimes.Selwyn (2010:540-1) suggests that other actors and processes, for 

example, changing state development objectives and policies, or the competitive strategies of 

different sized producers, should also be included. 

For their working paper commissioned by the Development Bank of Southern Africa about 

the economic performance of agriculture in South Africa and its implications for food 

security, Vink and Van Rooyen (2009) developed a typology of farmers in South Africa 

based on land ownership and annual turnover and used it to identify the “binding constraints” 

and the type and extent of support farmers in each category required. Their categories are 
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large commercial on private property, medium commercial on private property, small 

commercial on private property, commercial in communal areas, emerging commercial in 

communal areas, small farmers in development projects, and subsistence farmers in 

communal areas (Vink and Van Rooyen, 2009:31-35). In Vink and Van Rooyen’s typology a 

farmer’s position in a certain category is contingent on his/her race (white vs. black), 

geographical area (high agricultural potential), enterprises they are engaged in (field crop 

producers, export-oriented and irrigated horticulture producers or intensive livestock 

operations) and tenure (private ownership or communal tenure). 

Cousins’s (2010) typology disaggregates smallholder farmers in terms of the degree to which 

agriculture contributes to social reproduction or expanded reproduction, and the degree to 

which hired labour is used in the agricultural production process, and categorises them as 

follows: supplementary food producers (work small plots or gardens, do not have access to 

wage income, and rely on additional forms of income such as a social grant, craftwork or 

petty trading for their simple reproduction), allotment holding wage workers (work small 

plots or gardens but are primarily dependent on wages for their simple reproduction), worker-

peasants (farm on a substantial scale but are also engaged in wage labour, and combine these 

in their simple reproduction), petty commodity producers (are able to reproduce themselves 

from farming alone (or with only minor additional forms of income), small-scale capitalist 

farmers (rely substantially on hired labour and can begin to engage in expanded reproduction 

and capital accumulation), capitalists whose main income is not from farming (farm on a 

small-scale but their main source of income is another business). 

Scoones et al (2010) developed a livelihood typology for new producers on the land that 

became available in the process of fast-track land reform in Zimbabwe. The categories of 

“dropping out”, “hanging in”, “stepping out” and “stepping up” adds a sense of movement 

and dynamism to the categories that they chose. These are “new areas, with new people and 

different livelihood and production systems, each with a range of different strategies in terms 

of assets, activities and livelihood strategies” (Scoones et al, 2010:223, 228-9). 

Mather and Greenberg’s (2003:53-4) depiction of differentiation of South African citrus 

farmers in the Sundays River Valley and Citrusdal into three “groups: 
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First group: citrus growers who have left the former co-operatives and constructed private 

packhouses and who tend to produce larger volumes of fruit and have the resources to build 

expensive packhouses. They tend to be more ‘market oriented’ and have moved away from 

the former co-operatives because of poor service, the pooling system, and the inability or 

unwillingness of the packhouses to cater to individual requests. They tend to be “more active 

in upgrading to new varieties of fruit and are constantly on the lookout for a competitive edge 

against other producers”, and talk of the “importance of shortening the chain and reducing the 

number of agents between themselves and the ‘final consumer’”. Shortly after deregulation, 

these growers were already in the process of meeting a host of requirements including 

‘EurepGap’, which is a consortium of European retailers attempting to certify growers with 

good agricultural practices. These growers have benefited from deregulation: they receive 

numerous and ongoing requests by agents to handle their fruit, they are in demand from 

overseas importers and retailers who can now move beyond the single channel exporter to 

individual growers, and they have been the beneficiaries of better payment terms from 

exporters. 

Second group: farmers whose fruit volumes may be too small, they may not have the right 

mix of cultivars and/or they may not have the reputation of being high quality growers. 

Financially, they are in a precarious position. Faced with difficult and uncertain markets since 

deregulation these growers have, since 2000, demanded minimum guaranteed prices from 

exporters and, where they can secure them, fixed prices for their fruit. They are fierce 

supporters of an organisation, which attempted to regulate exports and limit the number of 

smaller, private exporters who have taken much of the blame for poor returns since 

deregulation.  

Third group: these farmers are moving out of citrus production because they are unable to 

meet the increasingly stringent demands of the export industry, and have stopped investing in 

citrus and are shifting to alternative income generating activities including tourism, less 

labour and input intensive crops for local markets and other crops that may be produced with 

less investment and lower risks (Mather and Greenberg, 2003). 

Inferring from these examples from the literature, capitalist farmers can be categorised into 

different classes by the size of their income and their trajectory, i.e. increasing or decreasing 

their relative participation in total production of agricultural products (Guanziroli et al, 2013 

and Vink and Van Roooyen, 2009); the size of their farm in terms of sources of capital and 
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social origins (Selwyn, 2010:556-9); their trajectory of change (Scoones et al, 2010) and their 

ability/capacity to benefit from change (Mather and Greenberg, 2003). Drivers of 

differentiation can be higher degrees of specialisation by focusing on a few commercially 

successful productsand better access to production financing (Guanziroli et al, 2013); the 

type of enterprise farmers are involved in, e.g. irrigated grapes vs. food crops in dryland 

conditions (Selwyn, 2010), agency, mindset or readiness to adapt to changing conditions 

(Mather and Greenberg, 2003). Bearing in mind these categories and drivers of 

differentiation, in section 3.3.2 I will develop a typology of capitalist farmers in South Africa. 

3.3 A conceptual framework 
The sequence of chapters in this thesis may give the impression that tasks of undertaking a 

literature review, developing a conceptual framework, collecting data and analysing the 

findings followed a linear process. In reality, the development of the conceptual framework 

was a cyclical or recursive process involving theory and concepts, the literature of large-scale 

farming in South Africa and my observations in the field. My conceptual framework both 

influenced the research process at different stages and was influenced by my observations and 

findings made during the process (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2012:89). The conceptual 

framework comprises both the reproduction/accumulation framework and the typology of 

farmers. While both concepts have their roots in the literature, the descriptive findings of the 

questionnaire survey revealed reproduction and accumulation strategies and processes at 

work in the LSCF sector and the observation that these strategies and processes have different 

outcomes for different farmers, lead to the development of a typology of large-scale 

commercial farmers in three agro-ecological regions of South Africa. 

3.3.1 A framework to analyse reproduction and accumulation 

From the writings of Marx (1976:777), Mandel (1976),Bernstein (2010b:33), Harvey 

(2010:240) and Fine and Saad-Filho (2010:65) and Cousins (2015) I have identified four 

concrete reproduction and accumulation strategies or processes, and will describe specific 

actions to achieve them (see Table 1). The following framework will be usedto analyse 

strategies or processes for reproduction and accumulation in the LSCF sector: 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production, in other words increase the capital 

intensity of production and/or geographic size, and/or the number of products. This is 

achieved by developing and funding new sites and sources of production, changing use of the 

existing means of production or reorganisation of production to increase output. Specific 
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actions may include buying or renting more land, finding uses for previously “unproductive” 

land by installing irrigation or establishing pastures, planting new crops, and buying more 

animals or different kinds or breeds of animals. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business by expanding into new enterprises 

either up or down the value chain. Examples of specific actions are establishing an inputs 

supply business (e.g. a fruit tree nursery or business supplying packing material), agro-

processing plant (e.g. a wheat mill or citrus juice processing machine), marketing agency or 

an advisory service business. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency, in other words, intensify commodity production. 

This can be achieved by means of the following strategies and actions: 

a) Lowering the cost of commodity production, e.g. by changing production practices to 

minimise costs, closely monitoring input use to prevent wastage and divesting from, 

or outsourcing part of value chain to save on management, labour and equipment cost; 

b) Increasing productivity in terms of yield per hectare or per animal through technical 

and biological efficiency, e.g. establishing, sowing or keeping high-yielding cultivars, 

varieties or breeds, improving soil conditions or productivity of pastures, through 

mechanisation or by improving irrigation efficiency; 

c) Organising workers and tasks to make workers as productive as possible, thus 

reducing labour costs while increasing output. This can be achieved by varying the 

length of the working day, the intensity of labour or the productivity or labour by 

means of “increased co-operation and finer division of labour, use of better machinery 

and scientific discover and innovation” (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:38). 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action in order to reduce uncertainties and/or establish 

preferential access to and control over key resources, markets or policy processes. This can 

be achieved by joining local farmers’ associations and national farmers’ unions, or a member 

of a commodity organisation to bargain with government over land, labour and natural 

resource legislation and policy, or with other capitals over fairer markets, or be invited to take 

part in “imbizos”22 with key decision makers to influence policy on land and agriculture. 

                                                
22 An imbizo is a forum for discussion of policy and is derived from the Zulu word for assembly or 
gathering. 
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It is necessary to elaborate on the bargaining power of large-scale capitalist farmers and its 

use as a strategy to reduce uncertainties, establish or maintain preferential access to and 

control of resources, markets or policy processes in the South African context. Large-scale 

capitalist farmers in South Africa might have lost their de jure political power after the 

democratic elections in 1994, but they retained economic power and, albeit contested, 

ownership of the means of production. It can be argued that, because of their contribution to 

national food security and export earnings as well as the lobbying of powerful groups, e.g. the 

national farming union Agri South Africa and industry (or commodity) organisations such as 

Grain SA and the Citrus Growers’ Association, they have retained some political power. The 

majority of LSCF are members of at least one of these organisations. 

Although it is safe to say that Agri SA represents the majority of commercial farmers, its 

relative power seems to be on the decline in favour of other, smaller institutions, e.g. industry 

(or commodity) organisations, especially Grain SA and the Citrus Growers’ Association 

(CGA), and informal groupings23. Regarding the latter, since 2010 academics from the 

Agricultural Economics departments of the Stellenbosch and Pretoria Universities and under 

leadership of Professor Mohammad Karaan, a member of the National Planning Commission 

(NPC) set up by President Jacob Zuma, regularly got together with a “select and elite group” 

of farmers”, certain agricultural journalists, big business and politicians to “contribute 

information and ideas to address sector concerns such as transformation, land reform and 

employment” (Stellenbosch University, 2013:1). Input from these imbizos and leadership 

incubators was subsequently incorporated into the chapter on rural development in the 

National Development Plan24 (NDP). 

  

                                                
23 The majority of the farmers attending these imbizos or “leadership laboratories” (Stellenbosch University, 
2013:1) also happen to be members of the Pro-Agri Forum (Van Burick, 2013:96-97), an informal grouping of 
the previous winners of the Farmer of the Year competition organised by the South African association of 
agricultural writers, Agricultural Writers SA. AWSA supports the “larger is better” model of commercial 
farming, as the list of past winners demonstrates (www.agriculturalwriterssa.co.za). Both the imbizos and the 
competition for farmer of the year are financed by sponsorships from big businesses. Standard Bank sponsors 
the imbizos via its sponsorship of the Centre for AgriLeadership and Business Development at Stellenbosch 
University, while multinational seed and pesticide company Monsanto, and commercial bank ABSA are the 
main sponsors of Agricultural Writers SA’s Farmer of the Year competition. 
 
24The National Development Plan (NDP) is a long term vision and strategic plan for South Africa developed by 
the National Planning Commission. The aim of the plan is to “help define the South Africa we seek to achieve in 
20 years’ time and to map out a path to achieve those objectives”(www.npconline.co.za). 
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Table 1: Classification of accumulation strategies 

Accumulation strategies Specific methods or actions 

STRATEGY 1 
Expand the scale or 
scope of 
production (its 
capital intensity, 
and/or its 
geographic size, 
and/or the number 
of products) 

Develop and fund new 
sites and sources of 
production 

Buy or rent more land  
Find uses for previously ‘unproductive’ land 
by installing irrigation, planting pasture or 
acquiring animals that can utilise it 
Plant new crops  
Buy more or different breeds of animals 
Reorganises production 

STRATEGY 2 
Expand the scale or 
scope of the 
business 

Expand into new 
enterprises either up or 
down the value chain  

Establish an inputs supply business 
Establish an agro-processing business 
Establish a marketing agency 
Establish an advisory service business 

STRATEGY 3 
Increase economic 
efficiency 
(intensify 
production) 

Lower the cost of 
commodity production 

Change production practices to minimise 
costs (e.g. minimum tillage and cover crops, 
configuration of orchards) 
Monitor use to prevent wastage 
Divest from, or outsource parts of value 
chain (to save on management, labour and 
equipment costs) 

Increase productivity 
through technical and 
biological efficiency 

Higher-yielding cultivars, varieties or breeds 
(as result of research and development) 
Improve soil conditions or productivity of 
pastures 
Engage production systems aimed at higher 
and more certain yields, e.g. conservation 
agriculture 
Mechanisation 
Irrigation efficiency 

Organise workers and 
tasks to make workers 
as productive as 
possible, thus reducing 
labour costs while 
increasing output 

Organise workers and tasks to make workers 
as productive as possible, by varying: 
the length of the working day 
the intensity of labour 
the productivity of labour 

STRATEGY 4 
Political action to 
reduce 
uncertainties 
and/or establish 
preferential access 
to and control over 
key resources, 
markets or policy 
processes 

Become a member of an agricultural union or an industry organisation 
Get invited to attend meetings that will inform policy processes or 
assist policy implementation 
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3.3.2 A typology of capitalist farmers in Limpopo, Namaqualand and the Overberg 

The concepts of simple reproduction, defined as a “mere repetition of the process of 

production, on the same scale as before” (Marx, 1976:712), and accumulation, defined as 

capitalist production on a “progressively increasing scale ..., the employment of surplus-value 

as capital, or its reconversion into capital” (Marx, 1976:725), inform my analysis. Taken at 

face value, these definitions can create a perception that there are only two kinds of 

capitalists: accumulators and “the rest”, and two trajectories: “get big or get out”. However, 

my findings suggest that farmers in my three research localities are differentiated into more 

categories, and that there are actually degrees or scales of reproduction. In order to 

successfully reproduce their capital (means of production, means of consumption, etc.) and 

produce at the same level as before, farmers often have to engage in typical accumulation 

strategies, as explained by Friedmann (1980:164), i.e. that many of the efforts and strategies 

by farmers to lower costs and invest “savings from past income” in larger scale production, is 

not accumulation, but ways to survive in the face of competition and to reproduce their 

capital. 

The reigning view of LSCF in South Africa is one of a sector consisting of relatively large 

farms and dynamic production by means of wage labour. However, my research findings, as 

discussed in chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8, illustrate differentiation in terms of size, scale and scope 

of farming as well as possible future trajectories. My suggestions for categories and criteria 

for a typology of LSCF in South Africa will be based on Bernstein (2001 and 2010b) and 

Cousins (2010). My criteria will also acknowledge notions of agency or mindset in Mather 

and Greenberg’s (2003) study of farmer differentiation as a result of the deregulation of the 

citrus industry. Also of importance is the dynamic, fluid and adaptable nature of capitalism, 

the “constant flux of its incessant renewal” (Marx, 1976:711) mentioned at the beginning of 

the chapter. Two variables or forces are at work in capitalist development: commoditisation 

that draws producers into market relations and competition that forces capitalist farmers to 

stay on the treadmill of expansion, growth and increased efficiency in order to survive and 

maintain their class position and preserve their capital (Marx, 1976:739). To recap, 

accumulation or expanded reproduction is all about “movement and the motion ... processes 

of ... the circulation of capital” as well as dynamic relations between elements within a 

capitalist system (Harvey, 2010:11-12).That busy-ness came through in my interviews with 

farmers, i.e. the importance of being “op jou grond en by jou besigheid” (close to your 

property, land and production activities) and the need to be out in the fields, veld and 
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orchards, the need for more land to “give you turnover”, to do what you must at the right 

time, to grow and not to stop increasing productivity and efficiency. 

 

I will take the following version of Lenin’s original classes of peasants, as modernised by 

Bernstein (2010b:104) as a starting-point: 

a) Farmers who accumulate productive assets and reproduce themselves as capital on a 
larger scale, thus engaging in expanded reproduction (accumulation), 

b) Farmers who are able to reproduce themselves as capital on the same scale of 
production, and as labour on the same scale of consumption, i.e. simple reproduction, 

c) Farmers who are subjected to a simple reproduction squeeze and who struggle to 
reproduce themselves as capital and labour from their own production. 

On the basis of my findings, I propose a typology of LSCF of four categories, namely 

accumulators, struggling and successful reproducers and simple commodity producers, with 

the following criteria: 

Accumulators are engaged in sustained expanded reproduction through the whole spectrum 

of accumulation strategies, i.e. expanding the scale and scope of production, expanding the 

scale or scope of their enterprise, increasing economic efficiency and political action to 

reduce uncertainties and establish preferential access to and control over key resources, 

markets or policy processes. In the Limpopo locality they employ large numbers of wage 

workers (both permanent and seasonal), or own the latest machinery and use the best satellite 

technology in the Overberg, while accumulators in the Namaqualand locality are large 

landowners, with land in different rainfall regions and the ability to grain as fodder. Possible 

future trajectories for accumulators are buying other big capitalist farm businesses together 

with other farming families to accelerate accumulation (Limpopo and Overberg), listing on 

the stock exchange to raise capital for expansion of production or the enterprise (Limpopo) 

and getting involved in arrangements and agreements to expand production to land 

transferred to beneficiaries as part of the government’s land reform programme. 

Successful reproducers are farmers who continue to produce with increasing levels of both 

profit and re-investment in “good years”. They employ more workers than struggling 

reproducers and/or are heavily mechanised. They are relatively big in scope or size in terms 

of local norms (see above), and rent in more land. They are engaged in sustained efforts to 

improve the efficiency of their business and “stay ahead”. They aspire to buy more land, but 
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are concerned that they may not be able to afford it because of competition from 

accumulators. 

Struggling reproducers are farmers who continue to produce, but with decreasing levels of 

both profit and re-investment. They employ few workers (Namaqualand) and are often 

concerned about the age of their tractors and machinery (Overberg). During interviews they 

express concern about their future on the farm. They are small in scope or size in terms of 

local norms, i.e. exporting fewer than 200 000 boxes of citrus (Limpopo), selling fewer than 

300 lambs per year (Namaqualand) or growing grain on areas smaller than 500 hectares 

(Overberg). Struggling reproducers in the Limpopo locality usually do not own a packhouse, 

and may sell their crop on the tree to an accumulator. In the Overberg locality it can also be 

farmers who have divested from their crop enterprises and rent out their arable land, and in 

both the Overberg and Namaqualand localities, struggling reproducers’ land tends to be 

overstocked with livestock. 

Simple commodity producers do not employ non-family/wage labour and they produce 

surplus-value through the exploitation of their own and family labour. They are able to 

reproduce themselves from farming alone or by supplementing their income from farming 

with income from other assets, e.g. rent on property, South African Police Services (SAPS) or 

Telkom pension, fixing machines for other farmers, etc.  

3.4 Conclusion 
A political economy framework that “investigates the social relations and dynamics of 

production and reproduction, property and power in agrarian formations and their processes 

of change, both historical and contemporary” (Bernstein, 2010b:1) can be used to understand 

the development of capitalism in South Africa in terms of the transition of landed capital into 

capitalist farms through the actions and relative power of the state, other fractions of capital 

and the development of the productive forces. If Lenin’s theory of different transformation 

“paths” is used (Bernstein, 2009b:59 and 2010b:29, 31), the transition in South Africa 

followed a variant of the so-called Prussian path or “capitalism from above”. 

Between 1910 and 1970 capitalist accumulation, or expanded reproduction, was aided by 

direct and indirect state support. After state support was withdrawn and the power of 

corporate capital to organise and reorganise farming, agriculture, trade, research and 

development has grown in such a way that it can overrule national interests (Friedmann and 

McMichael, 1989:95), farmers employed classical accumulation strategies, e.g. expanding the 
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scale or scope of production, expanding the scale or scope of the enterprise (firm or 

business), increasing economic efficiency (by means of lowering the cost of commodity 

production, increasing productivity in terms of yield per hectare or per animal through 

technical and biological efficiency and/or reducing labour costs by organising workers and 

tasks to make workers as productive as possible) and participating in political action in order 

to reduce uncertainties and/or establish preferential access to and control over key resources, 

markets or policy processes. A framework to analyse the strategies for large-scale capitalist 

farmers in South Africa was developed. 

Finally, to make sense of the diversity of responses to change as a result of the development 

of capital relations in farming and agriculture and the subsequent patterns of differentiation, a 

typology of large-scale capitalist farmers was developed to understand, explain and describe 

differences between farm businesses and their future trajectories of change. By using a 

combination of criteria such as farmers’ purposes and aims (‘agency’), as inferred from their 

strategies of reproduction and accumulation and their effectiveness in terms of favourable or 

profitable outcomes, capitalist farmers in three agro-ecological regions of South Africa can 

be categorised as accumulators, successful reproducers, struggling reproducers and simple 

commodity producers.  
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Chapter 4: Research design and methods 
 

4.1 Introduction 
This study used a combination of extensive and intensive research methods to yield both 

descriptions and explanations of the dynamics and trajectories of change in the large-scale 

capitalist farming sector in three agro-ecological regions and in a range of different branches 

of farming. 

This study began its life as research for an MPhil in Land and Agrarian Studies, with its main 

objective being to gain a better understanding of the structure of South Africa’s large-scale 

capitalist farming sector and how it is changing. I sought to investigate how farmers negotiate 

the pressures bearing down upon their businesses, how they adapt to political, economic and 

social change, and how their responses to the pressures and changes can impact on agrarian 

structures in the rural areas. The title of the thesis was Uncertain Expectations: Commercial 

farmers in South Africa in an era of rapid social, political and economic change. 

Survey data yielded a detailed snapshot of farmers and farming in the three research 

localities, as well as patterns of the reproduction and accumulation of capital, including 

concentration and differentiation. Because those data and findings were only descriptive in 

character, they did not fully reveal the causal processes at work or explain the outcomes that I 

observed. The study was upgraded to a full PhD in order to seek a deeper understanding of 

the dynamics of change in the LSCF sector, through investigation of the variety of capital 

accumulation and reproduction strategies that capitalist farmers employ, and how these have 

influenced their differentiation. 

This chapter begins with a brief description ofboth the research context and the three research 

localities,as well as a discussion of the research design and associated methods that were used 

in the execution of the study. I describe the processes that I followed to select my respondents 

and develop instruments to collect and analyse the data for both the extensive and extensive 

phases of my study. This is followed by a discussion of my experiences in the field, as well as 

the process of data capturing and analysis. 

4.2 Research contexts and localities 
South Africa’s large-scale capitalist farming sector has been an arena of change since the 

state began to withdraw its substantive support to white farmers in the 1980s. When 

globalisation and neo-liberalism gained momentum after the formation of the World Trade 
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Organisation in 1994, and the South African state set a process in motion to liberalise trade 

and deregulate the marketing of agricultural products, farmers became exposed to world 

market events and subjected to corporate regulation. This thesis explore the pressures that 

bear down upon farm businesses and how farmers respond to these pressures, as well as 

trajectories of change of individual farmers and farming in three different agro-ecological 

regions and many different branches of agriculture. 

Three localities were selected as research sites, namely the citrus, subtropical fruit and 

vegetable farming areas around the towns of Tzaneen, Letsitele, Modjadjiskloof, Mooketsi 

and Trichardtsdal in the Mopani District of Limpopo Province, the mixed grain and livestock 

farming areas outside the Overberg towns of Bredasdorp, Napier, Swellendam and 

Heidelberg in the Western Cape, and the extensive livestock farming area known as 

Namaqualand in the Northern Cape. These areas were selected because they display key 

differences in terms of the value of agricultural production, the intensity of labour and 

resource use,and the way that land reform is playing out.The three research localities vary 

from capital- and water-intensive, high-value export production in the Limpopo locality, to 

diversified, rain-fed, mixed commodity farming in the Overberg, and extensive livestock 

farming in the arid zone in Namaqualand. In the Limpopo locality, a significant proportion of 

the commercial farmland is under claim for restitution, whereas no land reform is taking 

place in the Overberg locality. Land reform in Namaqualand is predominantly in the form of 

redistribution of commercial farms to previously disadvantaged people, under the municipal 

commonage programme of the government’s land redistribution programme. 

4.3 Research approach: design and methodology 
The objectives of my study of the dynamics of accumulation and differentiation in the large-

scale capitalist farming sector were bestfulfilled by a research design that could yield both 

descriptions and explanations, i.e. through a combination of “extensive” and “intensive” 

methods (Sayer, 1992). 

Extensive research, which I conducted by means of a questionnaire survey with farmers, is 

concerned with “discovering some of the common properties and general patterns of a 

population as a whole” (Sayer, 1992:242), in this case commercial farming in three provinces 

of South Africa. Extensive research seeks to find “regularities, common patterns, 

distinguishing features of a population” and their distribution in this population (Sayer, 

1992:243). Intensive research, on the other hand, seeks “causal explanations” (Sayer, 
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1992:243) for processes, changes and outcomes. Typical methods used in intensive research 

are interactive interviews of individuals in their context, ethnography and qualitative analysis. 

Although the sequence of processes described in this chapter, as well as the sequence of the 

chapters in this study, may give the impression of a linear research process, in reality it was a 

cyclical or recursive process. At different times it involved the use of theory and concepts, 

immersion on the literature on large-scale farming in South Africa, and data collection and 

observations in the field. My conceptual framework both influenced the research process at 

different stages and was influenced by my observations and findings made during the process 

(Bloomberg and Volpe, 2012:89). 

During the first phase of my research I needed to determine who was on the farm and what 

were they doing. Besides the fact that survey questionnaires are designed to reach large 

numbers of respondents (Park, 2006:118), Watts (2006:194) also commends surveyresearch 

because it is a “powerful tool for scanning, probing and assessing” the landscape in which a 

study will be located, and thus a good way to achieve breadth (if not depth). 

In order to find explanations for farmers’ actions and strategies and determine trajectories of 

change, i.e achive the objectives of my PhD study, I had to change my approach to include 

qualitative or intensive research, e.g. to incorporate ethnography and interactive, semi-

structured interviews. An ethnographic approach is designed to look at a community “from 

within”, while ethnographic methods are useful to learn more about “interactions, reactions to 

interventions, power struggles and other responses and lived experiences” (Bosman, 2004:56-

57). In-depth interviews allow people to talk about their personal feelings, opinions and 

experiences, and are opportunities “to gain insight into how people interpret and order the 

world” (Mack et al, 2005).In addition, Guion (2006) values in-depth interviews as an “open-

ended, discovery-oriented method” that yields information and meaning and explores the 

respondent’s point of view and perspectives. 

A common argument for employing mixed methods, such as combining survey research and 

in-depth interviews, is that both depth and breadth can be achieved (Gottlieb, 2006:51). 

However, Sayer (1992:242) suggests that the extensive/intensive design concept does not 

always represent a divide between surveys and ethnography: 
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Intensive research need not always use ethnographic methods to establish the nature 
of causal groups and surveys need not be devoid of attempts to understand the social 
construction of meaning (Sayer, 1992:244). 

Also, while extensive research focuses on “taxonomic groups” that need to be specified 

beforehand, membership of “causal groups” in intensive research is developed as the research 

progresses, and can be “exploratory in a strong sense”. Issues of “who and what” the subject 

of the study is going to be can be established “as we go along” (Sayer, 1992:244). This 

exploratory approach can be complemented by interactive interviews that are less formal and 

less standardised, because “extreme standardization” tends to ignore differences in 

respondents and their relevant contexts and can make comparisons meaningless. A less 

standardized and exploratory approach means that respondents are not “forced into an 

artificial one-way mode of communication in which they can only answer in terms of the 

conceptual grid given to them by the researcher” (Sayer, 1992:245). 

4.4 Finding respondents: research sample and data sources 
I have been working as an agricultural journalist in the Western and Northern Cape provinces 

since 2002. It gave me an insider’s advantage in the field. Besides attending farmers’ days 

and meetings of organised agricultural structures on a regular basis as part of my work, I 

know and have interviewed many farmers in those two areas. In order to find farmers for my 

study in the Namaqualand and Overberg localities I could rely on this knowledge as a key 

“resource”, as well as use my contacts at various agricultural institutions and businesses and 

local grapevines to get hold of farmer respondents for the extensive phase of my research. 

However, if a single comprehensive list of all commercial farmers in the country exists, I 

certainly have not heard of it. Also, in many farming areas, local farmers’ associations are no 

longer the only form of organisation for farmers. Other institutions or affiliations, such as 

study groups and industry or commodity organisations, such as Grain SA or the Citrus 

Growers Association (CGA), have often taken their place. I also found a degree of pure 

individualism, manifesting in a minority of farmers who are not members of any farming-

related organisations at all. 

Finding farmers in the Limpopo locality posed a different challenge. I found the name of the 

chairman of Agri Limpopo after I asked participants of an Agbiz conference in Cape Town. I 

arranged a flash visit to Limpopo in May 2010 to interview him in Lephalale, hundreds of 

kilometres west of Tzaneen (the centre of my research locality in Limpopo) and at the 

opposite end of this vast province. He gave me a broad overview of agriculture in the 
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province and introduced me to the chairman of Agri Letaba (the union of local farmers’ 

associations around Tzaneen) and one of the senior farmers of the area. I managed to get 

appointments with both of these farmers the next day, before rushing back to the airport. The 

conversations with these two gentlemen put me in the Letaba (Limpopo) picture and changed 

my views on the turnover of the biggest farm businesses in the province (these were ten times 

larger than I thought they would be), explained why the scourge of citrus blackspot disease 

(which would spark an export crisis in 2013 and 2014) was so important, as well as brought 

the importance of water rights on land into perspective. 

I visited a few farmers in the area in September 2010 in order to test my questionnaire and 

introduce my research. A Trichardtsdal farmer invited me to attend the monthly meeting of 

their local farmers’ association, and I used the opportunity to introduce my research study to 

its members. When I returned in October 2010, he arranged appointments for me to visit 

farmers in order to complete my questionnaire. 

In order to find 40 to 50 farmers in each locality to participate in my questionnaire survey, I 

employed many different methods: from using the dwindling members’ lists of local farmers’ 

associations in Agri Letaba, to lists from commodity organisations, e.g. Subtrop. Whenever I 

visited a farmer or spoke to one on the phone, I used the snowballing technique to get their 

neighbours’ phone numbers. In the Overberg locality I found of an extremely valuable list of 

farmers’ names and contact details after attending the awards function of a wheat yield 

competition organised by a private school to raise funds. 

Finding farmers in the Namaqualand locality was not difficult, but presented its own 

challenges. In October 2010 I attended the management meeting of Agri Namaqualand, the 

union of eight local farmers’ associations in the region; I talked about my research and asked 

for their co-operation. The chairmen of all the local farmers’ associations who attended the 

meeting took home questionnaires, which they distributed among their members. I returned in 

November to collect the completed questionnaires. Not all of those questionnaires were 

completed in full, and because farmers took part in the survey on condition of anonymity, I 

had no way of finding out who some of those farmers were. I had to throw out those 

questionnaires. During October 2010 I also attended a farmers’ day organised by the Garies 

farmers’ association. I distributed questionnaires and completed some questionnaires there 

and then. 
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My extensive research instrument (the questionnaire) was designed so that it could be 

completed on a printed document or on a computer and then e-mailed back to me. By the 

time I was ready to visit the Overberg in March and April 2011, it was much easier to arrange 

visits to complete the questionnaires, and a number of farmers offered to complete the 

questionnaires on their computer and e-mail them to me. These questionnaires were generally 

completed in full. Towards the end of the survey phase of my research, I sent a questionnaire 

to a farmer by e-mail and completed the questionnaire on the phone while he had it open on 

his computer. It worked very well. I now realise that I would have saved a considerable 

amount of time had I completed more questionnaires in this manner. 

In all the research localities I interviewed farmers who were available during the week that I 

visited. To save time, I tried to make appointments with farmers who lived close to each 

other. This was seldom possible, and I often ended up driving long distances between 

appointments, especially in the Namaqualand locality. Occasionally I managed to achieve 

three of four arranged appointments in a day, but undertaking two per day was more 

common. 

Because field work in the Limpopo locality required making a great many arrangements, I 

usually started every new research phase in that locality. After I completed the analysis of my 

survey findings, I had an opportunity to share them with the members of the Letsitele citrus 

study group at their final meeting of 2012. I used the opportunity to introduce the intensive 

phase of my research, and requested their co-operation for the semi-structured interviews that 

I would conduct during the rest of that week and early in 2013. For the intensive phase of my 

research I selected respondents from the farmers that participated in the survey. Although I 

tried to select farmers that were not too similar in terms of size, scale and branch of 

agriculture, I sometimes had to interview those farmers that were available during the week 

that I visited the region. 

4.5 Data collection: research instruments and fieldwork 
I conducted the questionnaire survey between October 2010 and August 2011 with 48 

farmers in each of the Limpopo and Overberg localities and 45 farmers in the Namaqualand 

locality. It was a period of rising fuel prices and a relatively strong local currency, while red 

meat prices were showing an upward trend, the wheat price was relatively low and parts of 

the Overberg locality were in the grips of a severe drought. 
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During this time I visited 86 farms and personally completed the questionnaires with the 

either owners of the farms, their fathers, their sons or the farm managers (61% of the total). 

While the rest of the respondents completed the questionnaires themselves, I either sat with 

them while they completed it, or delivered or fetched questionnaires from a further 24 

respondents (17%). Thirty one (31) of the respondents completed the questionnaire on their 

own, three of them in Limpopo, eight in the Overberg and the rest in Namaqualand. 

Besides a review of the literature of change and contemporary situation in capitalist 

farming25, I drew on my experience as an agricultural journalist working in two of the 

research localities to develop a questionnaire for the extensive phase of my research. In terms 

of knowledge of the workings of state support to white commercial farmers and controlled 

marketing, I also benefitted from my past experience as an agricultural economist in the 

public sector during the pre-democratic era. Conversations with an economist friend who has 

extensive experience doing field work amongst farmers were of great benefit. 

The main aim of the questionnaire survey was to determine the pressures that bear down on 

capitalist farming operations and gather data on how farmers respond to these pressures, but I 

utilised the opportunity that the survey offered to explore the perspectives of farmers on the 

land question. I collected data about landholdings (own and rented), land acquisition over the 

past 20 years, changes in employment relations, the enterprises that farmers are engaged in, 

annual turnover, and involvement upstream and downstream from their farming operations. I 

included questions about personal or biographical, issues, e.g. age, years on the farm, level of 

education, decision-making and involvement of life partners in the operation of the farm, for 

reasons of context. A copy of the questionnaire can be found in Appendix 1. 

The survey data yielded valuable descriptive findings that pointed to some patterns and 

trajectories of change, but they had limited use for explanatory purposes. In order to seek a 

deeper understanding of the dynamics of change in the sector, I needed to investigate the 

variety of accumulation or reproduction strategies that capitalist farmers employ, and how 

these have influenced the differentiation of farmers, how the development of the productive 

                                                
25 For example, change in the farming and agricultural sectors: Nieuwoudt and Groenewald, (2003) and 
Bernstein (2013); the consequences of deregulation: Groenewald (2000), Mather (2002), Mather and Greenberg 
(2003), Van Schalkwyk et al (2003), Vink (2012); about labour issues: Conradie,(2004, 2007) Minnaar (2008), 
Barrientos and Visser (2012), BFAP (2012); land reform: (Fraser, 2008), Walker (2009), Hall (2009), Hendricks 
et al (2013), Aliber et al (2013), Cousins and Walker (2015); a sociological study of white commercial farmers 
before 1994: Marcus and Levin, 1994, farmers and conservation: Koelle and Oettlé (2003), Desmet (2007), 
Winter et al (2007), and Conradie (2009). 
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forces in farming has conditioned social relations between capital and labour, and vice versa, 

and how the nature of markets affect reproduction and accumulation. 

For the intensive phase of my research I conducted follow-up semi-structured interviews with 

12 farmers in the Limpopo locality in February and November 2012, and January and July 

2013. I conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 farmers in Namaqualand in January and 

May 2013 and with ten Overberg farmers in March and April 2013. 

Before this phase I reviewed my conceptual framework and the key analytical concepts of 

reproduction and accumulation. I then developed a framework to analyse the reproduction 

and accumulation strategies of commercial farmers based on the strategiesdiscussed in 

volume 1 of Marx’s Capital, and interpretations thereof by Marxist scholars, e.g. Mandel, 

Bernstein, Harvey, Fine and Alfredo Saad-Filho. 

With this in mind, I developed a range of questions to establish in detail how farmers 

reproduce or accumulate capital, which strategies and processes they employ and what the 

outcomes of such strategies and processes are. I usually opened such interviews by asking 

farmers about change over the past 20 years and what they “did/knew/owned” that helped 

them to make a profit and survive on the land. I began with a range of standard questions, but 

changed them as I interacted with different farmers, and engaged with the realities of 

different farm enterprises in different contexts and in different regions. A copy of my 

schedule of questions, with added changes and questions is attached in appendix 2. 

4.6 Data capturing and analysis 
I developed a code book, or code manual, to capture data onto an Excel spreadsheet with ease 

and accuracy. I developed a coding schedule on the spreadsheet and captured all the first 

parts of the questionnaires myself, while I employed a high school student and a self-

employed friend with previous experience of data-capturing to capture the rest. To verify that 

the data were captured correctly, I randomly picked a couple of questionnaires and recaptured 

them. I used the SPSS statistical package to do a very basic statistical analysis of frequencies, 

means and median. I also transcribed all the notes I made while completing questionnaires 

with farmers. These field notes proved very useful when I was writing my thesis. 

During the intensive phase of my research I personally conducted semi-structured interviews 

with at least ten farmers in each locality. I recorded the interviews on a digital recorder, with 

the interviewees’ consent, and made copious notes about the setting, certificates and pictures 
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on the walls, other people visiting during the interview, etc. Although I was exploring 

reproduction and accumulation strategies and processes, I could not open an interview by 

asking, “which accumulation strategies do you employ?” At the beginning of each interview I 

usually explained my research objectives and then asked, “what did you do, what did you 

know, what did you possess, that allowed you to make a profit and remain on the farm?” That 

usually got the farmers talking. When there were silences, I asked about changes to farming 

practices, what they are doing differently to their fathers, previous harvests, rainfall, what 

they would do differently if they could start over, etc. (Also see Appendix 2). 

Having conducted and recorded the interviews, I transcribed the recordings into MS Word 

documents. I collected masses of data during the extensive and intensive phases of my 

research, and had to find a way to reduce the data to manageable proportions, “identifying 

what is significant, and constructing a framework for communicating the essence of what the 

data reveal” (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2012:171). I used the framework that I developed to 

analyse the reproduction and accumulation strategies of capitalist farmers, as described in 

chapter 3, to analyse each farmer’s activities in terms of 1) expanding the scale or scope of of 

production (its capital intensity, and/or its geographic size, and/or the number of products), 

e.g. develop and fund new sites and sources of production, 2) expanding the scale or scope of 

the business by expanding into new enterprises either up or down the value chain, or buying 

shares in such enterprises, 3) increasing economic efficiency by means of lowering the cost 

of commodity production, increasing productivity in terms of yield per hectare, lambs 

weaned per ewe, litres of milk per cow or kilogram of meat per lamb, through technical and 

biological efficiency and by organising workers and tasks to make workers as productive as 

possible, thus reducing labour costs while increasing output, and 4) undertaking political 

action to reduce uncertainties and/or establish preferential access to and control over key 

resources, markets or policy processes. Each case was analysed in terms of these actions or 

practices. Sample transcriptions of the interviews are in Appendix 3, while analyses of 

accumulation and reproduction strategies are in Appendix 4. 

When I analysed the case studies, I realised that the same strategies or processes, e.g. buying 

more land or increasing economic efficiency did not necessary have the same results for 

every farmer that employed them, and that processes of differentiation were at work. 

In order to track the trajectories of change of the different farmers that were interviewed 

during the intensive phase of my research, I developed a typology of large-scale capitalist 
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farmers in South Africa. I proposed four categories, i.e. petty commodity producers, 

struggling reproducers, successful reproducers and accumulators, as portrayed in the typology 

developed in chapter 3. I used clear criteria drawn from the literature to decide which 

category each farmer would be allocated to. While I made category judgements about the 

farmers that I interviewed in chapters 6, 7 and 8, I also attempted to classify the farmers that 

only participated in the survey. This can be seen in Appendix 5. 

4.7 Shortcomings, gaps and some strengths 
I did not manage to secure an interview with respondents from two vertically integrated 

farming companies, ZZ2 and Wesphalia, both in the Limpopo locality, while I did not 

manage to interview the “returnee” farmers of Namaqualand. The latter are farmers who left 

their family farms after school to join the police service or work on the mines, or for Eskom, 

and who have since retired from their jobs and returned to the farm. They supplement the 

income from their relatively small sheep and goat flocks with pensions from their previous 

non-farm employment. 

During the questionnaire survey, 23 of respondents indicated that they were currently 

employing larger numbers of permanent workers than in the past. Unfortunately I did not 

explore this issue in sufficient detail. Furthermore, informed readers of my thesis may miss a 

discussion of genetically modified (GM) crops. The reason for that is that none of the GM 

crops grown in South Africa, i.e. maize, soya, cotton and potatoes, are grown in my three 

research localities. 

All but two questionnaire interviews were conducted in Afrikaans, my home language, and 

that of 139 of the respondents. Although language was never a problem in itself, the meaning 

of certain terms differed between the localities, for example, in the Overberg locality 

“biological farming” is understood to be something between conventional chemical farming 

and organic farming, while it seems to be understood as organic farming in the Limpopo 

locality, where mention of it drew uneasy reactions and friendly suggestions that “integrated 

farming” would be a far more appropriate term. 

Probably because of too strong a focus on enterprise reproduction and marketing, I did not do 

justice to three key factors contributing to reproduction and accumulation that came to the 

fore during interviews and analysis of the data. They are family dynamics, (e.g. generational 

reproduction), co-operation between farmers, and the role of credit financing. As my analysis 

suggests, these issues can (and do) assist or hamper reproduction and accumulation, and for 
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that reason justified more attention. For example, farmers with sons or daughters who are 

interested in farming seem to work towards successful reproduction and accumulation to 

enable their children to continue with the business when they retire or die. In fact, to have 

members of the next generation involved in the business as section managers seems to be a 

key advantage on citrus farms of the Limpopo locality. In the case of the Overberg and 

Namaqualand localities, not having children who were interested in taking over the family 

farm was offered as an explanation for why certain farmers do not invest more in their 

businesses or engage in strategies aimed at reproduction. 

While the involvement of the next generation in an enterprise can be considered as a form of 

co-operation, co-operation between farmers that are not related to each another was also 

found, but probably not investigated in sufficient depth. While the latter form of co-operation 

is aimed at achieving scale and improving management of farm businesses, it is increasingly 

used by farmers to gain access to credit from banks, in order to buy more land or purchase 

expensive machinery or equipment for purposes of capital accumulation. I asked questions to 

determine respondents’ perceptions of the pressure that debt and interest rates had on their 

ability to accumulate or successfully reproduce their capital, but should have asked more 

questions about access to finance because, as my research progressed, I realised this could be 

a factor in the dynamics of differentiation. While matters of credit and finance were not 

pursued explicitly during subsequent semi-structured interviews, a number of farmers 

indicated that they had bought more land with “bank money” (i.e. loans from the bank), and 

that any farmer, who tries to operate on a cash basis, farms “too slowly”. 

Despite these shortcomings and gaps, I also made some appropriate decisions during the 

extensive (survey) phase of my research. My decision to ask farmers to list everything that 

they had produced in the past year, to state at what price they had sold their produce, and to 

put a value on products such as hay and silage that they had produced for on-farm use, led me 

to collect data that enabled me to estimate their turnover more accurately than simply asking 

them for one aggregate amount. 

Furthermore, it was a good idea to ask respondents to state the names of the companies that 

they held shares in, and to ask what those companies were all about. This question allowed 

me to build a picture of farmers who are far more involved further up and down the value 

chain than is often thought. To my regret, I removed the section about the number, capacity 

and age of tractors after the pilot phase, when one of the really large-scale Limpopo farmers 
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began to list all 25 small orchard tractors – ranging from those that were 2 years to others that 

were 11 years old, and ranged from 48 kW to 56 kW in capacity. I decided that including 

such a section early on in the interview would take up all the time and patience of the 

respondents, and so I discarded it. The foregone information may not be critically important 

for the Limpopo and Namaqualand localities, but access to farm equipment is a potentially 

important source of differentiation in the Overberg locality. Similarly, information about 

transport vehicles would have been useful in the Namaqualand site. 

4.8 Reflections on boere, plase, markets and Marx 
I tackled this research while working full-time as a journalist at an agricultural magazine 

aimed at commercial farmers. Even though switching between the different demands of the 

academic world and popular journalism posed many challenges, my knowledge of the current 

debates, trends and personalities in commercial agriculture and my experience as a journalist 

made it fairly easy to approach wildvreemde farmers (complete strangers) by phone and 

arrange to interview them about their businesses. It was also easy to find something to ask 

during silences in interviews. In between field visits to the different localities I was exposed 

to the ups and downs of commercial agriculture in the course of doing my job. While it gave 

new meaning to the notion of “immersion”, it felt as if I was permanently in the field and 

never had enough time and space to stand back and reflect. 

I am on a difficult journey trying to get to grips with Marxist theory, and I undertook the bulk 

of my fieldwork while not understanding it. This invariably led to misinterpretation of ideas 

and concepts, as well as unproductive and time-consuming detours. The fact that I did my 

first and second degrees in Agricultural Economics at Stellenbosch University under 

Professor Eckart Kassier (of “Committee of Inquiry into the Marketing Act” fame26), lent a 

production economics slant to my thinking. In other words, while I understood 21st century 

farming’s need for economies of scale, efficiency, fewer and more productive workers, 

adding value, etc., I never quite appreciated why. 

I believe my personal contact with the majority of the farmers who completed the 

questionnaire contributed to a successful survey and paved my way for further fruitful 

interactions. Although the process of trying to conduct as many of the survey interviews in 

person, as possible, or at least deliver or fetch the questionnaires from farmers, was extremely 

                                                
26 Prof. Eckart Kassier was the chairman of the Committee of Inquiry into the Marketing Act, the committee that 
was appointed in 1992 by Dr Kraai van Niekerk, then Minister of Agriculture (Bayley, 2000:44-45). 
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time-consuming, it gave me an opportunity to visit many different farms, to get to know the 

three regions better, to get a glimpse of the respondents’ live-worlds and to gather an 

enormous amount of other helpful or explanatory information. The farm visits were also an 

opportunity to verify some of the claims made by respondents. 

4.9 Summary 
This chapter provides a description of the research and methods employed in this study of the 

dynamics and trajectories of change in the large-scale capitalist farming sector in three agro-

ecological regions of South Africa and in many different branches of agriculture. I decided to 

combine extensive and intensive research designs and survey and interview methodologies 

that could result in useful descriptive and exploratory findings. 

During the extensive phase of the research I conducted a questionnaire survey with 141 

farmers in specified localities in the Western Cape, Northern Cape and Limpopo. The 

research tool that I developed asked questions about the pressures bearing down upon farmers 

in these localities and how they responded to these pressures. The data was analysed using 

SPSS. During the intensive phase of my research I conducted semi-structured, often 

interactive, interviews with at least ten farmers in each of the localities. The interviews were 

transcribed into Word documents and analysed according to a reproduction and accumulation 

strategy framework that I developed. I developed a typology to determine farmers’ 

trajectories of change. 
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Chapter 5 Trajectories of agrarian change: a survey of three 
farming regions 
 

5.1 Introduction 
The capitalist farming sector in South Africa operates in a milieu of ongoing political, 

legislative, environmental and “market” change. Political and legislative changes include 

efforts to broaden access to land, water and services in rural areas through land and water 

reform legislation, to offer redress for past injustices and inequality through land restitution 

and labour legislation and to change the relationship between people and natural resources 

through water and environmental legislation. The term “market” is used here in its broadest 

sense to include all the institutions, actors, legislation and services related to Marx’s “first 

condition of accumulation”, namely selling agricultural commodities, and how they change. 

All these changes play out within a neoliberal framework (Bernstein, 2010b) and at the 

behest of powerful processor-buyers and retailers in a world where the financialisation of 

food and agriculture has “blurred the line between finance and food provisioning” (Isakson, 

2013). Capitalist farmers experience these changes as “pressures” bearing down on their 

capacity for reproduction and accumulation. 

This chapter explores the broad trajectories of change that have been evident in the large-

scale capitalist farming (LSCF) sector since the end of apartheid and how these trajectories 

manifest in different branches of the agricultural sector and three different agro-ecological 

regions. Its objective is to provide answers to three research questions, namely: 

a) What is the structure of South Africa’s commercial farming sector, and what are the 
dynamics of change that it is undergoing in relation to property rights, prices, value 
chains and agro-ecology? 

b) How do commercial farmers understand the pressures bearing down upon them, how do 
they rank them in terms of importance or potential impact, constraints and opportunities, 
and how do they assess the possible impacts of these pressures on their enterprises? 

c) How do commercial farmers respond to these pressures: Are they changing their 
production or marketing strategies and structures, the size of their operations or their 
involvement further down the value chain? 

As the main part of the extensive phase of my research, the survey yielded descriptive data. 

Even though the identification of reproduction and accumulation strategies was not within the 

scope of this chapter, some patterns are already evident, e.g. an expansion of the scale and 

scope of production, expansion into enterprises beyond the farm gate, increases in economic 
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efficiency and taking part in political and collective action to reduce uncertainties or establish 

preferential access to and control over key resources and processes. The extensive phase was 

followed up with an intensive phase in order to explore the underlying processes and 

changes, and will be discussed in chapters 6, 7 and 8. 

The findings contained in this chapter is the result of a questionnaire survey conducted with 

48 farmers in the Limpopo locality, 45 in Namaqualand and 48 farmers in the Overberg 

locality in a period spanning October 2010 to August 2011. Surveys are designed to reach 

large numbers of respondents (Park, 2006) and provide a “powerful tool for scanning, 

probing and assessing” the landscape in which a study will be located (Watts, 2006). The 

main aim of my survey was to determine the pressures that bear down on capitalist farming 

operations in general, and how farmers respond to these pressures. However, the survey also 

offered an opportunity to get a better perspective of farmers on the land and to provide a 

context for further fieldwork, therefore data was also collected about landholding (owned and 

rented), land acquisition during the past 20 years, changes in employment relations, the 

enterprises farmers are engaged in, annual turnover and involvement upstream and 

downstream from their farming operations. Lastly, biographical information, e.g. age, years 

on the farm, level of education, decision-making and involvement of life partners in the 

operation of the farm, was collected; also for reasons of context. 

5.2 The structure of agriculture in Limpopo, Namaqualand and the Overberg 
The 141 respondents in the Limpopo, Namaqualand and Overberg localities (see Figure 1) 

who participated in this survey produce a range of field and tree crops and livestock breeds 

and types on land that they own (87%) and rent (13%). Orchard crops, e.g. various citrus 

varieties, avocados, mangoes, bananas and litchis for export, vegetables to supply local fresh 

produce markets, chickens and livestock are produced in the Limpopo research locality – 

most of it under irrigation. Arable agriculture in Limpopo is labour intensive, with an 

increasing proportion of workers employed on a seasonal or temporary basis. In contrast with 

the Limpopo locality, all the farmers in die Namaqualand produce mutton and lamb from 

Dorper sheep under extensive conditions in an arid area. Some also farm with Boer goats and 

cattle and a number of them grow grains and legumes to feed their livestock. Small numbers 

of non-family workers are employed. In the Overberg locality farmers operate quite 

diversified farms, usually with a variety of grains and legumes in rotation in combination 

with one or more livestock enterprise. The bulk of the crop production is rain-fed. 
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Figure 1: Location of research localities in South Africa 

Source:  Author’s own map (not drawn to scale) 

 

5.2.1 Land and labour 

Landholding in terms of hectares of land owned differed considerably between the three 

localities. In the Limpopo locality the lowest is 20 ha and the highest 15000 ha, while it is 

200 ha and 60000 ha in the Namaqualand locality and 160 ha and 7 500 ha in the Overberg 

locality. The number of permanent farm workers ranges from 5 to 600 on farms in the 

Limpopo locality, zero to eight (8) workers in the Namaqualand locality and 3 to 29 in the 

Overberg locality. Almost a third of respondents in the Limpopo locality employ more than 

100 permanent workers, whereas seven (7) respondents in the Namaqualand locality 

indicated that they employ no permanent workers, and 16 of them employ only one 

permanent worker. 

Rented land forms an integral part of efforts to expand commodity production by increasing 

the size of the farm in more than 50% of the businesses. In the Limpopo locality a third of the 

respondents indicated that they rent land additional to the land they own; while the proportion 

was 40% for Namaqualand and 50% for the Overberg locality. Because of the short-term 
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nature (two to five years) of rental contracts, in Limpopo rented land is used to grow annual 

crops, e.g. vegetables, while Overberg farmers usually rent arable land to expand their cash 

crop enterprises. In Namaqualand, farmers rent land to get access to more veld grazing or 

arable land in order to grow crops for animal feed. 

 

Table 2: Land ownership, land rental, number of permanent workers 

 Locality Lowest and 
highest 

Land ownership 
(hectares) 

Limpopo 20 and 5 000 
Namaqualand 200 and 60 000 
Overberg 160 and 7500 

Rented land 
(hectares) 

Limpopo 10 and 2 000 
Namaqualand 500 and 12 500 
Overberg 88 and 2 500 

Permanent 
workers (no. of 
workers) 

Limpopo 5 and 600 
Namaqualand 0 and 8 
Overberg 3 and 29 

 

Almost 60 farmers in all three localities together rent in more than 100 000 ha of land (Table 

3). When I asked whom they are renting from, farmers said that the owners of the land are 

either farmers who rent out their arable land because they “fell behind” in upgrading their 

grain machinery in the case of the Overberg, and are continuing with their livestock 

enterprise (s) or farmers who are too old to farm and have “only daughters”, but who do not 

want to sell the land because of the rental income or because they are waiting for land prices 

to rise before they sell it. In Limpopo land is rented from widows who keep the land in the 

hope that their children or grandchildren would return to farm, or wait for a good offer on the 

land, whereas at least one of the respondents rent land in the former Bantustan of Gazankulu. 

While the duration of contracts ranges from two to five years, renting a piece of land often 

puts the renter first in line when the owner eventually decides to sell it. 

Table 3: Aggregate of landholding and numbers of workers covered by the survey 

LAND 

Owned by all 
respondents in survey 
or locality 

Rented by all 
respondents in survey 
or locality 

No. & proportion of 
respondents who 
rent in land 
Freq % 

Total for survey  662 201 ha 102 403 ha 58 41,1% 
Limpopo  39 334 ha 7 354 ha 16 33,3% 
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Namaqualand  531 245 ha 75 957 ha 18 40,0% 
Overberg 91 613 ha 19 092 ha 24 50,0% 
 

5.2.2 Commodity production 

Besides geographical expansion, where possible, respondents have also diversified their 

businesses into a range of different farming enterprises, as shown in Table 4. A range of 

citrus varieties (Valencia oranges, Ruby grapefruit, some soft citrus, lemons and lime) are the 

predominant fruit grown in the Limpopo locality, but a number of respondents also grow 

different varieties of avocados, mangoes, macadamia nuts, litchis, guavas and bananas. In the 

Limpopo locality more than half of the respondents (56%) grow citrus, 40% is grow mangoes 

and 31% avocados, while 27% grow vegetables and 46% keep cattle. While some farmers are 

taking their litchi trees out, growing guavas seems to be on the increase on the smaller farms 

close to Tzaneen, due to a demand by juice processors. Farmers in the Mooketsi area used to 

be the country’s biggest tomato growers until the extraction of irrigation water from 

boreholes became a limitation. Some of those farmers stopped, or drastically scaled down, all 

their other enterprises, especially citrus, while at least one farmer switched to drought-

tolerant crops such as dragon fruit and prickly pear or indigenous animal livestock breeds, 

such as Nguni cattle and Pedi sheep that are adapted to local conditions. 

A number of citrus and subtropical fruit growers have lately diversified their farming 

operations to include vegetables – predominantly sweet peppers, chillies, various cucurbits, 

aubergines and cabbage. Others saw an opportunity to supply their own operations as well as 

other farmers with a fundamental input, namely young fruit trees, while market requirements 

for “integrated pest management” opened up an opportunity to supply insects for biological 

control of pests for at least one farmer. Anecdotal evidence from respondents suggests that 

the extent of privately-owned forests used to be larger, especially when tomato producers 

needed “kissies” (small wooden boxes) to package their produce for the market. These days 

only three respondents still grow Eucalyptus trees for wood, either to manufacture pallets for 

the fruit and vegetable industries, or to be sold for different industrial or residential uses; 

treated or untreated and according to age. One of the forest-owning respondents grew the 

scope of his business by expanding down the value chain in terms of a wood processing and 

treatment plant on his farm. 
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Table 4: Commodities produced 

Limpopo (n=48) Namaqualand (n=45) Overberg (n=48) 
Enterprise Freq % Enterprise Freq % Enterprise Freq % 
Citrus 27 56,3 Sheep 45 100,0 Wheat  42 87,5 
Mangos  19 39,6 Boer goats 19 42,2 Barley  42 87,5 
Avocados 15 31,3 Cattle 18 40,0 Canola  38 79,2 
Macadamias 8 16,7  Game 3 6,7 Oats  17 35,4 
Litchis 8 16,7 Wheat 2 4,4 

Lupines  13 27,1 Guavas 5 10,4 Fodder 
crops 18 40,0 

Bananas 4 8,3 Fruit and 
vegetables 2 4,4 Lucerne  42 87,5 

Papayas 1 2,1  Coriander 5 10,4 
Prickly pears 1 2,1 Peas  2 4,2 
Dragon fruit 1 2,1 Beef cattle  22 45,8 
Vegetables 13 27,1 Dairy cattle  20 41,7 

Beef cattle  22 45,8 Woolled 
sheep 45 93,8 

Game  10 20,8 Ostriches 6 12,5 
Sheep 2 4,2 Pigs 1 2,1 
Stud cattle  2 4,2  
Dairy cattle 1 2,1 
Forestry 3 6,3 
Tree nurseries 2 4,2 
 

While 80-85% of all citrus is exported, farmers in the Limpopo locality have access to a 

variety of local fresh markets in Johannesburg, Pretoria and Springs, and even further away in 

Durban and Cape Town. Export markets also exist for avocados and macadamia nuts. 

Opportunities to process lower grade fruits - juice in the case of citrus, papayas, mangoes, 

litchis and guavas, oil and guacamole in the case of avocados and macadamias, drying in the 

case of guavas and mangoes and achar in the case of mangoes - abound in the area. 

On the other side of the country, in the arid and remote Namaqualand locality, opportunities 

for production and diversification are limited. There, all the respondents rear Dorper sheep 

and 40% rear cattle. Respondents who farm in the Kamiesberg and Hardeveld areas utilise 

the mountainous areas on their farms to rear Boer goats (42% of all respondents) as well. 

Some of the farmers with larger landholdings also keep smaller flocks of the indigenous and 

hardy Damara sheep breed. Limited opportunities to grow small grains and legumes for bread 

flour and animal feed exist in the same areas due to more favourable winter rainfall 
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conditions. Forty per cent of all respondents grow wheat, oats, barley and/or lupines, though 

all but two to feed the grains to their livestock. 

Many Namaqualand farmers own grazing land in both winter and summer rainfall areas and 

move their livestock between these areas. To sell their sheep, farmers have a choice of two 

abattoirs in the main town of the area. One of the abattoirs was established with 50% of 

capital from farmers, while the other abattoir used to be the municipal abattoir, then belonged 

to the now-defunct Namakwaland Landboukoöperasie (NLK), but has since been sold to 

farmers of the area who operate it as Namlam. NLK was bought out by Kaap Agri, an 

agricultural services company with its head office in the Western Cape. 

Efforts to increase economic efficiency by means of lowering the cost of commodity 

production and increasing productivity abound on the Overberg locality’s diversified dryland 

farms. As pioneers of conservation farming practices and diversification into animal 

enterprises, they have managed to harvest grain under quite adverse conditions during two 

extremely dry cycles occurring in the past 20 years. The introduction of canola (processed to 

make edible oil and oilcake, an ingredient of animal feeds, as well as providing grazing for 

ostriches and sheep) as a cash crop to the area about 30 years ago opened up new 

opportunities for accumulation. Long crop rotations with five years of lucerne pasture 

between two cash crop phases make it possible for farmers in this locality to keep large flocks 

of wool-bearing sheep and to exploit the fluctuating, but mostly lucrative, wool market. Some 

farmers in the area use their best fields for continuous cropping, a system in which only cash 

crops are grown, while at least two farmers taking part in the survey has since got rid of all 

their livestock in order to focus on grain production.  

Although the liberalisation of agricultural marketing led to an increase in the concentration 

and relative power of milk buyers and low milk prices for farmers (Kirsten/NAMC, 2009), 

the Overberg locality is a region where a significant number of small dairy farmers manage to 

survive, probably because on-farm production of fodder is possible.  

South Africa’s emergence from isolation opened up a lucrative export market for ostrich 

meat, leather and feathers. By 2010 farmers were getting R2 200 to R3 000 per bird in the 

export market. However, at the time of my visits in 2011, the six respondents that reared 

ostriches were rather frustrated by the ban on the export of ostrich meat to the main European 

market due to avian flu. When I visited them again in 2013, four of them had sold all their 
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ostriches, while the remaining two were busy growing their flocks again. Respondents who 

continued with ostrich farming were those that were involved in the whole production chain, 

from hatching the eggs, rearing the chickens and fattening them up, to delivering them to the 

abattoir. Those farmers who sold their flocks were merely speculating with ostriches, rather 

than farming with them, as one of the respondents remarked. 

5.2.3 Turnover and income distribution 

Turnover, as a measure of annual income, was calculated by multiplying the amount of a 

commodity that was produced with its selling price or value where it is produced to be used 

on the farm. The average turnover is R10,7 million. The 141 respondents produced a joint 

turnover of more than R1,5 billion, with R50 000 being the lowest and R131,3 million the 

highest turnover. 

There are huge differences between the three field localities, as Table 5 illustrates. The 

turnover produced by Limpopo respondents ranges from R360 000 to more than R130 

million, with 40 of the 48 respondents producing a turnover of R1 million to R50 million. 

The turnover of 70% of Namaqualand respondents is less than R1 million, while 47% of 

respondents in that region’s turnover was R500 000 or less. Only 12 of them produce a 

turnover of R1 to R5 million. None of the Overberg respondents produced a turnover of less 

than R1 million, while 75% of them has a turnover of between R5 million and R20 million. 

At least a quarter of the respondents – the majority of them in Namaqualand – have a 

turnover of less than R1 million per year, which implies that they do not have to register for 

value added tax (VAT) and were most likely not counted in some of Statistics South Africa’s 

surveys of commercial farmers that were conducted in 2005, 2008 and 2011. 
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Table 5: Distribution of turnover 

Research locality All 
(n=141) 

Limpopo 
(n=48) 

Nam’land 
(n=45) 

Overberg 
(n=48) 

Lowest turnover R50 000 R362 000 R50 000 R1,37 million 
Highest turnover R131,3 m R131,3 m R3,8 m R37,7 m 
Average turnover R10,7 m R20,2 m R0,76 m R10,5 m 
Distribution of turnover Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
<=R500 000  22 15,6 1 2,1 21 46,7 0 0 
>R500 001 to R1 million 15 10,6 3 6,3 12 26,7 0 0 
>R1m  to R2 million 11 7,8 2 4,2 8 17,8 1 2,1 
>R2m to R3m 9 6,4 5 10,4 3 6,7 1 2,1 
>R3m to R5m 14 9,9 7 14,6 1 2,2 6 12,5 
>R5 to 20 million 50 35,5 15 31,3 0 0 35 72,9 
>R20 to 50 million 16 11,4 11 22,9 0 0 5 10,4 
More than R50 million 4 2,8 4 8,3 0 0 0 0 
 

How do the turnovers reported in this survey fit into the larger South African picture? Two 

sets of classifications of turnover from farming are available for comparison, namely the 

classification of commercial farmers used in surveys of commercial farmers regularly 

conducted by StatsSA (reproduced in Table 6), and a classification of all farmers developed 

by Vink and Van Rooyen (2009), in which they used the survey numbers as a basis for their 

calculations (simplified version reproduced in Table 7). 

Table 6: Statistics SA’s classification of commercial large scale farmers 

Size 
group 

Turnover 2008 Turnover 2009 

1 Turnover ≥ R5 million Turnover ≥ R5 million 
2 R3 million ≤ Turnover < R5 million  R3 million ≤ Turnover < R5 million 
3 R500 000 ≤ Turnover < R3 million R500 000 ≤ Turnover < R3 million 
4 R200 000 ≤ Turnover< R500 000 R154 533 ≤ Turnover< R500 000 
 
In terms of Table 6 half of the respondents in my survey fall in the highest “size group” 1, 

while a further 10% are in size group 2. When Vink and Van Rooyen’s (2009) classification 

of “commercial farmers on private land” (Table 7) is used, 65,96% of the farmers in my 

survey can be considered “large commercial”, while 34,04% are “medium commercial’, and 

12 (8,51%) are “small commercial”. 
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Table 7: Classification of commercial farmers on private land 

Production unit Turnover 
Large commercial >R2 million 
Medium commercial R300 000 to R2m  
Small commercial < R300 000  
 

Vink and Van Rooyen’s classification of “large commercial” is problematic and not 

particularly useful, because it potentially clumps together an irrigated citrus export farming 

business with a turnover of more than R130 million and which is integrated into various 

nodes of the value chain, with a farmer in Namaqualand farming with cattle and sheep on an 

extensive basis on 60 000 hectares of land. 

What I did not expect to find was the magnitude of sales to bakkiemanne or the bakkies 

(Table 8) in the Limpopo locality. The “bakkies” are men and women with transport who 

travel from the deep rural areas of Limpopo and Mpumalanga, as well as neighbouring 

countries like Botswana and Mozambique, to buy fruit and vegetables on commercial farms 

and sell it to street hawkers who sell it to the public. Subsequent semi-structured interviews 

revealed that a number of farmers geared their harvesting operations and fruit storing 

facilities towards accommodating the “bakkiemanne”, while another one said that the “bakkie 

market” was more profitable than the export market in 2013. 

Table 8: Quantity and value of products sold to on-farm buyers (“bakkiemanne”) 

Product Quantity sold Value sold (Rand) 
Papaya 60 tonnes 60 000 
Avocado 195 tonnes 292 500 
Litchi 160 tonnes 192 000 
Chickens (live) 600 400 chickens  15 970 000 
Tomatoes No quantities 1 180 000 
Cabbage 1 902 164 cabbages 8 500 000 
Citrus 6 110 tonnes 6 100 000 
Mangos 20 tonnes 111 100 
Bananas 300 tonnes 400 000 

Total value of farm products sold to on-farm buyers R32 800 000 
(R 32,8 million) 

 

5.2.4 Investment beyond the farm gate (Table 9) 

After 1994 many of the farmers’ co-operatives were transformed into private companies and 

farmers received shares in exchange for the members’ interest that they held in their local co-
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operative. In addition, a number of new businesses were formed with shareholder capital 

contributed by farmers. The results in Table 9 show a significant number of respondents that 

are involved in agriculture beyond the farm gate, both upstream and downstream. Half of all 

the respondents hold shares in input companies (upstream), while just fewer than 50% hold 

shares in processing companies (downstream). Almost a quarter of the respondents hold 

shares in export companies. Less than 7% hold shares in retail companies. More than 50% of 

the respondents in the Limpopo locality own shares in input and processing companies, while 

about a third of them hold shares in export companies. The upstream enterprises are two co-

operatives selling packaging material for the fruit and vegetable industries owned by the 

farmers, while the processing company is a juice processing facility with plants in Letsitele 

and Polokwane. 

In the Namaqualand locality 53% of the respondents hold shares in one of the two local 

abattoirs, while 22% own shares in a retail butchery in the commercial centre of the locality. 

Shareholding by 45 (94%) of the respondents in the Overberg locality is largely in local farm 

businesses that supply most of their inputs, while 35% of respondents own shares in wool and 

canola processing companies and 42% in companies that export wool or ostrich products. 

One of the local farm businesses is still a co-operative, albeit with majority shareholding in a 

canola oil processing plant, an animal feed processing facility and a vehicle retail business. 

 

Table 9: Shareholding in input, processing, export & food retailing companies 

Shareholding 
All 

n=141 
Limpopo 

n=48 
Nam’land 

n=45 
Overberg 

n=48 
Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Respondents who hold shares in 
input supply companies 74  52,5 29  60,4 0 0 45  93,8 

Respondents who hold shares in 
processing companies 67  47,5 26  54,2 24  53,3 17  35,4 

Respondents who hold shares in 
export companies 34  24,1 14  29,2 0 0 20  41,7 

Respondents who hold shares in 
food retail companies 10  7,1 0 0 10  22,2 0 0 
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5.3 The pressures that bear down upon farmers (Tables 10 to 15) 
One of the reasons for conducting this survey was to determine the pressures that bear down 

upon large-scale farmers. In recent years a number of researchers mentioned pressures and 

challenges on the agricultural sector in general, for specific industries or regions. In the 

general South African context, Ortmann and Machethe (2003:47-62) list land redistribution, 

uncertain property rights, production risk, restrictive labour policies, under-investment in the 

rural economy, competitive pressures and low investor confidence in agriculture as some of 

the most “critical problems and challenges” facing agriculture. Ndou (2012:103) lists the 

challenges of the citrus industry as “road transport and harbour congestion facing the 

exporters and high crime rates linked to farm attacks” in her PhD thesis on the 

competitiveness of the industry in the face of global health and sanitation standards. The 

results of Ndou’s (2012) questionnaire survey show that the availability, growth and size of 

markets, market information, quality standards and changes in consumer preference also 

affect citrus farmers’ competitiveness. 

For Namaqualand, Desmet (2007:583) mentions “demands for access to new land from the 

previously marginalised inhabitants of the commonages; the ageing commercial farming 

population and difficulty of making small stock farming operations profitable in a drying 

climate and industrialised global agricultural market context; the greater awareness and 

interest in conservation” and changed pressure from mining activities. In her research in the 

Strandveld area of the Overberg, Conradie (2009) lists the five biggest “dangers”, noted by 

more than half of the participants in her survey as rising fuel prices, plans to build a nuclear 

power station at nearby Bantamsklip, the threat posed by subsidised imported agricultural 

products, poverty and crime. 

5.3.1 Ranking the pressures (Table 10) 

In my survey respondents were provided with a list of 26 “pressures” and asked to select the 

seven items that put most pressure on their farming operation. They were then asked to rank 

the selected items from 1 to 7, with 1 being the factor that puts most pressure on the farming 

operation, 2 the second most important, etc. The number of times any pressure was included 

in a list, no matter what the ranking was, was counted and percentages were calculated. 

The top seven pressures bearing down upon all 141 respondents in all localities (and shown 

in Table 10) are production costs (72% of the respondents indicated that this is one of the 

seven pressures bearing down upon them); climate and weather (65%), labour matters, e.g. 
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the productivity of farm workers and labour legislation (60%), uncertainty about 

government’s land and labour policies (50%), the prices that they receive for their produce 

(50%), infrastructure (road and rail, communication, etc) (45%) and the relative power of 

buyers of agricultural products (40%). 

Farmers’ ranking of these pressures reflects the environment in which agricultural production 

takes place in 21st century South Africa: concern about water resources, weather and climate 

prospects, uncertainty about government policy and actions, uneven struggles against 

powerful buyers of agricultural produce for higher prices and deteriorating infrastructure. It is 

a mixture of factors over which they have some measure of control, e.g. production costs and 

labour, but mostly the pressures they rank the highest are beyond their control, e.g. climate 

and weather, government policies and the prices they receive for their produce. 

Otherwise they consider as pressures those factors, e.g. climate and weather and damage-

causing animals that affect the size and quality of harvests, the relative power of buyers of 

agricultural produce that relegates them to being mere “price takers”, as well as the prices 

that they receive for their produce, all affecting their ability to maximise their profits. The 

exchange rate is a double-edged sword, as a weak local currency benefits farmers who export 

fresh fruit as well as wheat farmers who receive a price that is derived from “world prices”, 

yet a large proportion of the inputs (e.g. fertiliser and other chemicals) and machinery used in 

the production of these products are imported, in which case a strong currency is preferred. 
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Table 10: Pressures bearing down upon large-scale commercial farmers 

Pressures 
All 

n=141 
Limpopo 

n=48 
Nam’land 

n=45 
Overberg 

N=48 
Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

1 Production costs 101 71,6 38 79,2 28 62,2 35 72,9 
2 Climate and weather 92 65,3 32 47,9 31 68,9 38 79,2 
3 Labour  84 59,6 39 81,3 21 46,7 24 50,0 

4 Uncertainty about govt policies 71 50,4 21 43,8 23 51,1 27 56,3 

5 Commodity prices 70 49,7 14 29,2 22 48,9 34 70,8 

6 Infrastructure (road, rail, 
communication) 63 44,7 18 37,5 35 77,8 10 20,8 

7 Power of buyers of agricultural 
products 56 39,7 9 18,8 131 28,9 34 70,8 

8 Land reform 55 39,1 21 43,8 20 44,4 14 29,2 
9 Damage-causing animals 51 36,2 4 8,3 43 95,7 4 8,3 
10 Exchange rate 43 30,5 27 56,3 0 0 16 33,3 
11 Water 40 28,4 20 41,7 6 13,1 14 29,2 
12 Crime and farm security 40 28,4 22 45,8 10 22,2 8 16,7 

13 Sense that govt is not listening to 
farmers 22 23,4 7 14,6 15 33,3 11 22,9 

14 Pests and diseases (of plants and 
animals) 32 22,7 14 29,2 6 13,1 12 25,0 

15 Government actions 32 22,7 8 16,7 9 20,0 15 31,3 
16 Stock theft 22 15,6 7 14,6 6 13,1 9 18,8 

17 Lack of useful and relevant 
information 18 12,8 2 4,2 2 4,4 148 29,2 

18 Distance from consumers 16 11,4 8 16,7 5 11,1 3 6,3 

19 Cost to secure family and 
property 15 10,6 13 27,1 1 2,2 1 2,1 

20 Social grants 13 9,2 5 10,4 5 11,1 3 6,3 
21 Deterioration of natural veld 12 8,5 0 0 12 26,7 0 0 
22 Alien plants, weeds, etc. 9 6,4 5 10,4 1 2,2 3 6,3 
23 Fire 8 5,7 4 8,3 2 4,4 2 4.1 
24 Information  3 2,1 0 0 0 0 3 6,3 
25 Mining 2 1,4 1 2 1 2,2 0 0 
26 Consumer preferences 2 1,4 1 2 1 2,2 0 0 

 

The majority of the 48 respondents from the Limpopo locality indicated that the most 

important pressure bearing down upon their farming operations is labour (81% indicated that 

the productivity of workers and labour legislation were one of the seven factors putting 

pressure on their farming activities). This is followed by production costs (79%), the 

exchange rate (56%), climate and weather (48%) and crime and farm security (46%), 

uncertainty about government policies (43%), land reform (43%) and water (42%). 

For respondents in the Namaqualand locality, damage-causing animals, i.e. jackal, lynx and 

leopard, put the most pressure on their farming activities. Almost all of the 45 respondents 
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(95%) included this “pressure” in their list of seven. This is followed by infrastructure (80%), 

climate and weather (69%), production costs (63%) and uncertainty about government’s land 

and labour policies (51%). 

Almost 80% of the 48 respondents in the Overberg locality indicated they experience most 

pressure from climate and weather, followed by production costs (73%), commodity prices 

(70%) and the power that the buyers of agricultural commodities have over them (70%). In 

the Overberg’s list of pressures, uncertainty about government’s land and labour policies and 

labour matters took up fourth and fifth places. They are followed by the exchange rate, 

government actions, water, pests and diseases of animals and plants, lack of useful and 

relevant information and the sense that the government is not listening to them. 

These pressures are discussed in more detail in the regional Chapters, 6, 7 and 8. 

5.3.2 Rating the pressures (Tables 11 to 15) 

Having ranked the pressures, respondents were also asked to rate specific aspects of the 

pressures listed in the previous section in terms of whether they exert no pressure, mild or 

extreme pressure on their businesses.Even though this section was weakly conceptualised and 

designed and display duplication with the previous section, there are a number of noteworthy 

findings. It gives broad and general information, for example, more than 50% of the farmers 

in the Limpopo locality indicated that they experience “extreme” pressure from uncertainty 

about government policy, labour legislation, minimum wages, exchange rates, commodity 

prices, fuel prices, electricity tariffs and the lack of suitable and affordable land close to their 

farm; more than 50% of farmers in the Namaqualand locality experience extreme pressure 

from land reform, uncertainty about government policy, government officials’ lack of 

understanding (of farming), commodity prices, fuel prices, the price of land and the lack of 

suitable and affordable land close to their farm. In the Overberg locality more than 50% of 

the respondents indicated that they experience extreme pressure from the exchange rate, 

commodity prices, fuel prices, land prices and the lack of suitable and affordable land close 

to their farm. 

Almost 80% of the respondents in the Overberg locality indicated that the minimum wage did 

not put any pressure on their businesses. ESTA (Extension of Security of Tenure Act) places 

a lot of pressure on a third of the respondents in the Limpopo locality, just over 40% of the 

respondents in the Namaqualand locality and 50% of the respondents in the Overberg 
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locality. The relative high proportions in the Namaqualand and Overberg localities can 

probably be ascribed to the fact that workers had often lived and worked on those farms for 

such a long time that they have rights to stay there. The pressure that farmers experience can 

perhaps be ascribed to the fact that they changed the composition of their farm enterprises 

(especially in the Overberg, where a number of farmers got rid of their dairy and ostrich 

enterprises) and employ workers that they want to retrench or the houses that they occupy 

cannot be used for productive workers. 

This section provides more context and may already point to the differentiation of farmers, 

for example the issue of debt, where 42% of farmers in the Overberg locality indicated that 

debt puts extreme pressure on their ability to reproduce and accumulate, while 40% of 

farmers in the Namaqualand locality indicated that debt did not put any pressure on their 

ability to reproduce of accumulate. It may have to do with rapid reproduction and 

accumulation in the Overberg locality and financial conservatism in the Namaqualand 

locality. The findings in Tables 11 to 15 also break down production costs as a pressure, and 

indicate that more than 70% of respondents in each of the localities experience extreme 

pressure from fuel prices, while almost 90% of respondents in the Limpopo locality 

experience pressure from electricity tariffs. When fuel prices began to increase some years 

ago, they changed from diesel to electrical water pumps and also used a lot of electricity in 

their packhouses. Almost 40% of farmers in the highly mechanised farming areas of the 

Overberg locality said the age of their tractors and implements put extreme pressure on their 

ability to reproduce and accumulate, while only 12,5% of them said they experience no 

pressure about the age of their tractors and implements. 
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Table 11: Rating the importance of market pressures 

POLICY, LEGISLATION AND 
FINANCIAL 

LIMPOPO NAMAQUALAND OVERBERG 
None Extreme None Extreme None Extreme 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
Land reform 8 16,7 22 45,8 2 4,4 23 51,1 23 47,9 9 18,8 
Uncertainty about govt policy  6 12,5 29 60,4 0 0 28 62,2 8 16,7 20 41,7 
Government officials’ lack of 
understanding 8 16,7 21 43,8 2 4,4 28 62,2 11 22,9 16 33,3 

Black economic empowerment 13 27,1 16 33,3 10 22,2 14 31,1 17 36,2 8 16,7 
Events in neighbouring countries 13 27,1 18 37,5 16 35,6 11 24,4 21 43,8 5 10,4 
Labour legislation 4 8,3 27 56,3 4 8,9 21 46,7 14 29,2 18 37,5 
Minimum wages 5 10,4 25 52,1 19 42,2 12 26,7 38 79,2 3 6,3 
ESTA 15 31,3 14 29,2 13 28,9 19 42,2 13 27,1 24 50,0 
Environmental legislation 21 43,8 4 8,3 13 28,9 12 26,7 25 52,1 4 8,3 
Water legislation 5 10,4 23 47,9 19 42,2 10 22,2 30 62,5 6 12,5 
Exchange rate 7 14,6 34 70,8 9 20,0 8 17,8 3 6,3 29 60,4 
Interest rate 8 16,7 22 45,8 6 13,3 20 44,4 9 18,8 20 41,7 
Debt 12 25 15 31,3 18 40,0 9 20,0 11 22,9 20 41,7 
Commodity price 3 6,3 34 70,8 3 6,7 33 73,3 10 20,8 38 79,2 
Fuel price 0 0 36 75,0 0 0 39 86,7 2 4,2 38 79,2 
Electricity tariffs 0 0 43 89,6 19 42,2 14 31,1 4 8,3 23 47,9 
Other production costs 1 2,1 26 54,2 3 6,7 19 42,2 17 35,4 30 62,5 
Age of tractors and implements 14 29,2 12 25 9 20,0 17 37,8 6 12,5 19 39,6 
Price of land 6 12,5 21 43,8 7 15,6 30 66,7 1 2,1 37 77,1 
Availability of suitable and 
affordable land close to your farm 6 12,5 25 52,1 4 8,9 31 68,9 4 8,3 34 70,8 
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Table 12: Rating the importance of pressures: environment, climate, conservation and water 

ENVIRONMENT, CLIMATE, 
CONSERVATION AND WATER 

LIMPOPO NAMAQUALAND OVERBERG 
None Extreme None Extreme None Extreme 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
Actions and pronouncements of 
environmental activists 20 41,7 8 16,7 7 15,6 20 44,4 19 39,6 6 12,5 

Deterioration of veld and water sources 
(31,2%) 15 31,3 19 39,6 9 20,0 19 42,2 22 45,8 6 12,5 

Concern about species going extinct 26 54,2 4 8,3 13 28,9 13 28,9 32 66,7 2 4,2 
Pressure to farm more sustainably (52% all) 6 12,5 23 47,9 9 20,0 27 60,0 9 18,8 24 50,0 
Damage-causing animals 20 41,7 14 29,2 0 0 42 93,3 19 39,6 4 8,3 
Invasive alien plants 12 25,0 16 33,3 21 46,7 4 8,9 13 27,1 15 31,3 
Drought 7 14,6 26 54,2 2 4,4 36 80 1 2,1 37 77,1 
Changing rainfall patterns 6 12,5 18 37,5 5 11,1 26 57,8 3 6,3 31 64,6 
Heat waves 6 12,5 24 50,0 6 13,3 17 37,8 11 22,9 15 31,3 
Water quality 21 43,8 15 31,3 18 40,0 13 28,9 24 50,0 9 18,8 
Water rights 7 14,6 25 52,1 22 48,9 7 15,6 34 70,8 5 10,4 
Availability of water 8 16,7 28 58,3 14 31,1 17 37,8 12 25,0 20 41,7 
Cost of water and water infrastructure 8 16,7 18 37,5 17 37,8 14 31,1 5 10,4 23 47,9 
Verification process for water licences 12 25,0 19 39,6 19 42,2 3 6,7 40 83,3 3 6,3 
Fear of losing water rights 7 14,6 33 68,8 17 37,8 15 33,3 24 50,0 11 22,9 
Stability of boreholes 10 20,8 16 33,3 11 24,4 19 42,2 31 64,6 8 16,7 
 
 
Table 13: Rating the importance of pressures: Research 

RESEARCH 
LIMPOPO NAMAQUALAND OVERBERG 

None Extreme None Extreme None Extreme 
Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Lack of new cultivars or breeding material  16 33,3 11 22,9 21 46,7 5 11,1 13 27,1 19 39,6 
Lack of research about farming practices 19 39,6 10 20,8 16 35,6 12 26,7 11 22,9 18 37,5 
Lack of research about sustainable farming 18 37,5 12 25 9 20,0 20 44,4 9 18,8 17 35,4 
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Table 14: Rating the importance of pressures: Quality standards, grading systems and marketing 

QUALITY STANDARDS, GRADING 
SYSTEMS AND MARKETING 

LIMPOPO NAMAQUALAND OVERBERG 
None Extreme None Extreme None Extreme 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
Red meat grading system 43 89,6 0 0 5 11,1 32 71,1 33 68,8 2 4,2 
Grain grading system 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 13 27,1 11 22,9 
Quality standards required by overseas buyers 
and supermarkets (e.g. GlobalG.A.P) 10 20,8 24 50,0 0 0 0 0 28 58,3 10 20,8 

Lack of competition among buyers of 
agricultural commodities 23 47,9 7 14,6 11 24,4 21 46,7 7 14,6 31 64,6 

Power of input suppliers 12 25 16 33,3 8 17,8 17 37,8 2 4,2 24 50,0 
Consumer preferences or lack of knowledge 14 29,2 6 12,5 11 24,4 19 42,2 15 31,3 10 20,8 
 
 
 
Table 15: Rating the importance of pressures: Social 

SOCIAL 
LIMPOPO NAMAQUALAND OVERBERG 

None Extreme None Extreme None Extreme 
Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Uncertainty about the future 8 16,7 21 43,8 2 4,4 24 53,3 13 27,1 18 37,5 
Standard of public schools  20 41,7 20 41,7 8 17,8 27 60,0 21 43,8 17 35,4 
Deterioration of community life 17 35,4 14 29,2 7 15,6 30 66,7 25 52,1 10 20,8 
Representation/bargaining power 13 27,1 12 25,0 5 11,1 26 57,8 16 33,3 14 29,2 
Crime and rural safety 3 6,3 29 60,4 4 8,9 7 15,6 33 68,8 3 6,3 
National parks as neighbour 44 91,7 0 0 12 26,7 31 68,9 44 91,7 2 4,2 
Communal farmers as neighbours 29 60,4 12 25,0 6 13,3 31 68,9 1 2,1 3 6,3 
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At least 50% of the respondents experience extreme pressure to farm more sustainably, while 

40% of farmers in the Limpopo locality and 42% of farmers in the Namaqualand locality are 

concerned about the deterioration of veld and water sources (Table 12). About a third of 

respondents in the Namaqualand locality expressed extreme concern about (plant and animal) 

species going extinct. Lastly, 25% of farmers in the Limpopo locality, 44% in the Namaqualand 

locality and 35% of farmers in the Overberg locality indicated that the lack of research about 

sustainable farming put extreme pressure on their ability to reproduce and accumulate. 

5.4 Farmers’ responses to the pressures (Tables 16 to 23) 
Farmers who took part in the survey have responded to these pressures through strategies and 

processes aimed at expanding the scale or scope of production, by expanding the scale or scope 

of the enterprise, increasing economic efficiency and by taking part in political action. Tables 16 

to 23 show the specific ways in which farmers in the three research localities responded to the 

pressures bearing down on their farming operations. 

 

5.4.1 Land acquisition (Table 16) 

Farmers who took part in the survey are expanding their businesses by either buying or renting 

more land. The oft-quoted statements that white commercial farms are getting larger and land is 

becoming concentrated in fewer hands (Hall, 2009, Liebenberg, 2013) are borne out by the result 

that 95 (67%) of all the respondents (69% of respondents in the Limpopo locality, 55% in 

Namaqualand and 77% in the Overberg) said they have bought additional land during the past 20 

years. 

Almost half of respondents who acquired land bought the land adjacent to their home farm, while 

about a third indicated that they have bought land in another part of their home province. 

Although this can mean that they have bought suitable land as close as possible to their main and 

residential holding, it is often quite far away, e.g. up to 200 km in Namaqualand, 60 km in the 

Overberg and 70 km in the Limpopo research locality. Small proportions of all respondents 

bought land in another province (5%) or in a neighbouring country (3%). Renting land is another 

popular method among respondents to expand their operations. Almost 40% of all respondents 

rent land adjacent to their present holding, while 16% rent land in another part of their home 
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province. Almost one-fifth of all respondents had sold land, while smaller percentages have 

swopped land or are renting land to other farmers. Only five of the respondents have sold land to 

SANParks for conservation purposes. 

Table 16: Land transactions 

Response 
All 

n=141 
Limpopo 

n=48 
Nam’land 

n=45 
Overberg 

n=48 
Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Bought land during the past 20 
years 95 66,7 33 68,7 25 55,6 37 77,1 

Bought more land adjacent to own 
farm 70 49,6 20 41,7 20 44,4 30 62,5 

Bought land in another part of 
home province 33 23,2 16 33,3 9 22,0 8 16,7 

Bought land in another province 7 5,0 5 10,4 2 4,4 0 0 
Bought land in a neighbouring 
country 5 3,5 4 8,3 0 0 1 2,2 

Renting land at time of survey 59 40,1 16 33,3 18 40,0 25 50 
Rent land adjacent to base farm 51 36,2 14 29,2 18 40,0 19 39,6 
Rent land in another part of home 
province 22 15,6 10 20,8 5 11,1 7 14,6 

Rent land in another province 3 2,1 2 4,2 0 0 1 2 
Rent land in a neighbouring 
country 4 2,8 3 6,3 0 0 1 2 

Sold land 28 19,9 11 22,9 11 24,4 6 12,5 
 

5.4.2 Farming practices, farm infrastructure and mechanisation (Table 17) 

As shown in Table 17, many farming practices have changed during the past ten years. Most of 

these changes are aimed at increasing economic efficiency by means of lowering the cost of 

commodity production, increasing productivity in terms of yield per hectare or organising 

workers and tasks to make workers as productive as possible. 

Responses, e.g. changing to drip irrigation and engaging in minimum tillage practices and crop 

rotation, are aimed at lowering water, fuel and fertiliser costs and increasing productivity of 

orchards or grain fields. More than 70% of all respondents said they try to produce as much as 

possible, even if margins between income and costs are small, “it helps to have a lot of those 

small margins”, according to farmers in the Limpopo locality. Organic fertilisers, such as cattle 

manure and compost, are back on farmers’ input lists as a way of “putting life back into the soil” 
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in order to increase productivity. Some of the manure comes from cattle herds on the farms, 

especially in the Overberg, and some in Limpopo, while others buy manure from neighbouring 

cattle farmers in the region.  

Whereas land acquisition through buying or renting were found in all research localities, other 

responses or strategies were more locality-specific, e.g. respondents in the Overberg locality 

purchased larger tractors in response to the power requirements of no-till planters, while 

respondents in the Limpopo locality bought more tractors, probably because their orchards are 

now spread over more hectares and the rows between orchards are wide enough for the tractors 

to move there, which means that some of the lugging work that used to be done by hand can now 

be done by tractor. 

Almost 90% of the respondents in the Limpopo research locality made changes to their irrigation 

infrastructure, mostly in order to use water more efficiently, and 60% changed their orchard 

replacement programme. More than 60% of all respondents have increased mechanisation, the 

biggest proportion of them in the Overberg (83%) and Limpopo (75%). 

Respondents in the Overberg research locality have made rather drastic changes to farming 

practices and the way they utilise land. Productivity in terms of yield per hectare was elevated to 

a higher and more certain level when more than 90% of them have switched to conservation 

agricultural practices such as crop rotation and minimum tillage. These practices lead to a 

reduction in the amounts of synthetic fertiliser used by more than 60% of the respondents. The 

benefits of conservation agriculture such as moisture conservation, erosion control through 

minimisation of rain runoff, improved soil health, lower fuel costs and higher stable yields and 

incomes, are well recorded (WANTFA, 2005, Flower and Braslin, 2006, Derpsch et al, 2010, 

Genis, 2008, 2013e). It does, however, mean that chemicals, especially to control weeds, are 

used more intensively, as 65% of the respondents indicated. Ninety percent of the Overberg 

respondents grow the fodder for the animals they keep. Almost half of the respondents in the 

Overberg (48%) and Namaqualand (47%) research localities indicated that they have built stores 

or sheds to either store grain until the prices are better or store fodder for use in dry periods when 

animal feed is scarce. 

  

 

 

 

 



 136

Table 17: Responses in terms of farming practices, farm infrastructure and mechanisation 

Response 
All 

n=141 
Limpopo 

n=48 
Nam’land 

n=45 
Overberg 

n=48 
Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Bought more tractors 47 33,3 29 60,4 3 6,7 15 31,3 
Bought tractors with a larger 
capacity 67 47,5 11 22,9 12 26,7 44 91,7 

Improved irrigation infrastructure 54 38,3 43 89,6 0 0 4 8,3 
Changed orchard replacement 
programme 30 21,3 29 60,4 0 0 0 0 

Increased mechanisation 90 63,8 36 75,0 14 31,1 40 83,3 
Built on-farm grain storage facilities 24 17,0 0 0 8 17,8 16 33,3 
Established a stud 34 24,1 9 8 13 28,9 17 35,4 
Built a shed to establish a feed bank 48 34,0 4 8,3 21 46,7 23 47,9 
Installed equipment to process own 
produce 35 24,8 15 31,3 16 15,6 13 27,1 

Changed to drip irrigation 34 24,1 31 64,6 0 0 0 0 
Stopped growing wheat on marginal 
land 35 24,8 1 2,2 7 15,6 27 56,3 

Establish legume pastures 60 42,6 0 0 17 37,8 43 89,6 
Changed to a system of crop 
rotation 60 42,6 5 10,4 9 20,0 46 95,8 

Changed to minimum tillage 59 41,8 5 10,4 10 22,2 44 91,7 
Use less fertiliser 47 33,3 11 22,9 6 13,3 30 62,5 
Use organic fertiliser 67 47,5 32 66,7 9 20,0 26 54,2 
Have soil analysed scientifically 96 68,1 44 91,7 7 15,6 45 93,8 
Changed to integrated or biological 
farming 46 32,6 22 45,8 3 6,7 21 43,8 

Use agricultural chemicals more 
intensively 54 38,3 18 37,7 5 11,1 31 64,6 

Try to produce as much as possible 104 73,8 42 87,5 24 53,3 38 79,2 
Only try to minimise production 
costs 81 57,4 28 58,3 23 51,1 30 62,5 

Diversify 76 53,9 26 54,2 12 26,7 38 79,2 
Specialise 38 27,0 21 43,8 4 8,9 13 27,1 
Added a livestock enterprise to 
farming operations 36 25,5 8 16,7 10 22,2 18 37,5 

Grow own animal feed 70 49,6 6 12,5 21 46,7 43 89,6 
Changed from livestock to game 8 5,7  7 14,6 1 2,2 0 0 
Start to farm with game as well 13 9,2 2 4,2 10 22,2 0 0 
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5.4.3 Income from sources other than commodity production (Table 18) 

From the data in Table 18 it is clear that farmers no longer only produce and sell their produce in 

bulk through an agent; they also sell grain in the form of animal feed (either as grain, hay, straw 

or silage), get involved in the processing of agricultural products, while about a third of all 

respondents sell farm products directly to consumers. About one-fifth of all respondents (40% in 

Overberg) indicated that they do contract work for other farmers, mostly planting and harvesting 

of field crops and making hay or silage. The benefit for the farmer who uses his tractor and 

implement to do the work is that it is an opportunity to get somebody else to help to pay for 

expensive implements, while the farmer for whom the work is done do not have to buy 

expensive tractors and implements. 

Table 18: Earning an income from sources other than commodity production 

Response 
All 
n=141 

Limpopo 
n=48 

Nam’land 
n=45 

Overberg 
n=48 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
Act as a consultant to other farmers 27 19,1 11 22,9 5 11,1 11 22,9 
Speculate with livestock 26 18,4 10 22,8 10 22,2 6 12,5 
Sell agrochemicals 2 1,4 1 2 0 0 1 2 
Sell animal feed produced on the 
farm 29 20,6 0 0 7 15,6 22 45,8 

Get involved in the processing of 
agricultural products 40 28,4 18 37,5 8 17,8 14 29,2 

Get involved in the transporting of 
agricultural products 15 10,6 3 6,3 6 13,3 6 12,5 

Do contract work for other farmers 29 20,6 8 16,7 2 4,4 19 39,6 
Converted labour cottages to guest 
houses or rent out 7 5,0 2 4,2 1 2,2 4 8,3 

Converted unused farm house to 
guest house or rent out 27 19,1 9 18,8 8 17,8 10 20,8 

Invested outside agriculture 79 56,0 30 62,5 16 35,6 33 68,7 
Harvest from the veld 24 17,0 4 8,3 9 20,0 11 22,9 
 

Of all respondents, 18% said they speculated with livestock. These respondents buy livestock to 

utilise veld when they have had abundant rain and supposedly find cash buyers for cattle, sheep 

and goats after a while with ease. Only 17% of all respondents harvest products such as wood for 

firewood or to make charcoal, pick wild flowers or cut dekriet (thatching reed) from the veld to 

sell to flower exporters or thatchers. Finally, although the majority of those surveyed are full-
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time farmers, 56% of all said they have invested outside agriculture: 63% of the respondents in 

Limpopo; 36% in Namaqualand and almost 70% in the Overberg. 

5.4.4 Environmental responses and natural resources (Table 19) 

Ecological considerations bear heavily on farmers in these areas. In section 5.3.2 and Table 12 it 

is reported that 50% of all respondents indicated that they experience pressure to farm more 

sustainably. In all research localities 69% of all respondents (Table 14) indicated that they have 

attempted to restore natural resources (71% in the Limpopo locality, 75,6% in Namaqualand and 

60% in the Overberg). A third of all respondents changed their method of veld grazing and 

almost half said they divided their land into more camps. One could speculate that a big 

proportion of Namaqualand farmers changed from continuous grazing to some form of rotational 

grazing, hence the need for more camps. Also, 50% of all respondents (60% in Namaqualand and 

73% in the Overberg) changed the number of livestock they’re keeping. 

Analysis of livestock numbers over time in Namaqualand by Hoffman and Rohde (2007:641-

658) indicate that in their case “change” most likely imply that they have decreased their 

livestock. In the case of the Overberg, however, access to fresh water from a state water scheme, 

steadily rising wool and meat prices and the need for a stable income to act as a counterbalance 

to fluctuating and often low grain prices caused farmers to increase their livestock numbers. 

Changes in the control of damage-causing animals are probably because of continued pressure 

from environmental and animal rights groups for “softer” eradication methods and to satisfy 

planned certification schemes in order to maintain access to markets (Todd et al, 2009). 

Farmers are more conscious of the indigenous and often threatened or endangered plant and 

animal species on their land, which explains why more than a fifth of them have given up a part 

of their land for conservation. Some Limpopo respondents said export standards required by 

export agents and supermarkets forced them to do it. 
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Table 19: Responses to environmental pressures and the availability of natural resources 

Response 
All 
n=141 

Limpopo 
n=48 

Nam’land 
n=45 

Overberg 
n=48 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
Try to restore natural veld 97 68,8 34 70,8 34 75,6 29 60,4 
Changed grazing method 44 31,2 7 14,6 23 51,5 14 29,2 
Divided farm into more camps 63 44,7 14 29,2 26 57,8 23 47,9 
Changed livestock numbers 71 50,4 9 18,8 27 60,0 35 72,9 
Gave up part of land for 
conservation (formal or informal) 34 24,1 16 33,3 3 6,7 15 31,3 

Entered into a stewardship contract 
with conservation authorities 5 3,5 0 0 0 0 5 10,4 

Change control of damage-causing 
animals 31 22,0 5 10,4 18 40,0 8 16,7 

 

 

5.4.5 Learning and expertise responses (Table 20) 

In the past the majority of agricultural extension officers and technicians and soil conservation 

officials were employed by various incarnations of the Department of Agriculture in order to 

give advice to farmers and ensure that government policy was implemented (Liebenberg, 2013). 

In the democratic era the focus of extension services has shifted to new black farmers, yet 

Greenberg (2010:16b) does not put much trust in the state-run extension services, which he 

considers “very thin on the ground, and staff are poorly trained”. 

Commercial farmers now pay for advice, either directly by using the services of experts or 

consultants, or indirectly by consulting the agronomists and soil scientists of agricultural services 

and agrochemical companies from whom they buy seed, fertiliser and other agrochemicals. More 

than 80% of all respondents said they use the services of experts and consultants. 
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Table 20: Learning and expertise responses 

Response 
All 
n=141 

Limpopo 
n=48 

Nam’land 
n=45 

Overberg 
n=48 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
Use outside experts or consultants 116 82,3 47 97,9 24 53,3 45 93,8 
Joined a study group 75 53,2 41 85,4 5 11,1 29 60,4 
Do own experiments on farm 118 83,7 43 89,6 34 75,6 41 85,4 
Do research on the internet 81 57,4 34 70,8 10 22,2 37 77,1 
Visit other countries to learn from 
farmers there 39 27,7 16 33,3 2 4,4 21 43,8 

Regularly attend conferences and 
farmers’ days 120 85,1 45 93,8 35 77,8 40 83,3 

Attended courses on 
biological/integrated farming 55 39,0 25 52,1 8 17,8 22 45,8 

Attended courses on compost-
making 41 29,1 27 56,3 0 0 14 29,2 

Read books and magazine articles 
about biological farming 73 51,8 27 56,3 12 26,7 34 70,8 

Visit farmers that farm on 
integrated/biological principles 65 46,1 27 56,3 7 15,6 31 64,6 

 

Other important institutions for learning are localised, e.g. a specialised citrus study group in the 

Limpopo locality and a grain study group in the Overberg locality that meets regularly and 

present forums for interested farmers to learn from experts and other farmers. These study group 

meetings, as well as farmers’ days, also offer opportunities for agrochemical companies to 

promote their products and further strengthen the bonds between farmers and these companies. 

Due to the partial withdrawal of the state from research and extension services, as well as a need 

to verify the claims made by companies selling agricultural inputs, 84% of all respondents said 

they were doing their own experiments to test different cultivars or fertilisers. 

Almost 60% of all respondents said they look for information on the internet in order to get 

access to the latest research, to see what other farmers in similar positions do and to find answers 

to questions that they can no longer find locally. A tentative move from conventional farming to 

conservation farming and biological or integrated farming practices has lead to the existence of a 

whole new industry with conservation agriculture and biological agricultural courses and 

biological products and advice on sale. 
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5.4.6 Bargaining power, commodity prices and marketing opportunities (Table 21) 

Agricultural magazines in South Africaoften allocate a lot of space to intense debates about 

farmer representation and what farmers can do to strengthen their bargaining power (often with 

regards to government), get higher prices for their produce and get access to better marketing 

opportunities (Willemse, 2014a, 2014b). In this study 92% of all respondents indicated that they 

have remained members of their local farmers’ association that is affiliated to Agri South Africa, 

while only 7% of them said they joined the TAU and 8,5% said they joined a political party in 

order to improve their bargaining power, which could point to a lack of trust in party politics to 

reduce uncertainties and/or establish preferential access to and control over key resources, 

markets or policy processes. 

These days, farmers are aware that consumer preferences change and 28% of all respondents (all 

of them in Limpopo) said they have changed the packaging of their products to suit consumer 

demands. Farmers’ knowledge of the increasing proportion of the final price of a product they 

lose to “middlemen” has necessitated selling directly to consumers, as 46% of all respondents 

indicated. 

Even though respondents seem reluctant to join buyer groups, more than 40% of them indicated 

that they have begun to market products together with other farmers, while about a fifth of them 

export together with other farmers. Marketing together means they can negotiate a better deal 

with big or bulk buyers of agricultural commodities, or save on transport cost, especially 

shipment costs in the case of export fruit. 
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Table 21: Efforts to improve bargaining power, realise higher commodity prices and enhance marketing 
opportunities 

Response 
All 

n=141 
Limpopo 

n=48 
Nam’land 

n=45 
Overberg 

n=48 
Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Remained a member of local 
farmers’ association 129 91,5 42 87,5 43 95,6 44 91,7 

Joined a buyer group 19 13,5 7 14,6 8 17,8 4 8,3 
Export agricultural products 
together with other producers 24 17,0 23 47,9 0 0 1 2,2 

Established a co-operative 11 7,8 6 12,5 4 8,9 1 2,2 
Joined the TAU 10 7,1 7 14,6 2 4,4 1 2.2 
Joined a political party 12 8,5 7 14,6 2 4,4 3 6,3 
Began to market products together 
with other farmers 61 43,3 24 50,0 24 53,3 13 27,1 

Export own products 19 13,5 19 39,6 0 0 0 0 
Changed packaging in response to 
consumer preferences 40 28,4 35 72,9 3 6,7 0 0 

Entered into contracts with millers 
or pasta manufacturers 9 6,0 1 2,1 1 2,2 7 14,6 

Store grain on farm and sell when 
prices are more favourable 24 17,0 0 0 7 15,6 17 35,4 

Process own products 40 28,4 17 35,4 12 26,7 11 22,9 
Sell own products 65 46,1 34 70,8 19 42,2 12 25,0 
 

5.4.7 Farm workers and labour issues (Table 22) 

Survey results relating to labour issues follow the general trend in the country of a decreasing 

number of permanent workers and increased casualisation (Simbi and Aliber, 2000:2), with 

42,6% of all respondents (35% of respondents in the Overberg and Namaqualand and 56% in 

Limpopo) indicating that they are now employing fewer permanent workers than 20 years ago. 

Some respondents said that they do not replace workers who die, retire or resign. More than half 

(54%) of the respondents in all areas said they now employ a larger proportion of temporary or 

seasonal workers, mostly to pick and pack fruit and vegetables in the Limpopo locality and to 

clear stones from grain fields and maintain fences in the Overberg and Namaqualand. 

Only 16% of all respondents, 15% of the respondents in Limpopo, 11% in Namaqualand and 

23% in the Overberg, said that they are now employing more permanent workers. The majority 

of respondents (83%) pay the minimum wage, and while the proportion of respondents in 
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Namaqualand paying the minimum wage is lower than the other two areas, it should be borne in 

mind that seven (7) of the respondents do not employ any workers. The question “Do you pay 

the minimum wage?” also caused confusion in the other localities, especially with respondents 

who completed the questionnaire by themselves who took it quite literally and said “no”, but 

implied that they pay more than the minimum. 

Almost two-thirds of all respondents indicated that they employ contract workers, here defined 

as specialist teams that prune fruit trees (Limpopo), shear sheep (Overberg and Namaqualand), 

make silage or hay (Overberg and Limpopo) and erect and maintain fences (Overberg and 

Namaqualand). A number of farmers in the Overberg said that although they will never be able 

to operate their farms without workers, they were trying not to depend too much on workers. 

Table 22: Farm workers and labour issues 

Response 
All 

n=141 
Limpopo 

(n=48) 
Nam’land 

(n=45) 
Overberg 

n=48 
Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Employ more permanent workers 23 16,3 7 14,6 5 11,1 11 22,9 
Reduce number of permanent 
workers 60 42,6 27 56,3 16 35,6 17 35,4 

Employ more seasonal or 
temporary workers 76 53,9 33 68,8 20 44,4 23 47,9 

Employ wives of permanent 
workers 72 51,1 34 70,8 9 20 29 60,4 

Train workers better 113 80,1 44 91,7 26 57,8 43 89,6 
Build new houses for workers or 
renovate old houses 62 44,0 20 41,7 15 33,3 27 56,3 

Pay the minimum wage 117 83,0 45 93,8 32 71,1 40 83,3 
Employ contract workers  92 65,2 32 66,77 25 55,6 35 72,9 
 

Farmers in Namaqualand said that they struggled to find people who are prepared to do farm 

work. While it can be described to an unwillingness to do manual labour for a relatively low 

wage or not, one of the farmers mentioned that it is difficult for workers on remote farms to 

ensure that their children attend school because the closest village often does not have a hostel 

where children can stay during the week, or, if there is one, it closes at weekends. Furthermore, 

there is no cellphone signal in some parts of Namaqualand, which means that workers on these 

farms have no easy way to stay in touch with friends and families. A farmer in the Namaqualand 
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research locality who employs two workers said even though there is enough work on his farm 

for another worker he simply could not afford to employ another worker. 

5.4.8 Involvement of respondents’ partners and wives (Table 23) 

This survey found that the partners or wives of 23% of all respondents have a job away from the 

farm or practice their own professions (almost 40% of the wives or partners of respondents in 

Limpopo; 9% in Namaqualand and 21% for the Overberg). In all the research localities a quarter 

of the respondents said that their wives or partners have started their own businesses. 

Half of the respondents in all localities said that their wives or partners got more involved in 

farming operations or have always been involved. The proportions are 40% for Limpopo, 67% 

for Namaqualand and 48% for the Overberg. Their involvement ranges from keeping farm 

records and handling the farm’s banking, finances and general administrative functions (all 

research areas) to managing packhouses and ensuring quality standards for export fruit in 

Limpopo and being involved in routine livestock farming activities in Namaqualand. A 

respondent on a mixed farm in the Limpopo research locality indicated that the avocado 

enterprise was his wife’s responsibility, while an Overberg respondent’s wife and his wife and 

daughters-in-law managed the calf rearing enterprise of their dairy farm and another dairy 

farmer’s wife and daughter handled the milking operation every morning. 

The relatively larger proportion of Namaqualand wives who are involved in routine farming 

operations can be linked to the fact that seven (7) of the respondents do not employ any 

permanent workers, while 16 of them employ only one worker. Farmers who do not employ non-

family wage labour are fulfilling the roles of owners of the means of production and that of 

workers. Through ‘self-exploitation’ their labour and that of their wives and/or children become 

their source of surplus-value. This will be discussed in more depth in chapters 7 and 9. 
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Table 23: Involvement of respondents’ wives or life partners 

Response 
All 
n=141 

Limpopo 
n=48 

Nam’land 
n=45 

Overberg 
n=48 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
Works away from the farm or 
practises a profession 33 23,4 18 37,5 4 8,9 10 20,8 

Started own business 37 26,2 13 27,1 11 24,4 12 25,0 
Got more involved with farm or 
had always been  73 51,8 19 39,6 30 66,7 23 47,9 

 

 

5.5 Biographical information (Tables 24 to 26) 
Biographical data was collected for the sake of completeness and perspective. In addition, 

knowing the age of a respondent and the period that he had been farming helped to decide how 

much of the changes of the last 20 years were experienced first-hand when I conducted semi-

structured interviews with some of the respondents. Data about decision-making came in handy 

when typologies of farms/respondents were developed in later chapters. 

5.5.1 Age and time farming (Table 24) 

The average age of respondents were 50, 49 and 45 for the Limpopo, Northern Cape and 

Western Cape localities respectively, while the average time that respondents have been farming 

is 23 years for the Limpopo and Namaqualand localities and 21 years for the Overberg locality. 

Averages can conceal large extremes, but the age range of 26 to 64 means that some of the 

respondents missed the full complement of state support available to farmers up to the 1970s. 

The majority of them, however, may experience the benefits of developed farms, e.g. with 

irrigation infrastructure and institutions, boreholes, fenced camps and contours on the hilly 

fields, courtesy of former state-supported infrastructure and land conservation works. 
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Table 24: Age and time on the farm of respondents 

 Locality Lowest and highest Mean 

Age (years) 
Limpopo (n=48)  50 
Namaqualand (n=45) 31 and 75 49 
Overberg (n=48) 26 and 64 45 

Time farming (years) 

Locality Lowest and highest Mean 
Limpopo (n=48) 4 and 58 23 
Namaqualand (n=45) 2 and 56 23 
Overberg (n=48) 2 and 43 21 

 

 

5.5.2 Level of education (Table 25) 

Concerning education, 30% of all respondents have matric or lower (Table 25), while 35% have 

a trade or college diploma. Only 10% of the respondents have a degree in agriculture, while 10% 

have a non-agricultural Bachelors degree. Of all the respondents 15% have honours and masters 

degrees, all of which are in agriculture, agricultural economics or commerce. 

Table 25: Education levels 

Qualification 
All 
n=139 

Limpopo 
n=48 

Nam’land 
n=44 

Overberg 
n=47 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
Matric and lower 42 29,8 13 27,1 21 46, 7 8 16,7 
College diploma or trade 49 34,8 15 31,3 18 40, 0 16 33,3 
Non-agric, B degree 14 9,9 5 10,4 4 8,9 5 10,42 
Degree in agriculture 14 9,9 4 8,3 1 2,2 9 18,8 
Honours, masters, etc. 20 14,2 11 22,9 0 0,00 9 18,8 
 

5.5.3 Decision-making (Table 26) 

Most of the farms are family farms in the sense that “ownership of and control of key factors of 

production” (Whatmore et al, 1987:24), as well as all the decision-making and management 

responsibilities, rest with family members, i.e. male individuals and their wives, sons, brothers or 

uncles (Table 26). Fifty-nine (59) of the respondents indicated that they were solely responsible 

for making decisions, while 28% of them said they made the decisions together with a close 

relative, be it their father, son, wife, brother or uncle. In only 16 (11%) of the cases decisions are 

made by trustees, directors, partners or managers, signifying other business forms, yet, in 12 of 
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the 16 cases, these trustees, directors, etc. are all related. In four cases a farm manager was 

interviewed. Of the four managers, one worked for a JSE-listed agricultural company. 

Table 26: Responsibility for decision making 

Decision makers 
All 
n=141 

Limpopo 
n=48 

Nam’land 
n=45 

Overberg 
n=48 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Respondent  83 58,8
7 26 54,1

7 31 68,8
9 26 54,1

7 

Respondent & close relatives 40 28,3
7 13 27,0

8 12 26,6
7 15 31,2

5 
Respondent’s father or 
husband 2 1,42 2 4,17 0 0 0 0 

Trustees, directors or owners, 
partners, managers, etc. 16 11,3

5 7 14,5
8 2 4,44 7 14,5

8 
 

5.6 Conclusion: Patterns of change 
The results of the extensive phase of my research are presented in this chapter. The organisation 

of the findings reflects the research questions investigated by means of a questionnaire survey. 

Findings about structure in this chapter include that all farmers farm on land that they own, but 

that about 13% of the land used for production is rented. Farmers in the Limpopo locality grow a 

variety of citrus and subtropical fruit, vegetables and some forestry, while a number also keep 

cattle or sheep. Farmers in Namaqualand all farm with mutton sheep, but some also keep cattle, 

game and Boer goats and grow grain and legumes to sell to grain brokers or for animal feed. 

Farmers in the Overberg locality grow a range of cash grain crops and legumes to sell or use as 

animal feed and keep dairy or beef cattle and woolled sheep. 

Respondents as a group experience most pressure from production costs, climate and weather, 

labour, uncertainty about government policies and commodity prices; while the top pressures for 

the Limpopo locality are labour, production costs, climate and weather, the exchange rate and 

crime and farm security. For the Namaqualand locality the top pressures are damage-causing 

animals, infrastructure, climate and weather, production costs and uncertainty about government 

policies, whereas climate and weather, production costs, commodity prices, uncertainty about 

government policies and labour put most pressure on businesses in the Overberg locality. 
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The findings in this chapter reveal that farmers who participated in the survey are expanding the 

size of their businesses by buying and renting more land, not only in the vicinity of their 

base/home farm, but in other parts of their home province, neighbouring provinces or countries, 

and grow a range of different commodities and varieties of these and serve a significant number 

of domestic and foreign markets. Turnover from farming ranges between R362 000 and R131 

million in the Limpopo locality, R50 000 and R3,8 million in the Namaqualand locality and from 

R1,37 million to R37,7 million in the Overberg locality. Significant proportions of farmers in all 

three localities are involved in businesses upstream and downstream from their farms, be it 

through shareholding in their local agribusiness or processing facilities built with their 

contributed capital. Also, a small number of farmers operate nurseries or studs (upstream) or 

small processing plants, e.g. wheat mills, macadamia shelling machines. 

Concerning commodity production practices and farm infrastructure, the findings in this chapter 

reveal a variety of responses aimed at increasing economic efficiency by means of lowering the 

cost of commodity production, e.g. by changing production practices to minimise costs, closely 

monitoring input use to prevent wastage and divesting from, or outsourcing part of value chain to 

save on management, labour and equipment costs; increasing productivity in terms of yield per 

hectare or per animal through technical and biological efficiency, e.g. establishing, sowing or 

keeping high-yielding cultivars, varieties or breeds, improving soil conditions or productivity of 

pastures, mechanisation or by improving irrigation efficiency, and by organising workers and 

tasks to make workers as productive as possible, thus reducing labour costs while increasing 

output. 

Judging from the findings there seems to be a heightened awareness of environmental matters 

and the utilisation and conservation of natural resources. Even though some of farmers’ 

responses in the survey are prescribed by quality standards set by retailers in the case of fresh 

fruit, and processors in the case of canola and malting barley, others appear to be borne out of a 

concern about the deterioration of natural resources and their productive or carrying capacity, 

especially in the Namaqualand locality. 

With regard to labour relations, the findings indicate a general decrease in permanent farm 

workers and an increase in the proportion of temporary or seasonal workers. More than half of 

all the respondents said that their wives are more involved in farming activities or have become 
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more involved. In the Namaqualand locality seven farmers do not employ any non-family 

workers, and 16 of them employ only one worker. In addition, a considerable proportion (65%) 

of respondents employs skilled contract workers who prune trees, shear sheep, make hay or 

silage or erect and maintain fences. While shearing and erecting fences have always been done 

by specialist teams, the use of contractors to prune trees and make hay or silage is a recent 

practice; in the past a farm’s own workers would have undertaken these tasks. 

The survey findings in this chapter begin to indicate patterns of accumulation and concentration 

in terms of the prevalence of land purchases, the expansion of production onto rented land or by 

diversification into different enterprises, as well as strategies and processes to increase economic 

efficiency. The fact that not every farmer in every locality is involved in all strategies possibly 

indicates differentiation of these farmers. 
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Chapter 6: Limpopo: Cashing in on the ‘export revolution’ 
 

6.1 Introduction 
The Limpopo research locality is one of only two areas in Limpopo Province where subtropical 

conditions allow for the growing of profitable export crops such as a variety of citrus, bananas, 

tea, avocados, mangoes and macadamia nuts. The other is the Levubu valley just south of the 

Soutpansberg and east of Louis Trichardt/Makhado (Lahiff et al, 2008:9). Most of the province 

is frost-free, a condition which enables farmers to grow vegetables productively almost right 

through the year (Cartwright, 1974). Besides export opportunities, several other marketing 

opportunities are at the disposal of farmers. They include fresh produce markets in 

Johannesburg, Pretoria, Springs, Cape Town and Durban, supermarkets, informal, on-farm 

buyers who sell to hawkers, as well as a number of processing plants that process fruit to dried 

fruit products, juice and achar (Mopani District Municipality, 2008:33). 

Fruit is a key product of the locality, and success in export markets has been a notable feature in 

recent years. Citrus exports from South Africa increased from 72 million 15 kg-boxes in 2006 to 

just below 114 million boxes in 2013 (CGA, 2007, 2014), an increase of 58%. Citrus fruit, 

around 50% of which is exported to the European Union (EU), is South Africa’s most important 

agricultural export product in terms of value. In 2013/2014 citrus fruit to the value of R11,6 

billion was exported (DAFF, 2014). The threat of certain markets in the EU closing due to citrus 

black spot (CBS) resulted in the citrus industry exploring new markets, especially in the Far 

East, Russia and the Ukraine (Kapuya et al, 2014). Avocado exports increased from just below 

30 000 tonnes in 2001 and 50 643 tonnes in 2010 to 60 000 tonnes in 2014 (NDA, 2011, and 

Fresh Fruit Portal, 2014a, 2014b). The scope of these successes might be dubbed an ‘export 

revolution’. 

This chapter aims to describe the agro-ecological and market features of the Limpopo locality 

and to provide a context to help understand the reproduction and accumulation strategies of 

farmers in this research locality. The chapter opens with a description of the locale and a brief 

description of marketing opportunities and how the nature of these markets affects reproduction 

and accumulation in the locality. The main part of the chapter is a description of the strategies 

that twelve farmers employ to reproduce and to accumulate, as well as the particular pressures 
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that affect their capacity to succeed or not. This is followed by a short assessment of the 

trajectory of each of the 12 farmers in terms of reproduction and accumulation and how they 

compare with one another, and a classification of each in terms of the typology of farmers 

discussed in chapter 3. The chapter concludes with an assessment of the overall patterns for the 

region by identifying those strategies that are more prevalent, assessing why they are so, and 

explaining their diversity. 

 

Figure 2: The Limpopo locality  

Source: Author’s own map (not drawn to scale) 

 

6.2 Agro-ecology in the Limpopo locality 
Cartwright’s history of the Letaba region covers more or less the locality in which I undertook 

my field work (Cartwright, 1974). While Cartwright paints a romanticised picture of heroic, 

predominantly white pioneers, his picture of a fertile, water-rich and frost-free farming paradise 

is more realistic. Farms in the research area have deep red soils suitable for irrigation. The 

vegetable growing areas of Mooketsi and Trichardtsdal use borehole water from underground 

sources, whereas the citrus, avocado and mango producing areas of Letsitele, Tzaneen, Agatha 
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and Modjadjiskloof obtain their water from the Tzaneen, Merensky and Ebenaezer Dams and the 

Letaba River. The area was colonised relatively late compared to other parts of South Africa and 

water infrastructure only improved after the completion of the Tzaneen Dam in 1976 (Water 

Institute of Southern Africa, not dated). 

6.3 Land and land reform 
The Limpopo research locality is situated in a part of the province where white farmers began to 

settle after 1890, first in the drier, and at the time, relatively mosquito- and malaria-free areas of 

Mooketsi and Duiwelskloof (now Modjadjiskloof). After the Mogoba War they began to settle in 

the Magoebaskloof area that they had conquered (Cartwright, 1974). The Lowveld zone (i.e. the 

Tzaneen and Letsitele Valley area) was settled much later because of white people’s fear of 

malaria (Personal communication, Dr Louis Changuion, 2012). Packard’s (2001) research also 

shows that the presence of malaria created a barrier to economic development in the Lowveld 

regions of South Africa. However, he concludes that the impact that malaria had on agricultural 

production varied by race and class. “The presence of malaria did not prevent the development of 

capital-intensive white farming. In fact, white agriculture boomed in the 1920s and then again 

after the Depression.” Packard asserts that: 

... while malaria did play a role in restricting the growth of agriculture in the region, it 
affected the various social groups occupying the region in different ways ... large-scale 
white-owned capitalist ventures appear to have been the least affected by malaria. 
Malaria did play a role in limiting the growth of these enterprises, in that it contributed 
indirectly to shortages in labour. However, despite these limitations, large-scale projects 
thrived. At the other extreme, small under-capitalised white farmers appear to have been 
least successful (Packard, 2001:594). 

Due to the late colonisation of the northernmost part of South Africa (Limpopo Province), large 

areas of land were surveyed and allocated to white owners only after the 1913 cut-off date for 

land claims. As a consequence, much of the white-owned agricultural land there is under claim 

(Lahiff et al, 2008:6). According to the Integrated Development Report (IDP) report of the 

Mopani District Municipality (2008:30) a total of 349 land claims (for 298 000 ha, representing 

26,85% of the total area of the district) have been received in that district by 1998. 

After a “blanket claim” on most of the commercial citrus farms in the Letsitele area, the larger 

farmers appointed experts, e.g. Pretoria University anthropologist Dr JW Hartman and Dr Louis 
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Changuion, the latter being a retired History professor from the University of Limpopo, to 

investigate the validity of the claims (SABC News, 2004, Farmer LS26, 2011) and exercised 

their right not to sell their land. However, having the land claim published in the Government 

Gazette came as a huge shock and many farmers still speak of “difficult times” around 2000. 

They decided, however, to carry on farming as usual: 

When our Letsitele land was gazetted, it was a huge shock. We did not know what was 
going to happen ... yet when we realised that nothing happened, we decided to continue 
farming as if nothing has happened. We decided we’d go on, buy and sell ... and it’s been 
how many years since and nothing has come of it (Farmer LS2627). 

And again, 

We go on as if nothing had happened because nothing had happened (Farmer LS25). 

Some farmers are convinced that the claims lodged for their land are either not valid or cannot 

not be enforced in terms of land restitution legislation. In the meantime they continue as always 

in the face of government inaction. Farmers who declared themselves willing to sell their land 

are still waiting for their money, while their farms deteriorate due to a lack of investment: 

There are claims on all farms, but they do not get finalised because there are conflicting 
claims on most of the land. There is a lot of in-fighting among the claimants. While they 
fight we carry on. There were other farmers who declared themselves willing sellers in 
2001, but they’re still waiting for a reply from government or their money. Meanwhile 
they are not making any capital investment on their farms ... everything falls apart 
(Farmer LS20). 

Unlike the Levubu area to the north of the Limpopo field site (Fraser, 2008), to date none of the 

big Letsitele citrus farms have been sold for land restitution purposes. However, government has 

bought land from some of the smaller farmers as well as a few of “the plots”, which are 

smallholdings with little agricultural potential. A commercial farmer describes the plots as 

follows: 

Kalifornië and Gonula were subdivided into 25 ha plots long ago and many people 
thought they would come to the Lowveld to make a quick buck. Little did they know that 
even though the canal runs across their property they were not allowed to pump water for 

                                                
27 LS plus a number, e.g. LS26 refers to a farmer who only took part in the questionnaire survey that I conducted, 
while L plus a number, e.g. L2 refers to a farmer who was also interviewed during the intensive phase of my 
research. 
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irrigation. They put all their savings into those plots. At least they got good prices when 
government bought their land for restitution. Now most of the plots have black owners 
who are weekend farmers or run small chicken enterprises, but no citrus. They don’t have 
water. None of those plots have water. The plots that had water were bought by 
commercial farmers to consolidate their land (Farmer LS26). 

6.4 The structure of agriculture in the Limpopo locality 
My survey findings show that farm sizes fall in a range from 20 ha to 5 000 ha. The mean farm 

size is 819,5 ha and the median farm size is 510,50 ha. Sixteen (33,3%) farmers rent a total of 7 

354 ha of land, with a mean size of rental land of 459,6 ha and a median of 170 ha. All the 

respondents in the survey irrigate some land and most of them say the major challenge is to get 

access to more water, not necessarily to more land. Annual turnover ranges between R362 000 

and R131,3 million. The mean turnover is R20,2 million. The number of permanent workers per 

farming business ranges from 5 to 600, while the mean is 100 workers and the median 50. 

Respondents are engaged in a range of different enterprises. More than half of the respondents 

grow two or three different citrus cultivars and varieties, e.g. different varieties of Valencia 

oranges, grape fruit and lemons for the export market, while a small number of them also grow 

cultivars such as kumquats, navel oranges, limes and mandarins. Four out of ten farmers grow 

mangoes for fresh produce markets and sell some of them to processors for juice, achar (pickles) 

and dried fruit. Avocadoes are grown for export, the local market and to be processed into oil 

and guacamole. About a third of the farmers grow vegetables and 46% keep cattle. Many of the 

citrus producers also grow macadamia nuts and bananas. 

Even though the majority of farmers in my study grow long-term crops, enterprise combinations 

change regularly, as farmers evaluate the productivity (in terms of tonnes harvested and/or boxes 

packed and exported per hectare) and the profitability of their orchards and vegetable fields on a 

continuous basis. Other criteria for deciding whether or not to expand or terminate an enterprise 

are the labour and water requirements, quality standards set by buyers, and convenience. 

During the interviews three litchi farmers said they were taking their litchi orchards out because 

of the difficulty of finding adequate numbers of workers to harvest the fruit during the Christmas 

holidays, while a vegetable farmer in the Trichardtsdal area stopped growing okra and green 

beans because of the labour-intensive character of harvesting these crops. One year a mango 

farmer accepted a lower price by harvesting his mangoes green and selling them to achar 
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processors, rather than trying to motivate workers (or pay them more?) to harvest ripe mangoes 

during the Christmas holidays. 

Farmers in the Mooketsi area were the country’s major tomato growers in the past, until 

irrigation water became limited on certain farms. Two of the three Mooketsi farmers who were 

interviewed ended other enterprises, (e.g. citrus) in favour of tomatoes, while another abandoned 

tomato growing and switched to drought-tolerant crops such as dragon fruit and prickly pear, and 

indigenous livestock breeds such as Bonsmara or Nguni cattle and Pedi sheep. 

6.5 Reproduction and accumulation strategies in Limpopo 
In the Limpopo research locality reproduction and accumulation strategies tend to involve a 

combination of expanding production geographically and driving to increase productivity and 

efficiency. Whereas farmers in the Overberg locality’s efforts are aimed at lowering the cost of 

production (see Chapter 8), in the Limpopo locality the focus is on expanded production and 

making each tree and each orchard as productive as possible. While farm size in the Limpopo 

locality increased during the past 20 years, and ownership of land became more concentrated, 

access to irrigation water is the key factor determining success or failure in both reproduction 

and accumulation, and is often overlooked when land reform programmes are implemented. 

Most farmers in the Limpopo locality bought more land, and those who also grow vegetables 

rent land from landowners who do not farm anymore, but who do not want to sell the land in 

case their children or grandchildren want to farm in future. According to farmers it is not land 

that they need, but land with water. 

The failure of agricultural production on some land reform farms and efforts to maintain 

production on others by means of government policy that compels beneficiaries to get strategic 

partners create new opportunities for large-scale commercial farmers (LSCF) to expand the scale 

of their production: 

How do you expand? You can buy more land, but land is expensive. That is where failed 
land reform projects come into the picture ... they became available at the right time. 
Farmers are improving the efficiency of their management to utilise opportunities. It 
makes sense to me. I consider it an absolutely sustainable solution for the land restitution 
process. We have some here, and near Hoedspruit are a number of large citrus projects 
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that are operated as joint ventures or community-public-private sector projects (Farmer 
L9). 

Also, LSCF rent “back” land that was bought from white farmers to consolidate the former 

Bantustans. According to farmer L5, farmers that rent such land, 

... do not plant permanent crops, only (annuals like) peppers and pumpkins. They will 
never plant oranges ... it is too easy for the tribal authorities to tell you tomorrow to take 
your things and go when the orange harvest looks good. The farmers don’t even install 
centre pivot irrigation systems, but drip irrigation that they can pick up and go. The rent 
is not much. The headman just wants money (Farmer L5). 

The climate and availability of irrigation water in the locality offer a range of possibilities for 

diversification, e.g. different cultivars and varieties of citrus, avocadoes, subtropical fruit, nuts 

and vegetables. Because farmers often own more land than can be used for irrigated agriculture, 

they keep cattle to utilise such land. 

Farmers in the Limpopo locality are expanding the scale or scope of their business by expanding 

into new enterprises either up or down the value chain. About 30 years ago citrus farmers 

founded Houers Koöperatief (HK), a co-operative that supplied packing materials, an input that 

comprises about 20% of the production costs, to farmers. They also bought the majority share in 

Granor Passi, a juice processing company with processing plants in Polokwane, Letsitele and 

Langkloof in the Eastern Cape. In 2012 HK had a turnover of between R400 million and R500 

million, whereas that of Granor Passi was approximately R800 million. The farmer members and 

shareholders of these companies received R120 million in dividends and bonuses. Farmers also 

benefit from better prices for their juice oranges and can control the quality of the packing 

material that they use. 

Whereas all the fruit were packed in co-operative packhouses before deregulation in the late 

1980s and early 1990s, these days most farmers in the research locality own and operate 

packhouses, either individually or as a group. Some farmers process green mangoes for achar, 

while others own and operate machines that shell macadamia nuts after harvest. Besides HK, 

other upstream businesses that farmers own are fruit tree nurseries, selling insect predators to 

other farmers, manufacturing and selling pallets, and cattle studs. 

 

 

 

 



 157

The other prevalent strategy of farmers in the Limpopo locality is to increase economic 

efficiency by means of lowering the cost of commodity production, increasing productivity and 

organising workers and tasks to make workers as productive as possible, thus reducing labour 

costs while increasing output (see discussion in Chapter 3). 

Farmers are attempting to increase productivity in terms of yield per hectare by planting high 

yielding fruit or vegetable varieties and closely monitoring the performance of each vegetable 

field or each tree in each orchard, and removing the least productive plants or trees. Before 

planting they follow a strict programme of soil preparation to ensure the best growing conditions. 

Productivity is further enhanced by mechanisation of spraying, pruning and planting and 

improved irrigation efficiency. Finally, farmers are organising workers and tasks on a continual 

basis in order to make workers as productive as possible, thus reducing labour costs while 

increasing output. 

According to the chairman of the Letsitele citrus study group, the use of more “natural” 

fertilisation methods, e.g. applying compost and cattle manure to “restore life in the soil”, is 

quite prevalent in the locality. However, because he considers the use of compost “a separate 

science” they have not reached consensus on exactly how it benefits the soil and the citrus trees, 

and have therefore not been able to quantify the costs and benefits of compost. He thinks 

compost will remain supplementary to synthetic fertiliser. They use many insect parasites to get 

rid of mealy bug and scale insects because chemical remedies would stay in the fruit intended for 

export for too long and would be detected by inspectors in the harbours of receiving countries. 

Even if farmers in the Limpopo locality wanted to use organic production methods only, they 

would face problems.Some think that they would be able to produce the flawless fruit that export 

markets demand, while the chairman of the Letsitele citrus study group is quite adamant that it is 

simply not possible to grow citrus organically in the Limpopo locality. During an interview he 

said: 

... nobody in Letsitele grows organic citrus. It is impossible. Any farmer who says his 
product is organic implies that there are no agrochemicals involved. With all our 
problems with mealy bug, scale and thrips, it is impossible to export a box of citrus from 
Letsitele, Hoedspruit or Nelspruit without using any agrochemicals. Those who say their 
operations are organic, are telling you stories. They may be spraying less, but it is simply 
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not possible to produce lovely flawless fruit without agrichemicals (Chairman of Letsitele 
citrus study group). 

The efforts of citrus farmers in the Limpopo locality to improve the productivity of commodity 

production on their farms are aided by their participation in the acitivities of the Letsitele citrus 

study group that meets once a month except for June, July and December. The study group does 

not replace the local farmers’ association, but focuses on “all matters of citrus production ... 

labour, citrus picking methods, picking aids, ways to save water and electricity, dissemination of 

research results by CRI” (Personal communication, Eddie Vorster, chairman of the Letsitele 

citrus study group, February 2012). According to Vorster, companies who wish to introduce their 

products to citrus farmers “often book out a whole meeting” for the purpose. It is also an 

opportunity for young farmers to learn and all members to socialise. “At the braai that usually 

takes place after meetings farmers would discuss problems with production and ask other 

farmers how best to tackle them” (Vorster, 2012). 

As orchards and harvests get larger, the seasonal labour requirements for picking and packing 

increase. Labour costs represent a significant proportion of variable costs and farmers employ 

various mechanisms to limit the number of seasonal workers employed by mechanising certain 

processes in the packhouse, or by increasing worker productivity through changing harvest 

logistics, e.g. shortening the distance workers have to walk between trees and picking bins, 

mobile and automatic ladders to speed up movement between trees and different tree heights, or 

paying workers in accordance to the mass/weight of fruit that they have picked. Labour 

productivity is monitored meticulously and the area of land worked per hectare has increased 

from 1,8 ha per worker to 4,5 ha per worker during the past 20 years (Farmer L1, 2012: Personal 

communication). 

As shown in chapter 5, the majority of respondents in the Limpopo locality are members of their 

local farmers’ association, which is affiliated to Agri SA. Farmers who grow citrus are also 

members of the influential citrus industry organisation, the Citrus Growers’ Association (CGA). 

They engage the Departments of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries and Trade and Industry to 

negotiate favourable export agreements and opportunities with other countries and smooth out 

problems with phytosanitary measures. 
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6.6 Markets and market power 
Although the Limpopo locality is relatively far from the main markets, e.g. 450 km from 

Johannesburg and Pretoria and 1 700 km from Cape Town, the area has been called the 

winterspens (literally, ‘winter pantry’) of the country. The mostly frost-free conditions make it 

possible to grow a wide range of vegetables and the citrus and avocado harvest season spans the 

mild winter months of April-May to September. During the summer months, Limpopo farmers 

supply local markets with mangoes and litchis. 

South African citrus production is aimed primarily at export markets, and 60 to 70% of the 

annual harvest is exported. The juice processing sector is the second most important market for 

citrus. It accounts for almost 20% of the annual harvest. The rest is sold at local markets and to 

informal on-farm buyers (Morokolo, 2011:15; Kapuya et al, 2014:125). South Africa was the 

biggest exporter of fresh oranges and grapefruit in the world in 2013 (USDA-FAS, 2013 in 

Kapuya et al, 2014:125). This success is attributed to the “adoption of improved varieties, better 

management practices that focus on fruit quality; as well as efficient logistics that allow for 

expeditious delivery to markets” (Siphungu, 2012, in Kapuya et al, 2014:125). 

One of the biggest changes relates to marketing. Access to lucrative markets in more countries 

has presented farmers with the necessity to engage in a steep “learning curve” and to make major 

changes to the mix of cultivars that they grow. While a number of the respondents still 

exclusively use the services of big marketing companies such as Capespan and Dole, the larger 

farmers have established their own export companies. When a single channel marketing board 

was still in place prior to deregulation, volume growers were rewarded and quality was a 

secondary requirement. Mather’s (2002:13) study of changes in the regulation of citrus exports 

from South Africa found that before deregulation South African growers were “largely oblivious 

to different market segments and produced instead for the ‘pool’, which rewarded volume rather 

than the internal and external quality of the fruit”. That has changed and respondents’ knowledge 

of the specific requirements of different “markets” concurs with Mather’s (2002:13) remark that 

“the ability of both growers and exporters to describe the specific demands and requirements of 

different citrus export chains” was a key feature of the post-liberalisation era. 

Quality standards, e.g. those imposed by programmes such as GlobalG.A.P, Nature’s Choice, 

etc. have become minimum requirements for exporting fruit to other countries. These are 
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demanding and Gibbon and Ponte (2005:ix) conclude that farmers’ incorporation into the global 

economy also caused differentiation of participants in value chains: 

In general, the terms of participation in international trade and global value chains have 
entailed more demanding capabilities and performances. This in turn has generated new 
winners and losers” (Gibbon and Ponte, 2005:ix). 

While quality standards present a cost to producers, their incorporation into world trade has 

made farmers more aware of issues of variety, quality and preferences in different markets. In 

fact, the words “quality” and “consumer preference” regularly cropped up in interviews, for 

example: 

It is a quality match. You know what the agent wants and just conform. The 
specifications of the agent in Hong Kong differ from that of the agent in Dubai. They do 
not want big fruit in the Middle East. The Far East and Hong Kong want beautiful, clean 
fruit. Singapore takes smaller fruit. Bangladesh has less nonsense than India. Vietnam, 
Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong, China ... are difficult, discerning markets and extremely 
quality conscious. Penalties for bad fruit are very severe there (Farmer L2). 

With deregulation and liberalisation, South African farmers were metaphorically “thrown in at 

the deep end”. Some drowned after a season or two, while others adapted and prospered. The 

biggest impact of the deregulation of citrus marketing was a “growing differentiation” between 

the larger growers who were able to take advantage of deregulation and those who were not, and 

market power shifting away from the single desk exporter and co-operative packhouses to 

privately-owned, large-scale citrus enterprises (Mather and Greenberg, 2003:411). 

The impact of the deregulation on the citrus industry, as described by Mather and Greenberg 

(2003:405, 408) for the Sundays River Valley (Eastern Cape) and Citrusdal (Western Cape), is 

playing outin a similar way in the Limpopo research locality; the big farmers tend to leave the 

co-ops to establish their own packhouses and benefit from their ability to pack for a wider variety 

of markets. 

Of the 48 respondents in my questionnaire survey, 18 indicated that they sell to smouse 

(hawkers) or bakkies (truck owners), informal buyers who act as “wholesalers” to street hawkers. 

The number of farmers selling to these on-farm buyers, and the amounts of money involved, are 

probably much larger than my first estimates since I did not ask about this phenomenon when I 
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began my study, nor did some of the farmers deem it necessary to tell me about it. Some farmers 

sell to on-farm buyers rather grudgingly, while others have geared their businesses to serve these 

buyers and sell as much as 40% of their produce to them. 

New market developments in the Limpopo locality include internet auctions for livestock (farmer 

L8, Genis, 2012a), a new private physical market, organised by the farming business ZZ2 in 

Mooketsi (Raats, 2014), and the involvement of some farmers in the Limpopo locality in an 

online trading portal, FGX (Farm Gate Exchange). One of the biggest advantages that FGX has 

over the traditional fresh produce markets is lower costs and commissions (Sherry, 2013a:40-41, 

Van der Merwe, 2013:40). 

6.7 Pressures bearing down on Limpopo farmers 
The majority of respondents in the Limpopo locality indicated that the biggest pressure bearing 

down upon their farming operations is in relation to farm labour (see Chapter 5). This is followed 

by pressures in relation to production costs, the exchange rate, climate and weather and crime 

and farm security. Also high on their list of pressures are uncertainty about government policy, 

land reform, water, infrastructure, commodity prices, pests and diseases and the cost to secure 

the safety of their families and property. 

The majority of the vegetables and tree crops grown in the Limpopo locality are labour intensive. 

Meyer et al (2012) estimated that the citrus industry employs approximately 85 200 people, 

because picking and packing of the fresh fruit and vegetables are done by hand. 

Regarding the citrus industry, Minnaar’s (2008) research into perceptions of the impact of 

minimum wages in the citrus industry in the Letaba region of Limpopo Province found that 

citrus producers would utilise permanent workers better by training or managing them better and 

by focussing on increased productivity by the smaller group of workers. There were no changes 

to workers’ contracts, besides changing their remuneration from monthly to hourly wages and 

lowering the hours worked per week. There was also an increase in deductions from workers’ 

wages, especially for housing. She found that during the first three years after the introduction of 

the minimum wage, 1 310 positions were made redundant in the off-season, and 170 in the peak 

season, while 20 and 45 positions were created in the corresponding seasons. She found that the 

introduction of minimum wages hit young people and workers without training and work 
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experience hardest, and concluded that workers on the whole were not necessarily better off after 

minimum wages were introduced. 

In light of one of the recommendations of chapter 6 (“An integrated and inclusive rural 

economy”) of the National Development Plan, namely that 250 000 “direct jobs” can be created 

by expanding commercial agriculture, it is important to unpack the practical realities in the 

citrus, avocado, banana, litchi, macadamia nuts and vegetable sectors, which are considered to 

have “high growth and employment potential” (NPC, 2012). I found in my survey of 48 farmers 

in the Limpopo locality that 27 (56%) farmers reduced the number of permanent workers, while 

only 7 (14,6%) farmers now employ more permanent workers. 

Mechanisation also had a huge impact, according to Farmer LS 13: 

We used to employ 50 to 70 permanent workers. They’ve now been reduced to 17, but 
we’re still doing the same work because of mechanisation. We used to hoe the farm after 
the rain. It took 40 workers three weeks to hoe the whole farm. Now it takes a tractor 
driver and two workers four days to spray the same area (Farmer LS13). 

Farmers say they can only employ workers for whom they have productive work and will only 

appoint more workers if they produce more, or if employing more workers will result in a larger 

income and profit. Otherwise they think of ways to reduce the number of permanent workers: 

Our business is seasonal. During the harvest we employ an extra 180 pickers and 120 
packers. They can only work if there is a flow of oranges through the packhouse (Farmer 
L2). 

Another respondent said, 

We have the optimal number of workers for the number of trees we have. We’ll need 
more trees to appoint more workers and we’ll have to be more profitable (Farmer LS36). 

A fruit and vegetable farmer said that “too much drama” with workers prevented him from 

expanding his business and he has heard that many vegetable farmers were not going to plant 

beans anymore because it is so labour-intensive. A vegetable and papaya farmer said he used to 

make a good profit with okra, but stopped to grow it because it was so labour-intensive. The first 

farmer added that most farmers were moving away from enterprises that require too many 

workers.This was also found with regards to litchis, where farmers find it difficult to get workers 

to pick litchis when they ripen near Christmas time. 
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Simbi and Aliber’s interviews with 41 farm workers from Limpopo that formed the basis of their 

investigation into the causes of the “casualisation trend” (2000:16) found that casual workers 

were preferred to permanent workers because they were “less troublesome to farmers, either in 

the sense that they are more easily fired than permanent workers, are less able to make demands 

(e.g. for wage increases) or are less likely to join a union ... and that farmers prefer casual 

workers because they are more apt to be able to pay them less than permanent workers”. 

While the permanent workers on farms in the Limpopo locality are mostly South African 

citizens, on some farms 80 to 100% of the seasonal pickers are from the neighbouring countries 

of Zimbabwe or Mozambique. In the Limpopo locality there seems to be two schools of thought 

about who to employ as seasonal workers (pickers and packers) during harvest time, which 

stretches from the middle of March to October. Some farmers said they only employ 

Zimbabweans or Mozambicans and were prepared to bear the administrative burden of getting 

them there legally, while others said it is far less trouble to employ South Africans living in the 

surrounding villages. Reasons provided for these choices are numerous, e.g. South Africans do 

not want to work, or do not want to pick fruit, or prefer to work in the packhouse, or they cannot 

find South Africans to work for them or Zimbabweans are more productive workers because they 

are better educated and fluent in English. Other farmers said that there is so much unemployment 

in the area that they cannot justify not employing South Africans, or they shy away from the 

administrative burden of employing workers from Zimbabwe or Mozambique on a legal basis: 

I live here in the middle of a pool of workers. I’d rather employ local people ... they 
approach me for work, so I don’t have to arrange transport or build houses (Farmer 
LS29). 

According to Farmer LS7: 

Were it not for workers from Zimbabwe and Mozambique our harvest would not have 
been so good the past ten years. With all the subsidies the local people receive they don’t 
want to work anymore. I can almost say they consider it (picking citrus) beneath them 
(Farmer LS7). 

At the end of their paper investigating the causes of the casualisation trend on farms in the 

Tzaneen and Dendron areas of Limpopo,Simbi and Aliber (2000:32) wrote that they would like 

to “understand better ... the future implications of forcing farmers to reduce their reliance on 

foreign workers”. 
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The corporate permit system for farm labour seems to have worked well during the period of the 

citrus harvest of 2011, but by 2012 it looked as if government departments in South Africa had 

begun to enforce the stipulations of the arrangement in earnest. This is probably due to pressure 

on officials of the Department of Labour to sort out the anomaly of hundreds of Zimbabwean and 

Mozambican nationals getting jobs while there is serious unemployment in South Africa. 

Writing for landbou.com, an agricultural news website, Janeke (2012) reported on 3 May 

(shortly after the start of the citrus picking season in the Limpopo and Mpumalanga provinces) 

that farmers were still struggling to get corporate permits. She reported that the Department of 

Labour sent 20 CVs of local workers to a farmer who applied for a corporate permit because he 

could not secure workers locally. On the day that work had to begin, only one worker arrived for 

work. Two other farmers and foreign workers were either fined or detained because their permits 

were not in order, even though they could prove that they had done everything that was expected 

of them. 

Conversations about labour with farmers in my study often centred on the productivity of 

workers and how workers did not work “as hard as in the past”. Some farmers complained about 

having to pay workers more every year without a concomitant increase in productivity: 

In principle I do not have problems with increases in the minimum wage as long as 
productivity increases as well, but we do not get better productivity with wage increases 
(Farmer LS29). 

 
Farmers that were interviewed could often describe the productivity of workers in great detail: 

On average a (citrus) picker picks 1,2 tonnes per day. For that he earns a bit more than 
the minimum wage. To earn the minimum wage they have to pick 1 tonne per day, but 
there is an incentive to pick more. As soon as a picker picks more than a tonne, he earns 
more per bag from the first bag (Farmer L2). 
Workers are very weak because of Aids. Where 120 bags per day used to be the norm 
five years ago, it is now 100 bags per day (Farmer LS24). 
About ten years ago workers still picked 30-35 boxes of avocados per day. It is now 
down to 16 per day (Farmer LS46). 
 

Most farm work is hard and usually takes place in the outdoors, where workers are exposed to 

the elements. Farmers that were interviewed are keenly aware of how hard the work is, and said 

they tried to mechanise the hardest tasks, e.g. digging ditches and pruning, but did not think that 
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a machine that can pick oranges or avocados will be invented soon. According to them, picking 

oranges and tomatoes is extremely hard work: 

Picking oranges is hard work. If you put your hand into the tree, there are twigs and 
things that scratch. You have a bag hanging from your shoulder. To get to the fruit at the 
top you have to use a ladder. You are not allowed to run because you can bruise the fruit 
(Farmer LS29). 

It’s hard work. You have to climb on a ladder and cut with scissors. In August it gets 
warmer. It is not a job I’d like to do. I would rather herd cattle (Farmer LS26). 

Still, the hardships of picking citrus and tomatoes pale in comparison to picking prickly pears, 

for which only two farmers in South Africa had developed a lucrative export market: 

Whatever the citrus guys tell you, you can double the difficulty for prickly pears. They 
also climb ladders, but we pick from November to March. Prickly pears do not make 
shade because the fruit is carried right on top of the tree. Pickers work in the direct sun all 
the time and the thorns make it very, very unpleasant. They have to wear protective 
clothing ... a raincoat, plastic gloves and goggles. When we stop the prickly pears my 
people just smile from ear to ear (Farmer L8). 

 

It is thus no wonder that farmers in the Limpopo locality are in two minds about the suggestion 

in the National Development Plan that agriculture can create a further one million jobs. Farmer 

L2 said it is not possible in the present setup: “Government should create conditions in which 

farmers can continue farming and acquire more water and land. There are many opportunities, 

but it should be easy to do business and all the jobs cannot be on farms.” 

Farmer L2 said to create more employment opportunities, they will have to double commodity 

production on existing farms by “going horizontally”, i.e. planting more. “We would need 

markets for the additional products. If I look at the numbers, I will have to say that it will be very 

difficult. Water is usually the biggest limiting factor in intensive commodity production and 

agriculture already uses 70% of the country’s water.” 

Production in the Limpopo locality is costly, and the prices of packaging fertilizer, transport, 

chemicals, especially fungicides to prevent citrus black spot disease, water and electricity all 

increase on a regular basis. When I visited the area in 2010 and 2011 during the extensive phase 

of my field work, the Rand/Dollar exchange rate varied between R6,70 and just below R8. 
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Farmers then indicated that they would prefer an exchange rate of at least R8,50/US dollar. It has 

weakened quite dramatically to just above R11 since, as shown in Figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 3: Rand/dollar exchange rate, January 2010 to January 2015 

Source: Standard Bank (not dated) 

 

Tree crops such as citrus, avocados and mangoes have very specific climate and weather 

requirements, e.g. extreme temperature can impair tree growth or affect blossoming, while strong 

winds can damage trees and fruit. Freek Veldman, a cultivar developer and advisor with 

Citriculture Technical Services in Nelspruit describes the very specific requirements of citrus 

trees as follows in a document published on the CGA website (www.cga.co.za). According to 

him, “all the growth and physiological processes are dependent on temperature”: 

Maximum temperatures above 30–35ºC for prolonged periods may induce fruit drop and 
impair growth, while minimum temperatures of below 0ºC can damage trees. (The) ideal 
growth temperatures are between 10–30ºC, and the optimum is between 20–28ºC. Night 
temperatures between 10–14ºC in June and July induce more intense blossom, while 
mean minimum temperatures of below 13ºC in autumn induce external fruit colour. 

Letsitele is considered a hot, low humidity area for citrus where Valencias, grapefruit and lemons 

grow well, but which is marginal for navel oranges and mandarins. However, some farmers have 
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manipulated soil conditions and growing seasons so that they can grow navel oranges and 

mandarins. Citrus trees use vast amounts of water, especially when the canopy volume (tree age) 

increases (Veldman, not dated). The relationship between water usage and canopy volume is 

illustrated in Figure 3. Most water is needed during the fruit set and fruit growth months of 

October to March (Veldman, not dated). 

 

Figure 4: Water usage of citrus trees per canopy volume (i.e. size of tree) 

Source: Veldman, F. (www.cga.co.za) 

Even though farmers in the Limpopo locality have made huge strides in improving water use 

efficiency, water is considered a serious pressure on their ability to expand their orchards and 

vegetable fields. According to a 2013 report of the Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA, 

2013:68) the Letaba River currently exceeds its yield capability and they suggest that alternatives 

be investigated in order “to bring the system back into balance”. Interventions may include water 

restrictions and “water demand management for all user sectors”, which will affect farmers’ 

ability to expand their farming operations. 

Farmers in the Limpopo locality are concerned about the pressure that deteriorating 

infrastructure, especially in terms of roads, rail services and communication, places on their 

ability to reproduce and accumulate. The CGA writes in its 2014 annual report: 
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The potential for reefer trains to transport citrus from Limpopo is still very much 
untapped. It has been identified that six reefer train units could operate successfully from 
Limpopo, moving up to 250 containers a week and 2 800 containers (56 000 pallets) in a 
season, reducing 2 200 road trucks entering Durban (CGA, 2014:14). 

Taken in aggregate, these pressures mean that some farmers succeed in reproducing their capital 

while some do not, and others succeed in “expanded reproduction”, or capital accumulation. 

Differential success in negotiating the pressures results in a differentiated large-scale commercial 

farming sector, as the cases described below make clear. 

6.8 “Every farm tells a story” 
Capitalist farmers in the Limpopo locality implement all of the accumulation strategies identified 

in the analytical framework discussed in chapter 3, namely to expand the scale or scope of 

production, expand the scale or scope of the enterprise, increase economic efficiency and use 

political action to reduce uncertainties and establish preferential access or control, on a large and 

intensive scale. In the next section the reproduction and accumulation strategies of ten individual 

farmers will be discussed and I attempt to explain their strategies.The ten farmers all participated 

in the questionnaire survey that I conducted with 48 farmers in the Limpopo locality in 2010 and 

2011. They were interviewed during the first week of November 2012 and the last week of 

January 2013 to find out more about their reproduction and accumulation strategies and explore 

why they ranked the pressures that bear down upon their farming operations as they did. 

Each case study begins with general information about the farmer and the scale of his business, 

the enterprises in that business, followed by a list of the pressures that affect his ability to 

reproduce and accumulate, as indicated in the questionnaire survey. Farmer strategies are then 

discussed in detail, and I conclude by classifying each farmer in terms of the typology discussed 

in chapter 3. 

6.8.1 Farmer L1: “Intensive production on a massive scale” 

Farmer L1’s family pride themselves on the fact that their paternal grandfather was one of the 

pioneer farmers in the area and that he and his brothers are the third generation farming. Their 

paternal grandfather, who originally cultivated potatoes, tomatoes and rice, planted the first 

litchis in 1947. He began to grow citrus in 1950. Farmer L1 farms together with his father and 

three brothers on 2000 ha. They grow different varieties of Valencia oranges, grapefruit, 
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bananas, avocados, macadamia nuts, mangoes and litchis, keep cattle on parts of the farm that 

are not used for crops and are involved in the breeding of different game breeds on land that they 

own in neighbouring Mpumalanga province. The business employs 600 permanent workers and 

had an annual turnover of R131 279 100 in 2010. 

The pressures perceived to have the biggest effect on their ability to reproduce or accumulate are 

land reform, uncertainty about government policy, water, production costs, labour, the exchange 

rate and infrastructure. 

As is the case with many other farmers in the Limpopo locality, there are restitution claims on 

farmer L1’s land. Most of their capital is locked up in land and farming infrastructure and the 

uncertainty surrounding land reform and the government’s agrarian policies are cause for great 

uncertainty among farmers. They are concerned that their land will be taken arbitrarily, that 

limits on the size of their landholding will be imposed, or that farmers will have to sell their land 

at low prices. However, water is a far more significant limitation on their ability to expand 

production. They are using all their listed water at present and are looking for land with water, to 

buy. They are prepared to establish other crops, if they can only expand. They have improved 

their water use efficiency (WUE) and use the water productively, so that they will buy as little as 

12 ha if it comes with 12 ha of water. They also keep their ears open in case other farmers want 

to sell some of their water and are looking at the possibility of transferring water (rights) between 

farms. 

The cost of fertilising, watering, weeding and harvesting 1 200 ha of citrus can be quite high. 

Farmer L1 says that electricity and labour are the biggest production cost-items, and although 

they have taken many measures to save electricity and water, these all came at a cost. 

Farmer L1’s family business employs 600 permanent workers, and in season they employ 

another 800 people to pick the fruit and work in the packhouse. They have to follow an extended 

bureaucratic process to prove that they have tried to find and employ South African workers 

before they can obtain a corporate permit to employ workers from Mozambique and Zimbabwe. 

Their human resources manager usually sets the process in motion in February in order to have 

enough workers on hand when the citrus harvest begins in April. About 80% of the seasonal 

labourers that work in the packhouse return every year. 
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Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production, in other words, increase the capital 
intensity of production and/or geographic size, and/or the number of products.  

Farmer L1, his father and his three brothers operate their business on nine different units that 

cover 2000 ha. He describes farming in their area as a “volume game” and envisages that their 

business will grow by 4 to 7% per year in terms of planting new orchards. In 2012 they exported 

2,1 million 15 kg boxes of citrus. Farmer L1 says he cannot envisage anyone farming in the 

locality within the next ten years that will export fewer than 600 000 boxes of citrus. “Within 

five years the limit will be 400 000 to 600 000 ... unless it is one family. It is all about economies 

of scale.” 

They have diversified into different varieties of Valencia oranges and grapefruit, bananas, 

avocados, macadamia nuts, mangoes and litchis. They keep a flock of 200 Bonsmara cattle on 

parts of the farm that are not used for crops and are involved in the breeding of game on their 

land in other parts of the province. 

Framed awards on their boardroom walls show that they exported 1,5 million boxes of citrus in 

2008 and 2,1 million boxes in 2012, adding a medium-scale citrus farm in just four years. When 

I asked how they had increased the volumes in such a short time, he said they had bought another 

two pieces of land. Together with his uncle and cousins who farm nearby, farmer L1 and his 

family bought land in Mpumalanga province from where they export about a million boxes of 

citrus. They also grow 50 ha of mangoes there. 

Their business is the largest producer of Star Ruby grapefruit in the country and it produces 

60 000 tonnes of fruit per year. They have diversified their citrus enterprise into three different 

grapefruit cultivars and four different Valencia cultivars, while they grow four different avocado 

cultivars. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business by expanding into new enterprises either 
up or down the value chain. 

Farmer L1’s family business owns and operates one of only two accredited citrus nurseries in the 

area. That means that the nursery adheres to the strict requirements of the South African Citrus 

Improvement Scheme, which allows them to sell young citrus trees to other farmers. They own 

and operate a citrus, mango and avocado packhouse and have installed a machine that de-husks 

macadamia nuts. They are shareholders in the farmer-owned packing material co-operative, 
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Houers Koöperatief (HK), and Granor Passi, the juice processing company with processing 

plants in Polokwane, Letsitele and the Langkloof in Eastern Cape Province. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency by a) lowering the cost of commodity production, b) 
increasing productivity in terms of yield per hectare and/or c) organising workers and tasks to 
make workers as productive as possible 

According to farmer L1 there is barely an aspect of citrus farming that they have not tackled in 

order to make it more efficient and productive. They have also taken “huge strides” in terms of 

technology in their packhouse: 

We cannot stop taking out old trees. That is the key to successful citrus farming. Our 
replacement policy varies according to variety. We have Valencia trees that are 40 years 
old, but still bear a lot of fruit, while the lifetime of a grapefruit tree is 22 to 25 years. We 
keep an eye on a tree’s harvest history over three years. If we see it deteriorates during 
that time, we replace it. We try to harvest 110 to 120 t/ha of grapefruit and 90 t/ha for 
Valencias. 

He says the improvement in grapefruit yields results from a combination of improved plant 

breeding, better management, rootstocks and soil improvements. “The secret lies in the rootstock 

and knowledge of the soil. If you plant the right rootstock in the right soil, you can improve yield 

by 20%.” 

They dug many profile holes in their orchards to see what goes on in the soil and the roots. They 

commissioned soil scientists to help them analyse these aspects. They increased the water use 

efficiency of their business. To water their orchards they use micro sprayers, which are much 

more efficient than other irrigation systems: 

We moved away from the ‘small blacks’ (a type of micro sprayer) because at a radius of 
4 metres they sprayed the water too wide. Now we use gyro micro sprayers which sprays 
a larger drop, but at a smaller radius. In the old days we used to spray for eight hours at a 
time. Now we spray twice a day for about an hour and a half at a time. With this system 
we use the water more efficiently, save on electricity and manage our orchards better. 

They reduced their electricity costs even further by training their irrigation staff and engaged 

with Eskom in an energy saving project. They replaced the old motors with new, more efficient 

ones and fitted the motors with variable speed drives. 
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Besides monitoring the “harvest history” of old trees, they also monitor the income they get from 

each variety or enterprise. On this basis they decided to remove their litchi and mango orchards. 

He says: 

Labour is not our biggest consideration when we decide to remove orchards. It is about 
income. You cannot compare the income from litchis and mangoes with that of citrus, so 
why should I waste (irrigation) water on something that brings in a smaller income? We 
check the income per variety on a monthly basis and talk to the markets to find out what 
the trends are. 

After the packhouse on the main farm burned down in 2011, they rebuilt it and equipped it with 

modern technology, e.g. electronic sizers that help them to “do more things in less time”. This 

revamped packhouse has also helped them to save on costs: 

The new packhouse is such an improvement that we did not need to use our other 
packhouse in 2012. The hour that we packed longer here made it unnecessary to start up 
our other packhouse and saved a lot on costs, especially electricity and labour costs. 

Even though they are enthusiastic participants in the farm technological revolution, farmer L1 

says labour “plays an unbelievably big role” in their business: 

We cannot get by with fewer workers. No machine exists that can pick oranges. We need 
workers, but rising wages force us to try to increase the efficiency of existing workers. 
We try to work on 4 to 4,5 ha per worker. When I returned to the farm 20 years ago we 
worked on 1,8 to 2 ha per worker. 

While around 800 temporary seasonal workers are employed from April to September to pick 

fruit and work in the packhouse 600 permanent workers are employed to maintain the business, 

says farmer L1: 

The business is divided into different sections. Every section has a team of tractor drivers, 
scouts, workshop staff, an irrigation team, teams of workers that hoe and eradicate weeds, 
and cattle herders. We have a hierarchy with many different levels and opportunities for 
promotion. 

Most of the permanent workers are South African-born but they also employ workers who were 

born in Mozambique or Zimbabwe, but have attained SA citizenship. He says that they try to 

employ as few foreign workers as possible because the corporate permits are expensive, but it is 

difficult to find local people who are prepared to pick fruit. Apparently they only want to work in 
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the packhouse. In 2010 they took a “good strategic step” when they appointed a local labour 

union representatives as the human resources manager of their business. “He is an asset to our 

business because he knows every loophole that exists.” 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action in order to reduce uncertainties and/or establish 
preferential access to and control over key resources, markets or policy processes 

Farmer L1 is a member of the local farmers’ association which is affiliated to Agri SA. 

Conclusion: Farmer L1 

Farmer L1’s business is a prime example of successful accumulation in action. The partners 

employ every strategy in the conceptual framework for the study (see chapter 3), and tackle 

every opportunity to make their business more productive and efficient. Their stated aim is to 

grow at 4-7% per year in terms of new orchards, provided they can find land with water to buy. 

They are prepared to consider other crops if they can get land with water rights, and will transfer 

water to their present unplanted land if they can buy water in the vicinity.  

6.8.2 Farmer L2: “Growing in leaps and bounds” 

Farmer L2 is one of only two first generation farmers in my Limpopo sample. He bought land in 

1980 and bought more land in 1984, 1986, 1988, 1991, 1997 and 2000. He now owns 1000 ha of 

land and is also a partner in a farming business in the far northern part of the province. Farmer 

L2 grows citrus and macadamias and keeps a small herd of cattle “to utilise the grass” growing 

on unplanted areas. He employs 120 permanent workers and had an annual turnover of 

R42 000 000 in 2010. 

Pressures that affect their ability to reproduce and accumulate are perceived to be the power of 

buyers of agricultural commodities, government actions, exchange rate, the sense that 

government is not listening to farmers, infrastructure, uncertainty about government policy and 

mining activities. 

Farmer L2 has serious problems with the fickleness of the overseas supermarkets that buy their 

produce. To him it looks as if every supermarket uses stricter quality standards to try to add 

something new to distinguish themselves from the others, but this is at a cost to producers. He 

believes a farmer should do business with people that he likes and trusts, and that is why he 

prefers not to do business with certain British supermarket groups: 
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We don’t like each other. We don’t like the English. Maybe we have not finished fighting 
the Boer War. While we do good business with people from the Continent (Europe) and 
their middlemen, we find it very difficult to do business with UK-based businesses. Last 
year the animosity got to a point where my packhouse manager told the representative of 
a Britain-based supermarket that South Africa was not a British colony anymore ... 

Farmer L2’s land is in the area where the new Nwamitwa Dam is to be built. While they are 

going to lose orchards and a farmhouse, the new dam will improve assured supply of irrigation 

water. At this stage, the Tzaneen Dam givesonly a 50% assurance of supply. The exchange rate 

is one of the pressures that the majority of farmers in the Limpopo locality ranked among the 

factors that put most pressure on their ability to reproduce or accumulate. In 2011 the 

Rand/Dollar exchange rate was about R7/$, while they estimate that they “make good money” 

when the exchange rate is R8,50 for a dollar, or weaker. 

Farmer L2 used to be positive about the present government, but after dealings with the former 

Department of Land Affairs (DLA), and hearing the pronouncements of government ministers, 

he has changed his mind. “We have a hostile government. There are so many remarks made from 

public platforms. I don’t know if we are just hypersensitive about these things, but there are 

undisguised attacks on the farming community.” 

He believes land reform is actually the country’s biggest threat ... “land reform does not work. It 

is everybody’s interest that we have proper land reform.We’ll have to be very innovative and I 

don’t know if we can be.” 

His concern about mining activities should be seen in light of mining companies buying land 

from farmers in the Mpumalanga coalfields. Those farmers then compete with them in the 

Limpopo land market. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production.  

In 2013 his business and that of farmer L3 bought the land and packhouse of another local 

farming family. They divided the citrus orchards and operate the packhouse as a separate 

company. His share of the new farm added 320 ha of citrus to their business, and it will soon add 

about 500 000 boxes of citrus to the 700 000 boxes he already exports. 
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Farmer L2 planted more citrus and diversified his citrus enterprise into oranges, grapefruit and 

lemons. He introduced macadamia nuts to the area, and is growing 20 ha of the nuts. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer L2’s business operates its own packhouse for different citrus cultivars. They are 

shareholders in the farmer-owned packing material co-operative, Houers Koöperatief, and 

Granor Passi. 

Both farmer L2’s sons-in-law, who respectively has qualifications and experience in engineering 

and marketing, joined the business after 2010. The marketer has the task to improve the 

marketing of the business’s produce and to save on paying commission to outside marketers. 

They established an export company to export their own fruit in order to “remove some links 

from the cost chain”. He says it is “astonishing” to find out how many fruit are sold from agent 

to agent. “We try to get rid of some of them,” he says. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency 

Farmer L2 summarised their business’s approach to increased economic efficiency as follows: 

We produce more fruit and nuts per cubic metre of water, and lowered the production 
cost per tonne of fruit. We have improved our uitpakpersentasie (fruit packed for export 
as a percentage of total harvest). We do less blanket spraying of crops and more pest-
specific spraying, which helps us to save a lot on pesticides. 

They try to employ fewer permanent and seasonal workers, and would prefer to employ workers 

that are better trained and whom they pay more. They have divided the 400 ha of citrus orchards 

into eight units of 50 ha, with a manager for each block. All the managers are black and two of 

them are female. 

Farmer L2’s family, together with one of his sons-in-law, an engineer, developed a system to 

reduce labour needs during harvest time. In the first year that I visited this farm, they had 

managed to use 40% fewer workers (pickers) during the citrus harvest. They are not saving on 

costs, because the remaining workers are more productive, i.e. they pick larger volumes per day, 

and get paid more. 
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Farmer L2 says his business will employ more workers if the extra workers can help him to 

increase production and lower costs. They are considering mechanisation, e.g. buying fertiliser 

spreaders and mechanical pruning equipment to reduce the number of workers: 

We shall only employ more permanent workers if we can expand our business and 
cultivate larger areas. I’d rather have ten workers on the farm that I pay R10 000 than 100 
workers that receive R1 000 each. Workers have to help us to make more money and help 
to make the business more stable. If we had productive work for the seasonal pickers and 
packers for the other six months of the year, I would employ them on a permanent basis, 
but I cannot. 

They now employ the contractors that used to prune their citrus trees on a permanent basis to 

prune through the year, not only in winter. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer L2 is a member of the local farmers’ association. He was a member of the board of 

directors at the Capespan logistics and exporting company for many years. 

Conclusion: Farmer L2 

Some years ago farmer L2 offered his land to government’s land redistribution programme. 

When government was not interested, it seems that he decided to re-organise his business. All his 

children returned to the farm in order to improve the human resources, marketing and production 

divisions of the business. They have since managed to decrease the number of seasonal workers 

employed to harvest their citrus orchards and no longer use marketing agents in order to save on 

commission and improve their marketing efficiency. Since 2011 the Rand has weakened against 

the Euro and the Dollar, thus improving the income they received for their produce. These 

improved conditions made the land that they bought with another more affordable. They have 

almost doubled their citrus production. With all these changes, they are successfully 

accumulating capital. 

6.8.3 Farmer L3: “Now playing in the big league” 

Farmer L3 is the other first generation farmer in the Limpopo locality. He farms with his brother 

and three of their children. They used to grow tobacco and vegetables because the first land that 

they bought did not get water from the Letaba River or the Tzaneen Dam. After they bought a 

farm with listed water, more water became available and they began to grow citrus.They own 2 
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485 ha of land. They grow 300 ha of citrus and keep a herd of 300 cattle on the rest of the land. 

They employ 80 permanent workers. They had an annual turnover of R20 940 000 in 2010. 

Production costs, labour, crime and farm safety, stock theft, the exchange rate, land reform and 

climate and weather put pressure on their efforts to reproduce or accumulate. 

Farmer L3 says electricity tariffs, the price of diesel and wages are “killing” them. Although they 

try in many ways to save on electricity, fuel and labour costs, the tariffs and prices are beyond 

their control. He says municipalities continually increase electricity tariffs, while the fuel price 

depends on the price of crude oil and the exchange rate and they are bound by legislation to 

increase farmworkers’ wages. 

The exchange rate was one of the pressures in farmer L3’s list of seven pressures that most affect 

his ability to reproduce and accumulate, but that was in the beginning of 2011. When I returned 

to the area at the end of 2012 he said the exchange rate “saved” them: “We would have 

experienced difficult times if the exchange rate stayed at R7-something. A good exchange rate 

should not go below R8,50 (for a US dollar).” 

Their farm is separate from other commercial farms and a target for thieves. They used to own 

200 head of game, but had to sell the few surviving animals left after most of the game fell 

victim to poachers. They also made it imperative for their seasonal workers to have identity 

documents and bank accounts so that they can deposit their wages directly in the accounts and do 

away with the need to have a lot of cash on the farm. He says “cash is risky, and if the hawkers 

see you have cash, they will hit you over the head and take the money”. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L3 and his brother bought more land in 1996, 2010, 2004. They also rent 70 ha of land. 

They had 300 ha of citrus orchards in 2011, and are busy expanding by planting more trees every 

year. They have also begun to replace some of the old trees that cost a lot to maintain. In 2013 

they bought a farm with 570 ha of citrus with farmer L2 and his family. The transaction added 

another 250 ha of citrus to their 300 ha of citrus. 
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Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

These farmers own and operate a citrus packhouse. Farmer L3 and his family are shareholders in 

the farmer-owned packing material co-operative, Houers Koöperatief, and Granor Passi. Farmer 

L3 says that the opportunity to sell oranges and grapefruit that are not suitable for export grade to 

a farmer-owned juice factory and get a good price for them “saves them a little”: 

The price of ‘juice oranges and grapefruit’ is such that we can send an ultimatum to the 
exporters. We can tell them I have to get such and such a price for my citrus otherwise I 
am going to send the fruit to the juice factory. It is easier to produce for the juice factory: 
You do not need so many spraying programmes; you do not need so many pickers 
because you can shake the tree, etc. For the past two years we were paid R900 to R950 
per tonne at the juice factory, that’s almost a Rand per kilogram. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer L3 says he has undertaken the same changes that all the other farmers have: upgraded 

from flood irrigation to micro irrigation to use water more efficiently, changed his orchard 

replacement programme to make sure that most of the trees are always productive, and do 

everything in his ability to save on costs: 

We increased our production through co-operation with one another through contacts we 
made at meetings of the local citrus study group. All of us are trying to improve soil 
fertility with things like compost and kraal manure. We all produce citrus fruit in the 
same way. We spray the same pesticides. There are anyway only two or three pesticides 
we are allowed to spray. One farmer may add a little more potassium to see if he can 
influence fruit size, or have access to more water for irrigation, but otherwise we are all 
implementing the same production practices. 

They used to plant 350 citrus trees per ha. Now they have increased it to 470 trees per ha. With 

this higher density, the trees almost form a hedge which helps to minimise losses when they 

spray pesticides. When the trees are small they spray them by hand, and when they are larger, 

they use sprayers drawn by tractors. He says, “the only trick we have is to ensure that we pick as 

many boxes of export citrus as possible from each tree”. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer L3 is a member of the local farmers’ association and the Letsitele citrus study group. 
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Conclusion: Farmer L3 

Farmer L3 had a difficult start in farming, but he and his partners have caught up since. He 

bought more land, not only in the citrus producing area, but also elsewhere in the province, 

where they keep a herd of 300 beef cattle. They have diversified into different varieties of 

Valencia oranges and grapefruit and benefit from the relative high prices they receive for juice 

oranges from the farmer-owned juice processing plant in which they have shares. They have 

improved irrigation efficiency and the productivity of their orchards. They recently doubled their 

citrus production by buying a farm business in partnership with farmer L2. They are successfully 

accumulating capital. 

6.8.4 Farmer L4: “Organic farming comes at a price” 

Farmer L4 and his uncle farm on 300 ha, of which 270 haare plantedwith different avocado 

varieties. Their farm was certified organic for 15 years, and in the early years they received a 

premium for their organicavocadoin European markets. They have since gone back to 

conventional farming because their trees began to get root diseases and avocado producers from 

Peru, where they have naturally fertile soil and clean water from glaziers in the Andes, began to 

offer severe competition in the organic market. Although the part of the Limpopo locality that 

they farm in has “extremely rich soil and a lot of water”, their fruit reaches the market in the 

middle of the season, when prices are much lower than earlier on. They employ 73 permanent 

workers and in 2010 had an annual turnover of R9 407 500. 

The exchange rate, climate weather, distance from consumers, labour,production cost, 

commodity prices and problem animals are perceived to place pressure on farmer L4’s ability to 

successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

When I first visited farmer L4 to complete the questionnaire, the Rand/Euro exchange rate was 

just over R9/€, but he said they are “more comfortable” with an exchange rate of R11,20/€ or 

weaker. Figure 4 illustrates how the Rand has weakened since 2011, thus benefitting avocado 

farmers. 
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Figure 5: Rand/Euro exchange rate, 2008 to 2014 

Source: Standard Bank (not dated) 

Climate and weather are serious concerns for farmer L4 because avocado trees are quite sensitive 

to heat, drought and frost. Like so many other farmers in my sample he cannot say whether or 

not recent changes in the weather are due to climate change, but ...  

... we had frost damage in 2006, 2008 and 2010. In 2011we made sure we finished the 
harvest before the first weekend in June. I think our climate is getting colder. We now get 
frost damage during the first two weeks of June. We also see heavy hailstorms in our area 
and rain events are much more intense. We used to get light rain in spring, but now we 
may get 70 mm during the night and 40 mm the next day. Also this year we had a week 
of cold, misty rainy weather and a sudden thunderstorm the next day. The rainfall records 
we have kept since 1979 show that the volume of rain we get is more or less the same, 
but the distribution has changed. 

At the time when farmer L4 was asked to rank the pressures bearing down on him, the farm was 

still operated according to organic farming principles and was certified organic, but he was 

concerned about root diseases in the avocados. With organic farming he was not allowed to 

apply any of the chemical remedies. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L4 and his uncle have bought more land and planted more avocado trees. They also rent 

in 70 ha of land. They have diversified within the avocado enterprise by planting different 

varieties that can be harvested at different times of the year and satisfy different consumer 
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preferences. They have also changed to a higher yielding avocado cultivar, Pinkerton, which 

promises 30 to 50 t/ha, as opposed to Fuerte and Ryan that yield 15 to 25 t/ha and Hass “that 

struggles to yield more than 25 t/ha”. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer L4 owns a large compost aerator. He makes compost and sells it to other farmers. They 

have shares in the local input company, Houers Koöperatief (HK). 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

They replaced certain cultivars with higher-yielding cultivars. Because their farm is in such a 

high rainfall area, the soil tends to quickly turn acidic. They apply a great deal of lime and make 

compost from wood chips, sawdust and manure to improve the fertility and condition of their soil 

in order to ensure higher yields. 

After 15 years of getting prices for their organically grown avocados that were on average 30-

45% higher than for conventionally grown avocados, in 2012 they began to use non-organic 

“stem injections” in an effort to solve the problem with root rot in the avocado trees. Farmer L4 

says they will eventually go back to organic farming, and they continue to implement soil 

improvement practices, but they were sacrificing 30-40% of their potential harvest because of 

root disease. 

When I visited the farm in October 2010, they were employing 73 permanent workers, but have 

since decreased that number to 60 and increased the number of temporary workers they employ 

between March and August to 95. 

They have changed their irrigation system from sprinkler pipes to micro irrigation, which is less 

labour intensive. Farmer L4 explains: 

With sprinkler pipes we had irrigation teams of five persons, who’d change sprinklers for 
two and a half hours in the morning and two and a half hours in the afternoon. During 
each session they could do about half a hectare. With micro sprayers one person can 
easily water 20 ha per day. We will probably use the same amount of water, but will be 
able to water the trees more frequently which is good for production, especially when it is 
flowering time when drought stress can make that you don’t get good fruit set. 
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Strategy 4: Take part in political action 

Farmer L4 is a member of the local farmers’ association. 

Conclusion: Farmer L4 

Farmer L4 is engaged in successful reproduction of capital. After years of growing organic 

avocados he fell back to non-organic methods to stop the decline of his harvests and protect the 

health of his avocado trees. Although he diversified production within his avocado enterprise, he 

grows nothing but avocado. Also, the fact that he farms in one of the best avocado growing parts 

of the country does not help much on the market because he harvests only halfway through the 

avocado season and receives rather average prices. He mentioned that since he has lost the 

“organic premium” and the domestic market has improved so much, he might try to sell more 

avocados locally. Also, the prices that informal on-farm buyers offer have increased relative to 

the price for export avocados, which increases the attractiveness of selling more avocados to that 

market. Farmer L4 is unique in the area in that he only grows one crop. 

6.8.5 Farmer L5: “Intensive diversification” 

Farmer L5 farms on 2500 ha of his own land and 250 ha of rented land. In 2013 he bought a 65 

ha farm with water rights and established orchards. His daughter, her husband and his three sons 

have joined him in the business. The business produces citrus fruit, vegetables, beef and 

chickens, employs 120 permanent workers and had an annual turnover of R49 785 000 in 2010. 

Land reform, distance from consumers, production costs, labour, the exchange rate, 

infrastructure, crime and farm safety are the key pressures that are perceived to affect his ability 

to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

Farmer L5 has invested the majority of his capital in land and farm infrastructure, and also 

operates a filling station. It is understandable that he feels pressure from land reform. His land is 

quite remote and the road to the farm is deteriorating. He bemoans the fact that the railways have 

deteriorated to such an extent that it is more expensive to use rail than renting a lorry to transport 

fruit to the harbour in Durban. Also, with blackouts due to inept management by the national 

power supplier, he has had to restructure certain functions in his business and buy electricity 

generators. 
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He is very concerned about production and labour costs, and explains that a citrus box costs R10, 

while transport to the harbour costs another R10 per box. He says: “Then you have not paid 

production costs, e.g. packing cost, wages and the cost of water. Electricity cost is something that 

is getting out of hand the past two to three years. Labour costs are going to kill us”. 

Because the majority of the farmers in the Limpopo locality export at least one product, the level 

of the exchange rate is keenly watched. The Rand was relatively strong when I conducted the 

questionnaire survey at the end of 2010 and the beginning of 2011. By the time I returned in 

2012 to conduct interviews for the intensive phase of my research, the Rand had weakened 

against the Euro, from R6,70/€ to R8/€. Farmer L5 immediately grabbed his calculator and 

punched in numbers. “R1,30 on R6,70, that is an improvement of almost 20%.” 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L5 says that he has expanded production greatly over the past ten years. He bought more 

land and rents in land. He has increased his citrus production from 11000 (15 kg) boxes in 1991 

to 850 000 boxes by 2013. They produce lemons, Valencia oranges, grapefruit, butternuts, cattle 

and chickens. His wife used to sell the chickens to informal traders, but now they are outgrowers 

for Rainbow Chickens: 

They supply the chickens and the feed; we only have to give the cages, which is the most 
expensive item of growing chickens. They fetch the chickens and slaughter them. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer L5’s business is a shareholder in both Houers Koöperatief (HK) and Granor Passi. In an 

interview in 2012 Farmer L5 said that: 

Any citrus farmer sends at least 25 to 30 percent of his produce to the juice factory. We 
bought into an existing juice processing factory when we felt that we were not getting 
enough for our citrus fruit. We were getting R300 or R400 per tonne at the most. Last 
year we received almost R1 000 per tonne, and we have control over the business. Our 
ownership of these companies also forced us to strengthen our knowledge of what goes 
on upstream and downstream from our farm businesses. 

He says he had to expand and diversify the business to accommodate all his children: 

My farmer-son is our operational director, our marketing director is one of my sons who 
used to work for another marketing company, my son-in-law is the financial director. I 
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am in the process of building a filling station around the corner for the son who is about 
to return to the farm. I had to enlarge the business or expand to make space for him. It is 
that or I have to buy more land, and the land that is for sale is bloody expensive. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer L5 suggests that the best way to increase economic efficiency is by increasing 

“production per hectare”: 

If you do not have production per hectare, you won’t get far. If you keep on replacing 
trees, you have to make sure that the existing trees have optimal production. We are 
trying to keep the trees five to eight years longer by ensuring that each tree’s living 
conditions are at its best. That is something you have to work actively on, the whole time. 
You have to improve the conditions for the tree all the time until it is as close to perfect 
as possible. 

Besides their efforts in the soil and orchards, farmer L5 also credits access to improved weather 

forecasts and warning technology as something that helps them to increase production. Besides 

increasing yield per tree and per hectare, they also try to keep production costs per hectare – 

especially electricity and labour costs - as low as possible.  

To produce large volumes of fruit also helps to justify the cost of operating a private packhouse. 

He thinks farmers who say that they pack 80% of their harvest for export, are excellent farmers 

but will need “a little bit of luck”, and fruit of very good quality as well, or he is not sorting the 

fruit as meticulously as other farmers: 

There are years that all of us pack out a larger proportion of the total production, years 
when we do not have much wind or insect damage, but it is not a difference of 20%, it is 
more an increase from 62% to 66% or 67%. When you pack 1500 boxes per hectare, you 
can survive. You have to take all your hectares and multiply it by 1500 - that is the 
volume you have to export. If you do not want to include the young trees that are not 
bearing fruit yet, you should multiply it by 1800 or 2000. Remember, even though the 
young trees are not bearing fruit, they need to be watered; they need fertiliser and general 
care. They do not grow for free. 

Farmer L5 says that as farmers they receive about 15 to 20% of the retail price of a box, but only 

if production is good. Of the rest, the cost of transport consumes a large proportion of income. 

“Last year, the total cost was R45 to R48 per box. R10 of that is for the box and R10 for 

transport. Then you still have to add the cost of production, the cost to pack and workers’ wages, 
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the cost of water and electricity.” For these reasons they have employed a consultant to help 

them develop a strategy to save on these costs. 

Because he believes that labour costs will “kill” their business, they have embarked on a 

campaign to increase worker productivity: 

In my vegetable enterprise I am going to decrease the number of workers by 50% 
because I am going to plant and fertilise with machines. I am also going to prepare the 
fields and control weeds with machines. I had searched for a long time for the right 
machine, but I have found it. With it we are going to need fewer workers. During the 
winter months we used to employ 100 permanent workers and temporary workers, but we 
are going to scale down to 20 or 30 workers. 

Besides the former, he does not think there are many other opportunities to employ fewer 

workers. “We will have to make more functions in the packhouse automatic. Maybe where we 

had three workers to load the wagons, dump them and pull them, we may get only one worker to 

do everything.” 

As buyers’ requirements change and get more stringent in terms of uniform fruit standards, he 

thinks farmers will have to install electronic sizers and sorters in order to eliminate human error. 

Farmer L5 supplies lunch to the pickers in the orchards. He says that if he does not give them 

lunch, they do not eat until they get home in the evening. “We give them pap and protein rich 

legumes, e.g. beans, that make them strong. I think it is working. We get more done in the 

afternoon. Many of the workers have the strange disease (Aids), and if they do not eat proper 

food, they do not last.” 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer L5 is chairman of the board of one of the juice processors and chairman of an input 

company owned by farmers in the area. He is a member of the local farmers’ association and the 

Letsitele citrus study group. 

Conclusion: Farmer L5 

Farmer L5 is engaged in accumulation of capital. He has bought more land and planted more 

crops. He grows a variety of crops, keeps cattle and is an outgrower for a chicken company. He 

has recently expanded beyond agriculture to build a petrol and diesel filling station near his farm. 
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All his children are involved in managerial positions in the business and together they have just 

completed many changes to make the citrus orchards more productive, and the farm’s irrigation 

systems more efficient in terms of water and electricity use and the use of mechanisation in order 

to employ fewer workers. They also give temporary citrus pickers lunch in the orchards so as to 

improve their productivity. 

6.8.6 Farmer L6: “Exploring and exploiting every market possibility” 

Farmer L6 and his cousin farm with avocados, mangoes, litchis, guavas and game on 240 ha. 

What distinguishes them from the majority of farmers in the Limpopo locality is that their 

business is designed to accommodate the whims of informal, on-farm buyers, to whom they sell 

about 40% of their total output. They employ 35 permanent workers and had a turnover of 

R4 375 000 in 2010. Uncertainty about government policy, a sense that government is not 

listening to farmers, land reform, government actions, production costs, the exchange rate, crime 

and farm safety are the pressures that they perceive to be affecting their capacity to successfully 

reproduce and accumulate capital. 

Farmer L6 and his cousin have all their capital invested in land and farm infrastructure, which 

may explain why government-related pressures are high on their list. Production cost is another 

pressure because they sell to so many different markets and are not always sure about prices, and 

thus have to keep costs as low as possible to make a profit. They export avocados and at the time 

when they ranked the pressures, the exchange rate was lower than they felt comfortable with. 

Because they sell such a large proportion of their produce to informal, on-farm buyers, they often 

have a lot of cash on the farm, which may explain why crime and farm safety is high on their list 

of pressures. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L6 and his cousin inherited land from their grandfather and have bought another three 

pieces of land during the past 20 years. They have diversified into avocado (35 ha), mango (90 

ha), litchi (7 ha), and three different breeds of game. In 2012 they planted another 10 ha of 

mango and added 10 ha of guavas to their mix of enterprises. Avocado is aimed at both the 

export and local market, while they sell ripe mangoes to the local market and green mangoes to 

achar processors, litchis they sell on the local market and guavas to local market and juice 

processors. 
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They “catch and sell” some of their game when their cash flow is under pressure.Farmer L6 says 

the most important thing is to have something to harvest and sell every month of the year. “Our 

biggest problem is in the October to November period when we don’t have cash flow. We are 

trying to get something for those two months.” 

The guavas that they planted in 2012 may fill this gap, says farmer L6: 

This year we are going to have a big guava harvest. You can manipulate the trees. If you 
prune a guava tree, it will bear fruit after eight months. We are going to prune a part of 
the 10 ha that we planted so that it will bear fruit in October and November, when prices 
are apparently good. It is a whole new game for us. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer L6 and his cousin have a fruit tree nursery and a small, but flexible packhouse for 

mangoes and litchis. Because of this, they could launch a special form of packaging for litchis 

which helped them to make more money. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Besides expanding their production by planting a larger area, they have also increased yields per 

hectare for all their crops.They are intensely involved in selling all their mangoes to “hawkers 

with so many different preferences ... you can do a thesis on that”: 

There is a hawker who only buys the katballetjies (very small mangoes). He sells them 
for 20 cents or 25 cents at schools. He manages to get 200 of those small mangoes in a 
crate. Then there is a woman from Gyani who waits till we harvest the big Keitt mangoes 
that weigh about 1,5 kg each. She sells them for R10 for a mango that is three times the 
size of a mango that Spar charges R5 for. Other hawkers want their mangoes polished or 
not. This year we had Indian buyers from Durban who came with big lorries and bought 
600 crates of mangoes and 400 crates of litchis. They packed the fruit in banana boxes 
and left. 

They sell about 40% of their produce to these informal, on-farm buyers. Although farmer L6 

complains that these buyers are quite particular or “picky’ in their needs, he saves on packaging 

costs and labour costs: 

We have many loyal clients that we allow to pick their own fruit. For them we give a 
bakkie with a driver and one of our female workers to play policeman. Then we have an 
orchard exclusively for the Vendas. If they can choose their own fruit, they are satisfied. 
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In the beginning we have to teach them not to throw the fruit that they do not want on the 
ground, but there are days that I make R40000 from my Venda customers alone, and that 
by using their labour. When they leave here, they hang like bats on the bakkie because 
they’ve packed the crates extra full. 

The packhouse on the farm is relatively small, but it is built according to their specifications. It 

only cost R30 000 to build, but “it works and we can pack small quantities if we need to”, says 

farmer L6. In peak season, when the pickers bring in 2000 crates of fruit every day, they work 

longer hours and “make other plans”. Father L6 says they will put a “surprise” amount of cash in 

different envelopes and encourage packers to work for that cash. 

Workers that work in the irrigation teams get pliers at the beginning of the year and have to sign 

for the pliers. Come bonus time, they have to present the pliers otherwise the cost of the pliers is 

deducted from their bonus. 

According to farmer L6 they also give their workers opportunities to make extra money: 

We allow the workers to sell the branches left on the ground after the orchards were 
pruned. During weekends they can pick up the wood, saw it into smaller pieces, make 
bundles and sell it for about R150 per bakkie-load. For 25 cent per fruit they can take out 
Sabre mango stones that will be planted in the farm’s own nursery, or they can earn some 
extra money filling the plastic bags that are used in the nursery to grow new trees, with 
soil. If a worker wants to, he or she can make extra money throughout the year. 

They also have an innovative method to save on labour to clear the areas between the road and 

their fences of grass, which can be a fire hazard during the dry winter months: 

Anyone is allowed to clear the reserve between the tarred road and our fence and plant 
maize in summer. When fire season comes in winter, the land will be cleared for us and 
we don’t have to do it. It helps us a lot. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer L6 and his cousin are involved in the Mango Growers’ Association. 

Conclusion: farmer L6 

Farmer L6 is actually a “team” of cousins who are engaged in successful reproduction of capital. 

They are engaged in more or less the same actions and strategies as the accumulators in the 

Limpopo locality, but they produce products that are relatively less profitable than other crops, 
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such as citrus fruit. They sell 40% of their total harvest to on-farm buyers who probably do not 

pay as much as buyers in the formal markets do, but this allows them to save on packing material 

and labour to pack. 

6.8.7 Farmer L7: “Relatively small, but extremely diversified” 

Farmer L7 farms with his wife and son on 694 ha of their own land and 50 ha of rented land. 

Most of the land is used for a variety of citrus cultivars, but they also grow mangoes, green 

peppers, butternuts, gem squash and cabbages and keep a herd of 100 cattle to utilise “all the 

grass” after good summer rain.They employ 48 permanent workers. He indicated that he has 

increased the number of permanent workers in the past 20 years. He had an annual turnover of 

R5 174 167 in 2010, but this amount cannot be compared to other farmers’ turnovers because 

Farmer L7 and his wife gave me net income figures when I completed my questionnaire in 2011. 

The sense that government is not listening to farmers, production costs, the exchange rate, 

infrastructure, labour, uncertainty about government policy, crime and farm safety are the 

perceived pressures that bear down upon his ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate 

capital. 

Some farmers in my study were more concerned about the effect of the state on their 

reproduction and accumulation efforts than others, and it is often the most unlikely candidates 

that seem particularly bothered by the actions or policies of government. Of course, the 

uncertainty about government policies causes massive anxiety among farmers in general, but it 

seems that the burden weighs more heavily on some than on others. 

Farmer L7 takes pride in his wife’s meticulous bookkeeping. In fact, when I asked them for 

production data and commodity prices, they gave me net margins. Compared to the reigning 

market prices, it is clear that production costs are quite high; so high that they made a loss of 63 

cents on each 8 kg bag of butternuts in 2010. 

For the locality, Farmer L7 is a relatively small citrus farmer who wishes the rail infrastructure 

was better so that he could save the R3 000 to R4 000 per load now transported by lorry to the 

harbour in Durban. His calculations show that he can “survive” with an exchange rate of R8,50 

per dollar. In 2011 the exchange rate was around R7/$. Farmer L7’s farm is somewhat “off the 
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beaten track” and in an area that is wild, with many bushes and large trees, which might explain 

the pressure he experiences from crime and issues of farm safety. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L7 bought some land and is renting additional land to grow more vegetables and tree 

crops. His brother returned to the area in 2013 which means that the business has also had access 

to his brother’s portion of the family’s land. He says his business is not one of the biggest in the 

area, but it is extremely diversified. They grow 180 ha of different citrus types, i.e. Valencia 

oranges, limes, grapefruit, kumquats, tangerines and navel oranges, 10 ha of mangoes, 10 ha of 

green peppers, 30 ha butternuts, 20 ha gem squash and 5 ha cabbage. They produce all these 

different crops because farmer L7 believes only the big farmers can make a living growing citrus 

on its own. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

They are shareholders in the farmer-owned packing material co-operative, Houers Koöperatief, 

and Granor Passi. They also own and operate a packhouse, which gives them the flexibility to 

pack for different markets or pack fruit in special ways for smaller, lucrative demands. “If you 

pack your own produce and serve your own markets as well as send to special markets, you can 

do better.” 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

While his wife and son work in the packhouse and office, Farmer L7 spends his days 

maintaining or repairing the business’ machines and working in the vegetable fields and citrus 

and mango orchards. By working so hard in the office and on the fields, they save on employing 

a bookkeeper and a farm manager, says Farmer L7. He says to make a profit, “production should 

be right”: 

If yields are high, you’ll make money. You should harvest an average of five to six boxes 
of citrus from each tree over trees of all ages. Everybody now plants 470 trees per ha 
with7x3 spacing. In the older orchards the spacing was 6x2,5, but then you had to use too 
many workers to shape the trees with saws to get light into the trees. My neighbour says 
he does not prune the lower branches of the tree, because you lose a box of citrus by 
doing that. Those farmers that prune the trees so neatly at the bottom do it so that they 
can spray herbicide with a boom sprayer under the tree. 
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This is one of the few businesses where I interviewed both the male farmer and his wife, together 

and separately. At that stage his wife was doing their own farm’s books, as well as the books of a 

neighbour. She is a local expert on the workings of quality standards, e.g. GlobalG.A.P, and is 

known in the area for her meticulous work, something that Farmer L7 is quite proud of and 

definitely counts as a factor that contributes to the productivity and efficiency of the business: 

My wife knows about every cost item. Often the guys with the big packhouses say their 
cost on a box of oranges is this or that, but then they have not taken into account the 
wages of the women who sweep the floor of the packhouse or make tea for everybody. 
That tractor that brings in the wagon with the crates of citrus, the diesel it uses, the 
reparations; those things they don't deduct. My wife deducts everything. If she says we 
have made a profit on a box of citrus, then we have indeed made a profit. Our 
bookkeeping is 100%. And that’s where many farmers often fail. One day they just 
realise there is a big problem and it is because they’ve never calculated the real cost of 
production. 

Their chartered accountant son has since joined them on the farm. Farmer L7 is excited about 

this, because “he’s a stingy rascal just like my father used to be. You will not cheat him with a 

cent, which is going to be a big advantage.” 

I conducted the semi-structured interview with Farmer L7 at the time that farmworkers in the 

Western Cape were demanding a minimum wage of R150 per day. He said he would not be able 

to pay such a high wage. I have to be honest with you. If they set the wage at R150 per day I am 

going to sell my whole crop to farmer XY. They’ll bring their workers to harvest the crop. XXX 

did it last year, but you lose out on the deal.” 

Farmer L7 is a qualified diesel mechanic, and although he has not kept up with developments in 

electronics and computers, they try to buy machines and vehicles with ‘conventional’ technology 

so that he can service and maintain them and save money on the services of a mechanic. Because 

he is technically and mechanically minded and trained he built two spuitkarre (spraying carts) 

for spraying pesticides on his orchards for a quarter of the price of a new one (R40 000 vs. R160 

000). 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action 

Farmer L7 is not a member of the local farmers’ association or study group, or related to any of 

the dominant farming families in the area. 
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Conclusion: Farmer L7 

Farmer L7 is engaged in successful reproduction of capital. His actions and strategies speak of 

someone who makes a precarious profit. He does not sit in the office, but works with the workers 

in the fields or fixes the business’ vehicles and building implements. Furthermore, his wife and 

son are working for the business, thus saving on employing managers from outside.Although 

they are still making a profit, they will find it difficult to compete in the land market with the 

mega farmers of the Limpopo locality. He mentioned that they are the first to know about new 

developments in the area, e.g. the building of the Nwamitwa Dam, or where land is for sale. He 

is not part of any of the local social circles that other farmers participate in. 

6.8.8 Farmer L8: “A larger role for livestock” 

Farmer L8 owns 1 000 ha of land and rents an additional 1 200 ha. He farms with Nguni cattle 

(herd and stud), Pedi sheep, avocado (10 ha), prickly pear (87 ha) and dragon fruit (2 ha). He 

gets good prices for his avocados because he harvests the earliest crop in the country.Together 

with other farmers; he is involved in a project to develop a new cattle breed, the Borguni, which 

is a cross between Boran and Nguni cattle. He employs 70 permanent workers and had an annual 

turnover of R8 195 000 in 2010. The exchange rate, land reform, climate and weather, 

production costs, water, infrastructure and labour are the perceived pressures that affect his 

ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

Farmer L8 exports avocados and benefits from a weak currency. When he ranked “exchange 

rate” as the biggest pressure on his business, in 2011 both the Rand/Dollar and Rand/Euro 

exchange rates were stronger than farmers felt comfortable with. He is concerned about land 

reform because all of his capital is invested in land and farming infrastructure. He is concerned 

about climate and weather because he has already made substantial changes to his enterprise mix 

due to reduced access to water, production costs. In addition, limited access to irrigation water 

prevents him from planting more avocado trees.He farms with crops like avocados, prickly pear 

and dragon fruit that all have to be harvested by hand. He is concerned that the people that are 

prepared to do that kind of hard work are getting fewer and older. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L8 has bought more land and is renting land for cattle grazing and to plant more avocado 

trees. He has also bought land in Namibia where he farms with cattle in partnership with a 
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Namibian citizen. In response to increasing water scarcity he changed the enterprise mix from 

tomatoes and Bonsmara cattle to more profitable crops that need less water, e.g. avocado, prickly 

pear and dragon fruit, and animals that are better adapted to extensive farming conditions, e.g. 

Nguni cattle and Pedi sheep. He is diversifying even further by adding Nguni X Boran 

crossbreed cattle. He and a number of other farmers in Limpopo Province and Eastern Cape 

Province are working towards registering these crossbreed “Borguni” cattle as a new breed. 

While Studbook SA still considers it as a “breed under evaluation”, Borguni cattle promise to 

increase beef production in extensive cattle grazing areas. They will also be hardy animals with 

improved cow efficiency and heavier calves. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer L8 owns an Nguni stud and sells bulls to other Nguni farmers. He is also involved in a 

project to develop a new cattle breed in order to register a stud for that breed as well. He and the 

only other exporter of prickly pear in the locality have sponsored research that may make it 

possible for them to add value to the prickly pear leaves. He used to own and operate a 

packhouse for avocado and prickly pear, but has since abandoned this part of the value chain and 

signed up to become a shareholder-client of a larger and better equipped packhouse. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer L8 used to operate a packhouse for his prickly pears, dragon fruit and avocados. When I 

visited the farm in 2013 he had signed up with another packhouse: 

I think it is a good move for me. Their packhouse is 22 km from here, so it’s close. The 
owners recently spent R4,1 million on getting the packhouse to standard to adapt prickly 
pears as well. They have electronic sizing machines and better cooling facilities. 

He has also signed up with Afrupro, a marketing company that is 100% farmer-owned. He will 

become a shareholder based on the volume he supplied in his first year with them. He explains 

why this attractive; it involves: 

... lower commissions for marketing than what I’m accustomed to, and I can concentrate 
on production. My attention will not be so divided. It is quite a big change because I used 
to own a packhouse. Another reason for doing it is that the only other farmer who also 
grow prickly pears for export and I can do better if we pool our resources by co-
ordinating and doing everything centrally. We will work a lot more effectively. 
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His strategy to improve the productivity of his cattle was to sell the Brahman cattle that his father 

used to keep and keep indigenous cattle instead: 

I like the idea of farming with something that is adapted to our environment. My father 
had to adapt the environment to the breed; he had to change the environment. I came 
back from university with different ideas about the environment. That is why I am also 
farming with Pedi sheep. 

His approach to the sheep enterprise is two-pronged: outside of the harvest season he uses a flock 

of Pedi sheep to graze the grass and weeds in the rows between the trees, while he also 

speculates with hairy sheep breeds, e.g. Dorpers or Damaras. “I buy sheep in Upington in the 

Northern Cape and sell them at Easter and Christmas. We have a big market here.” 

He saves on buying fodder for the sheep and cattle by feeding them the prickly pear leaves that 

they prune. Farmer L8 practices high intensity grazing in order to keep more cattle, use the veld 

pasture better and improve the condition of his pastures. 

Farmer L8 does not replace workers who die, reach retirement age or resign. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer L8 is a member of the local farmers’ association. He is a member of an Nguni study 

group and a breed inspector of the Nguni Breeders Society. This contact with other Nguni 

farmers and exposure to the best herds and studs help him to improve his own flock and stud. He 

has signed up with Afrupro marketing, a Section 21 company that is fully owned by avocado 

farmers. 

Conclusion: Farmer L8 

Farmer L8 has made many changes to his business since my first visit at the end of 2010. Maybe 

he has attempted set it up to begin to accumulate capital, but it is difficult to say. His plans to add 

value to the prickly pears might improve his prospects for doing so, but I do not think anything 

has come of these as yet. He is making good progress with the new cattle breed that they are 

developing and he is also making profits on the sale of Nguni bulls, in both conventional and 

internet auctions. His decision to divest from packaging avocados could be a clever move to 

receive the benefits of professional packaging and exporting without payinghigher costs.It is 

difficult to compare farmer L8 with other farmers in the Limpopo locality because his business 
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and enterprisesare do different to theirs. Because he is investing and re-investing in his cattle 

enterprises and has expanded it to Namibia, he can be classified as a successful accumulator of 

capital. 

6.8.9 Farmer L9: “Farming part-time, but on a large scale” 

Farmer L9 farms on 652 ha of his own land and 50 ha of rented land which he uses to grow 

vegetables. He irrigates 350 ha, while the rest is natural veld. He farms with oranges, grapefruit, 

mangoes, tomatoes, gem squash and keeps about 70 head of game. He employs 46 permanent 

workers and had a turnover of R13 160 000 in 2010. 

Climate and weather, water, production cost, commodity prices, exchange rate, labour and 

government actions are perceived to put pressure on his ability to successfully reproduce or 

accumulate capital. 

Although farmers in the Limpopo locality are not as directly dependent on good rainfall as are 

farmers in the Overberg and Namaqualand localities, rain is needed to fill dams and recharge 

boreholes. All of the tree crops that they grow are highly dependent on moderate temperatures 

when they flower. When temperatures drop below 4 degrees Celsius the flowers of mango trees 

will be pollinated, but few fruits will form. 

Because farmer L9 draws up business plans for land reform farms he is quite knowledgeable 

about production costs and how the prices of different cost items increases. He asserts that 

packing costs alone are already 40% of the cost of a box of citrus: 

The cost of the box is R11, and I’d say everything but the packaging is another R11 per 
box and includes the pallet and the corner piece, packhouse costs, labour costs in the 
packhouse and electricity. Another component of export citrus is transport cost to the 
harbour in Durban, which is about R10 a box. 

There are strategies that farmers can engage in to improve productivity and reduce costs, but in 

the end commodity prices play a major role in determining the margin between income and cost. 

The exchange rate can help or hinder them. Farmer L9 feels that the South African export citrus 

industry is being “subsidised” by a weak currency: 
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We cannot compete against other countries with our high production costs. The only way 
that the citrus industry can keep going is the exchange rate. Below R8/dollar it becomes a 
problem, especially in the light of increases in the cost of energy and labour. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L9’s business is diversified into Valencia oranges, grapefruit, mangoes, tomatoes and 

gem squash. He rents 50 ha of land to grow vegetables and has planted more orchards during the 

past 20 years. He keeps game. He owns a centre pivot irrigation system and in winter he grows 

genetically modified maize seed for seed breeding companies such as Monsanto and Pannar. “It 

is good for the cash flow of the business. They pay me well”, he says. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer L9 is a shareholder in the farmer-owned packing material co-operative, Houers 

Koöperatief, and Granor Passi. In 2000 he and four other farming groups bought land, floated a 

company and erected a packhouse for citrus fruit and mangoes at a cost of R15 million. Farmer 

L9 says they were the first citrus packing company that managed to receive a processing grant 

from the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). According to him it was difficult to convince 

DTI officials that they would actually add value and therefore should get a grant: 

They said when an orange come from the orchard we do not do anything with it in the 
packhouse. I said to them you don’t have an idea of the processes. Citrus fruit gets 
washed, waxed and graded into different sizes. Then a sticker is stuck to each fruit and 
some fruitsare even wrapped. The process is the same for mangoes. 

Farmer L9 earns a part of his income as an agricultural consultant, often writing business plans 

for land restitution farms. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency 

Farmer L9 was rather cryptic about the changes he has made to keep the business profitable, 

namely increasing the productivity of crops, equipment and workers. 

Farmer L9 feels that nobody is ever going to understand mangoes or be able to forecast the size 

and quality of a mango harvest, but he thinks that what he does helps to improve the colour of his 

mangoes (and also saves on nitrogen fertiliser): 
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Even though the experts recommended that we put 50 grams of nitrogen under each 
mango tree. My mango trees do not get nitrogen, but my mangoes have such good colour 
that I get a premium of more than R25 per 2kg. The fact that I have gained such a lot of 
experience marketing mangoes also helps. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer L9 does not exactly take part in political action to reduce uncertainty, etc., but his role as 

an agricultural advisor allows him to gain knowledge of opportunities elsewhere in the sector, 

while his dealings with government officials provides him with “insider” information about the 

workings of certain departments. He is a member of the valuation committee of one of the big 

four banks. In my view access to such information and knowledge probably gives him a certain 

amount of power. 

Conclusion: Farmer L9 

Farmer L9 is difficult to classify. He is a small farmer compared to farmers L1, L2 and L3, but 

also gets a significant part of his income from consultation to other farmers, the Development 

Bank of South Africa and land reform beneficiaries. I gained the impression that he has a 

manager who runs the farm business and that he is far more interested in his consultation 

business. 

6.8.10 Farmer L10: “Accounting for every cent” 

Farmer L10, his wife, daughter and son-in-law farm on 144 ha that they bought in 1988. They 

irrigate only about 40 ha at a time.They used to be cucumber producers on 32 ha of land between 

Tzaneen and Letsitele, and are proud of the fact that new small-scale farmers were sent to them 

to learn about efficiency. They operate a diversified business with papayas, mangoes and 

aubergines. They sell the papayas on domestic fresh produce markets, while green mangoes and 

aubergines are sold to processors. They also sell mangoes to on-farm buyers. They employ 25 

permanent workers and had a turnover of R11 238 500 in 2010. 

Water, climate and weather, production costs, labour, commodity prices, distance from 

consumers and infrastructure are the perceived pressures that most affect their ability to 

successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

Water is indeed the most important limitation on expansion of the enterprise. They do not access 

water from any of the water schemes in the area, but from boreholes that they had to sink 
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themselves. They have to manage the extraction from the boreholes with great care. They are 

dependent on rain to recharge their boreholes and to limit the amount of water they extract from 

the boreholes. Because they undertake meticulous record-keeping, they are probably more aware 

than any other farmer in the locality of increases in production costs over time and how this 

affects their business. Farmer L10’s plan is to double his turnoverover ten years, and that is 

probably why he is trying to employ as few workers as possible. He says, “when we farmed with 

vegetables, we employed more than 200 workers. Now we have 100 workers only in the peak 

season.” 

It is likely that Farmer L10 considers labour issues a key pressure on his enterprise because he 

demands highly efficient workers paid at the minimum wage. Road infrastructure may limit his 

business’ ability to accumulate capital, since in the roads are poor and neglected in the distant 

part of the Limpopo locality that his farm is situated in. This affects the time that it takes to get 

his produce to markets and can cause lorries to shake and damage the fruit, thus affecting their 

shelf life and the price he can get for them. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L10 and his family have not bought additional land to farm on, but at the time of the 

interview were looking to buy another farm so that their other children could join them in the 

business. Their business is diversified into papayas, mangoes and aubergines. The papaya 

enterprise is further diversified in terms of different cultivars, different sizes and sales to 

different markets: 

You get more than one variety of papaya, big ones and small ones, papayas with a longer 
shelf life, taste and colour into which you can diversify so that they can complement one 
another. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer L10 has not expanded into new enterprises up or down the value chain, but holds shares 

in HK. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Due to water and land constraints, Farmer L10 depends mainly on a strategy to increase 

economic efficiency by intensifying production.He works on various fronts. He selects and 

 

 

 

 



 199

develops the business’s own adapted papaya breeding material continually, monitors costs 

meticulously and buys only with cash in order to get discounts. He has increased the farm’s 

production per hectare by improved production practices, careful irrigation and painstaking 

monitoring of production and costs. 

Farmer L10 says they have decided to keep the 35 ha of mango trees, not because they are so 

profitable, but because mango orchards “look good on a farm valuation”. Also, they do not have 

sufficient water to produce mangoes as productively as possible: 

We prune the trees and keep the orchard clean from grass. We used to pick the mangoes 
when they were still green and sell them to achar processors. Our latest strategy is to save 
on labour by making agreements with bakkie-buyers to pay us and pick their own 
mangoes under supervision of one of our workers. 

Picking mangoes is not the only type of farm work in relation to which he has made savings. He 

no longer employs a full-time mechanic, only one that comes to his farm for one day a week. He 

says his farm machinery has never been in such good condition. 

They get all their irrigation water from boreholes and strictly manage extraction. He says that 

“we cannot afford to waste water and electricity. We fix every leaking tap and replace hundreds 

of them every year.” 

He also exercises strict financial discipline: “if we have money in the bank, we’d rather buy a 

new tractor for cash. We saved our money. Now we can bargain and get lower prices because we 

can buy cash. All the discounts that you negotiate get added to the profit side.” He has also 

written a computer programme that he uses to monitor costs. Because his record-keeping is so 

meticulous and because packaging costs are around 40% of total costs, his cost calculations 

include “every pallet, corner piece, strap, buckle, nail and sticker” to know exactly what it cost 

him to produce, package and transport papayas to fresh markets. Although prices on the Cape 

Town Market can often be higher than on fresh produce markets elsewhere, the high transport 

cost to Cape Town can sometimes mean that they will not send fruit there. 

He says they are looking at better fruit and vegetable varieties that will be more productive or 

fetch a better price on the market. “We are now growing an aubergine that does not have little 
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thorns on its calyx. We are always considering more productive varieties. We select from our 

own papaya plantations for a certain size.” 

A papaya tree can usually bear fruit for five to six years, but Farmer L10 says they sometimes 

manage to “stretch” it to eight years as a way to save on preparing new land and buying new 

planting material. They monitor the older trees on a continual basis to ensure that they remain 

productive. They also allow for a period of rest for the soil where the papayas grew for five to 

eight years. It is a measure to restore soil fertility and break any disease cycles. 

His farm is highly mechanised, and every piece of machinery is intended to make the workers 

more productive or to save on fuel and costs. He also practices “economic mechanisation”; in 

other words, he buys machinery that is suited to the task and uses as little fuel as possible. 

Because he uses family labour and relatively few workers, he has also mechanised to use time 

more efficiently. In addition, he monitors the profitability of each enterprise in order to decide 

whether to continue with it or not. He used to make “good money” with okra, but stopped 

because it was so labour intensive. 

He has reduced the number of permanent workers he employs and is always thinking of ways to 

make the workers on his farm more productive. To him, mechanisation does not necessarily 

mean getting rid of workers. He has increased the productivity of labour by making it easy and 

fast to harvest tall papaya trees. Whereas pickers on other papaya farms use ladders to get to the 

fruit at the top of the trees, he has designed and built a number of plukkarretjies, small tractor-

drawn wagons with lifts to elevate pickers to the high growing fruit, which helps themto pick 

papayas faster that they had before. With this system a team of three workers does the work of 

six people.He has also designed his papaya plantations in such a way that the rows of trees form 

a hedge so that the plukkarretjie can be driven past pulled by a tractor. He explains: 

As soon as you have movement, you stimulate the workers to work faster. We also have a 
system to monitor how many papayas are picked by each picking wagon. You can 
mechanise to make the work easier, but you do not have to retrench workers. 

Farmer L10 is a very efficient producer, but also a shrewd marketer. He believes a farmer who 

controls the quality of his produce will always have an advantage in the market. His “intention” 

is to sell his produce in a vol mark (a market that is supplied in full). Although market agents 

 

 

 

 



 201

prefer to buy fruit of a certain size, the “golden count of 6” in the case of papayas, he has 

developed an “optimum” packaging configuration to sell a variety of papaya sizes at a good 

price. “What we pick, in those proportions we pack it and in those proportions the market agent 

has to take it.” 

He took a conscious decision to sell only to fresh produce markets in South Africa, and not to 

export or to conclude contracts with South Africa’s large supermarket groups, because these 

purchasers want the best produce but pay relatively low prices: 

We implement good agricultural practices in principle, but I stopped supplying Pick n 
Pay because I’d have to comply with all those standards and pay to get the certification, 
but they would turn around and buy from farmers who do not have the certification. 
Woolworths also wants the best, but they do not want to pay a premium. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer L10 is a member of the local farmers’ association. 

Conclusion Farmer L10 

Farmer L10 is an efficient producer and a shrewd marketer. He believes that most farmers 

neglect the marketing of their produce. He, on the other hand, is always on the lookout for gaps 

in the market: 

The whole marketing system has changed. In the past you would decide to plant pumpkin 
or sweet potatoes, whether there is a demand for it or not. Farmers used to plant what 
they wanted but never established whether it would sell, while they should have found 
out for which products there is a need or a demand and grow that. 

Water is placing a damper on his plans to expand, but he was looking for other land to buy, 

preferably close to his farm. He said they plan to double their turnover in the next ten years. He 

is successfully accumulating capital. 

6.8.11 Farmer L11: “Not enough money to expand” 

Farmer L11 is a qualified engineer and worked at a city municipality before joining his family on 

the farm. His father, who used to farm elsewhere in the province, bought their present land from 

the state in 1990. At the time of the survey in 2011 Farmer L11 was farming together with his 

father and brother on 567 ha, but only 34 ha were cleared for arable agriculture. When I 
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interviewed him in November 2012, he said he was on his own. Because he does not have 

sufficient water, he irrigates only 24 ha. On that land he grows green peppers. He also has 26 ha 

of mangoes that he irrigates only in winter when the trees are flowering and setting fruit. He 

employs 41 permanent workers and 20 contract workers. His turnover for the 2010/2011 

production year was R5,39 million. Pressures that he perceives to affect his ability to reproduce 

his capital are land reform, water, production costs, uncertainty about government policy, the 

sense that government is not listening to farmers, labour, pests and diseases. 

At the time of the in-depth interview in November 2012 farmer L11 was extremely concerned 

about the implications of the National Development Plan for small commercial farmers like 

himself. He thinks the larger farmers will remain because of their size and production, while 

smaller farmers would be “sacrificed” to reach land redistribution targets. 

The entire farm’s irrigation water comes from boreholes. To sink a borehole costs R200 per 

metre, and that does not include the casing of the borehole, which is a further R500 per metre. A 

pump that can deliver 3 600 litre per hour costs R15 000. These costs limit his ability to expand 

production or increase his productivity. He is also concerned about the sustainability of the 

boreholes on his land.Climate and weather are serious concerns, especially the occurrence of 

heavy thunder showers and heat waves that cause the flowers of pepper plants to die. Good 

pepper plants that are virus-free are expensive, and although cheaper plants are available, only 

the fruit of the first crop is big. 

Farmer L11 says while he does not have problems with land reform and black economic 

empowerment in principle, the uncertainty around policies and continuous changes to them are 

“killing” him.Because of labour legislation, he tries not to employ too many permanent workers. 

He has a lot of problems with problem animals, e.g. monkeys and baboons that eat the mangoes 

from the trees, and guinea fowls that eat the leaves of small pepper plants and the fruit of big 

plants. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer L11 cleared more land and sunk more boreholes to get irrigation water in order to grow 

more vegetables. He also planted more mango trees, but did not buy more land. 
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Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

This strategy was not employed. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer L11 installed automatic taps to make irrigation easier and installed drip irrigation to use 

water more effectively. He uses agrochemicals more intensively because some of the pests 

develop resistance against the chemicals. He does not use heavy ploughs to cultivate the soil and 

therefore saves on fuel costs, and puts cattle manure on the fields. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer L11 is a member of the local farmers’ association. 

Conclusion Farmer L11 

Farmer L11 is struggling to reproduce his capital. If he had money to sink more boreholes and 

clear more land, he could perhaps begin to reproduce successfully. It would not be sufficient to 

clear only 1,5 hectares that environmental legislation allows him without having to do an EIA 

(environmental impact assessment) first. He will not be able to afford that. His tractors are now 

30 to 40 years old and this also hampers productivity. He will have to go into debt to buy a new 

tractor, but if he does not do it, he will not be able to plant vegetables on time and will thus miss 

out on the best part of the season. 

6.8.12 Farmer L12: “Needs more water” 

Farmer L12 is a third generation farmer and is in partnership with his son. They own 540 ha of 

land, but irrigate only 120 ha. They export 150 000 boxes of citrus, which contributes 90% of 

their income from farming. They use the un-irrigated land as grazing for their cattle. They grow 

citrus and vegetables. Unlike most of the land in their immediate vicinity, there is no restitution 

claim on their land. They employ 39 permanent workers and had a turnover of R7,9 million in 

2010/2011. Perceived pressures affecting their ability to reproduce and accumulate are water, 

production cost, distance from consumers, uncertainty about government policy, labour, climate 

and weather, pests and diseases. 

Farmer L12’s business is constrained by insufficient access to water and an apparent inability to 

gain access to more water. Access to sufficient irrigation water also mitigates climate and 

weather problems, Farmer L12 believes: “If you have water, heat is not such a big problem.” 
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Disease pressure, in terms of citrus black spot, fruit fly, false codling moth and thrips, is very 

high due to the high humidity in the area. Also, his farm’s distance from consumers puts pressure 

on his ability to reproduce and accumulate, and he says if he could shorten the distance by half, 

“farming would be good again”. He uses water from boreholes on his farm. He cannot use water 

from the Letaba River that flows past his farm because its high E.coli count makes it unsuitable 

to use on export fruit. Farmer L12 is concerned about the extent to which Aids is lowering the 

productivity of workers. Because of the disease they do not have power and stamina, in his view. 

Because he struggles to find workers to pick oranges, he thinks government should make it easier 

for farmers to employ the Zimbabweans and Mozambicans who are already in the country. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production.  

Farmer L12 did not buy more land and is also not renting in more land. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer L12 has not built his own packhouse, and is still packing with the local co-operative 

packhouse. He sells his vegetables under his own name. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

The biggest change that Farmer L12 and his son have made on the farm was to change from 

flood irrigation to sprinkle and then to drip irrigation systems in order to improve water use 

efficiency as far as possible. They have changed the enterprise composition to include vegetables 

(sweet peppers, chillies and aubergines), but they took out their mango and litchi trees because 

those enterprises were no longer profitable. They save on fertilisation costs because they manage 

the application of potassium and phosphate better with the help of a consultant from a fertiliser 

company. Also, because they negotiate rates with shipping companies themselves, they get the 

rebates, not the agents. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action 

Farmer L11 is a member of the local farmers’ association. 

Conclusion: Farmer L12 

Farmer L12 is struggling to reproduce his capital. When I interviewed him in December 2011, he 

said that over the past 10 to 15 years farming has not been as good as it used to be. He said that 
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“it is not about minimum wages or my relationship with workers – that is good. It is the 

uncertainty, problems with access to water, etc. Farming is no longer so profitable. I was born 

positive, but now I lay awake at night. We are going to run out of money soon. That is my 

biggest concern: when I see how my overdraft grows every year.” 

6.9 Revisiting the typology of farmers 
The Limpopo locality abounds with opportunities to produce different types of crop and 

livestock, and there is no shortage of marketing opportunities. Of the three research localities, it 

has the best conditions for the production of agricultural commodities, and has especially high 

potential for the production of export crops, e.g. citrus varieties, avocado and macadamia nuts. 

Farmers in the locality also produce vegetables and subtropical fruit such as mangoes, litchis and 

bananas that they sell on fresh produce markets around the country. Besides export and local 

fresh produce markets, farmers in the Limpopo locality have opportunities to sell their produce 

to processors to make juice, pickles (achar) or dried products. Due to its proximity to densely 

populated areas and neighbouring countries like Botswana and Mozambique, they also sell to 

informal, on-farm buyers. 

The most prevalent accumulation and reproduction strategies in the Limpopo locality are 

expanding the scale and scope of production by means of buying more land and growing new 

and different kinds of fruit. While the production of citrus fruit is a “volume” game and the 

meaning of the terms large-, medium- and small-scale are being redefined all the time as large 

farmers get larger and small farmers sell their land or enter niche markets, e.g. kumquats, lime, 

guavas or prickly pear. Large farmers buy from farmers who struggle to reproduce their capital 

or who sell when they can “get their price”, i.e. when they know they would not be able to make 

the necessary changes to reproduce their capital and would rather invest their capital elsewhere. 

Access to additional land is important for reproduction and accumulation strategies, but water for 

irrigation appears to be a larger constraint. Farmers in the Limpopo locality have therefore all 

changed over from the old flood irrigation systems to micro or drip irrigation in order to use 

water more efficiently. They have also introduced irrigation scheduling systems that improve 

water use efficiency. 
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Citrus farmers in the Limpopo locality have increased the productivity of their orchards and 

workers quite drastically. Productivity begins with quality rootstocks that can improve yield by 

20%, and creating the right growing conditions for trees. Accumulator farmers monitor orchards 

down to the level of individual trees to ensure that it remains productive. If a tree’s productivity 

deteriorates over a period of three years, it will be replaced. Different enterprises are also 

monitored meticulously for productivity, water use efficiency and profitability. Farmers in the 

Limpopo locality employ many different strategies to make workers more productive and reduce 

their dependence, especially on seasonal workers. 

The material in this chapter allows me to specify more fully the particular reproduction and 

accumulation strategies employed by farmers in the Limpopo locality (see Table 27). 
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Table 27: Accumulation strategies particular to the Limpopo locality 

Accumulation strategies Strategies particular to the Limpopo locality 

STRATEGY 1 
Expand the scale or scope of 
production (its capital intensity, 
and/or its geographic size, 
and/or the number of products) 

Develop and fund new sites and sources of production by buying or renting 
in more land and finding uses for previously ‘unproductive’ land by 
installing irrigation, growing suitable crops on land that is not suitable for 
citrus, for example 
Acquiring cattle that can utilise grazing on land for which farmers do not 
have irrigation water to grow tree crops 
Plant new crops, e.g macadamias, mandarins, dragon fruit or prickly pear, 
or new varieties of existing crops, especially Valencia oranges, grapefruit 
and avocado 
Buy more or different breeds of animals 

STRATEGY 2 
Expand the scale or scope of 
the business, i.e. expand into 
new enterprises either up or 
down the value chain 

Establish an inputs supply business, e.g. tree nurseries, cattle studs, 
compost-making 
Establish an agro-processing business, e.g. processing green mangoes for 
pickles, installing macadamia shelling equipment, building and operating a 
packhouse 
Establish an export agency to save on export costs 
Establish a consultancy to assist other farmers with agriculture economical 
advice, financing, etc. 

STRATEGY 3 
Increase economic efficiency 
(intensify production) 

Lower the cost of commodity production 
Change production practices to minimise costs by means of changes to the 
configuration of orchards 
Monitor use to prevent wastage of water, electricity and other inputs 
Divest from, or outsource parts of value chain, especially packing, to save 
on management, labour and equipment costs, or get the benefit of more 
modern facilities 
Install water and electricity saving technology 
Increase productivity through technical and biological efficiency 
Grow higher-yielding cultivars, varieties, rootstocks or breeds as result of 
research and development 
Improve soil conditions by fixing chemical imbalances, improving soil 
structure and enhancing micro-organisms in the soil by applying compost or 
cattle manure 
Mechanise activities in the orchards and fields and in the packhouse to 
increase productivity of both labour and production 
Improve irrigation efficiency by means of different irrigation systemsto get 
larger harvests  
Organise workers and tasks to make workers as productive as possible 
Change the layout of orchards and fields or the organisation of tasks, e.g. 
harvesting, to make workers more productive or make the work easier 
Increase the productivity of workers through rewards or incentive schemes 
or providing lunch in the field 

STRATEGY 4 
Political action to reduce 
uncertainties and/or establish 
preferential access to and 
control over key resources, 
markets or policy processes 

Become a member of an agricultural union to negotiate with government 
about land reform and labour legislation, etc. 
Become a member of a commodity organization, especially the Citrus 
Growers’ Association that lobbies government departments to maintain 
access to existing export markets and improve access to new markets  
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Through careful scrutiny of the detail of each case, I have classified each of the farmers in 

Limpopo in terms of the typology set out in chapter 3. 

Of the 12 farmers whose stories are told here, Farmers L1, L2, L3, L5, L8 and L9 are 

accumulating at a rapid pace (see Table 28), usually by buying and developing more land and 

increasing the economic efficiency of their businesses or expanding the scale and scope of their 

enterprise by investing upstream or downstream from their farm. Farmer L10 is also 

accumulating, not through buying more land, but rather by increasing the economic efficiency of 

his business. His meticulous recordkeeping and management of costs increase the farm’s profits. 

Farmers L4, L6 and L7 are reproducing their capital successfully although they are employing 

some of the same strategies as the accumulators. Farmers L11 and L12 are struggling 

reproducers because they find it difficult to reproduce their capital. They do not have sufficient 

access to water to expand production, and have not bought more land. Farmer L9 is difficult to 

categorise. He grows citrus, mangoes and butternuts, owns shares in packhouse and is an 

agricultural economics consultant. He brokered the deal between Farmers L2 and L3, and said 

that more farmers in the area are using his services. I think he would prefer to spend more time 

on his consultancy business than on the farm. 

Table 28: Typology of 12 farmers who participated in the intensive phase of the study 

Category Limpopo (n=12) 
Simple commodity producers 0 Not applicable 
Struggling reproducers 2 L11, L12 
Successful reproducers 3 L4, L6, L7 
Accumulators 6 L1, L2, L3, L5,  L8, L10 
Difficult to categorise 1 L9 
 

6.10 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have described the agro-ecological and market conditions that help determine 

the character of the enterprises and markets thatfarmers in the Limpopo locality are involved in. I 

have attempted to explain the particular changes, phenomena and factors that they perceive as 

pressures on their ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate their capital. I made use of 

the analytical framework and typology set out in chapter 3 to describe farmers’ reproduction and 

accumulation strategies and to classify each farmer in terms of the typology. This shows that half 

of the farmers that were interviewed in the Limpopo locality are successfully accumulating 
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capital, through a variety of strategies that are combined and articulated in a skilful manner. 

Often these involve buying more land to obtain access to irrigation water to grow larger volumes 

of a variety of different fruit and vegetable cultivars, renting more land to grow vegetables or for 

grazing beef cattle, engaging in many processes and activities to make their orchards and 

vegetable fields more productive, reduce labour costs and increasing labour productivity as well 

as minimising production costs. 
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Chapter 7 Namaqualand: reproduction and “slow accumulation” in 
the arid zone 
 

7.1 Introduction 
Namaqualand is the arid north western part of Northern Cape Province of South Africa and has a 

2000 year history of transhumant28 pastoralism. Archaeological and historical records show that 

livestock farming and copper mining in the area span centuries and predate farming and mining 

by white settlers (Cairncross, 2004, and Webley, 2007). The area is sparsely populated and 

economic activities are centred on extensive agriculture and mining, while a growing number of 

people are employed by public works programmes aimed at ecological restoration (Genis, 

2013c:24-26). 

This chapter describes the agro-ecological and marketing features of Namaqualand, thus 

providing a context for understanding the reproduction and accumulation strategies of 

commercial farmers and associated processes in this research locality. The main part of the 

chapter is a description of the reproduction and accumulation strategies of ten farmers and the 

perceived pressures that affect their capacity to succeed with these strategies. This is followed by 

an attempt to classify each case as accumulators, successful reproducers, struggling reproducers 

or simple commodity producers, according to the typology that I developed in chapter 3. 

7.2 Agro-ecology 
The region exhibits certain unique features and has been described as an “anomaly in South 

Africa” because of its “distinct cultural, social and environmental conditions” (Rohde and 

Hoffman, 2008:189), while Cowling, Esler and Rundel’s (1999:3) research calls attention to a 

“unique winter rainfall desert ecosystem”, with a “highly predictable annual rainfall and a 

moderate temperature regime throughout the year”. 

 

 
                                                
28Transhumance is a mechanism that livestock farmers use to “maximize production by a seasonal exploitation of 
natural resources ... which means that their movements are mainly related to seasonal cycles. For pastoralist 
societies this necessity arises from the fact that pastoralism usually occurs in areas where the annual rainfall is 
insufficient to support agriculture” (Penn, 1986:63). In the Namaqualand context, archaeologist Lita Webley’s 
(2007:630) examination of rainfall and vegetation maps found that pastoralist groups could “exploit several different 
ecological zones by following a transhumance cycle of less than 50 km”. 
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Figure 6: The Namaqualand locality 

Source: Author’s own map (not drawn to scale) 

 

The Namaqualand locality includes winter and a summer rainfall areas (Fig. 6). Winter rainfall 

increases from the West coast to the Kamiesberge (mountains), while the plateau inland from the 

mountain is called Boesmanland and gets rain in summer. According to Desmet, the 

contemporary climate: 
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... is characterised by relatively reliable, albeit low (50–250 mm per year), winter rainfall 
(more than 60% winter precipitation) arriving between May and September. East of the 
central mountains, tropical thunderstorms penetrate the region in late summer (February–
April). The presence of the cold Atlantic Ocean in the west not only moderates 
temperatures throughout Namaqualand (mean maximum summer temperature of less than 
30°C), but also provides alternative sources of moisture in the form of coastal fog and 
heavy dew experienced in winter months (Desmet, 2007:570). 

The main distinction of Namaqualand’s rainfall, when compared to other arid areas, is its 

reliability and the production systems that it makes possible: 

“... the frequent but low volume rainfall events that characterise the winter rainfall 
component of Namaqualand’s climate ... has permitted levels of pastoral and cropping 
agricultural activities to occur in a rainfall regime that elsewhere would not permit so” 
(Desmet, 2007:575). 

Rainfall in Namaqualand is very low in comparison with the central and eastern parts of the 

country (Fig. 7). Furthermore, climate models developed by MacKellar et al (2007) predict drier 

conditions for the winter rainfall regions and wetter conditions for the summer rainfall regions. 

Rainfall can be quite erratic from year to year, as rainfall figures from a farm near Kamieskroon 

(Fig. 8) show. 

 

 

Figure 7: Rainfall distribution in South Africa 

Source: University of KwaZulu-Natal and Water Research Commission 
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Patterns of soil distribution are diverse and range from “deep red, yellow and grey sands” on the 

coastal plain, bordered by an area with “extensive” gravel-covered soils. Further away from the 

coast, in the “lowlands” of Namaqualand, shallow soils overlie dorbank, while shallow red sandy 

soils underlain by calcrete and dorbank are found in the summer rainfall area known as 

Bushmanland (Francis et al, 2007:589-590). 

This variability in climate over a relatively small area both made possible and necessitated 

transhumant pastoralism for centuries before white people arrived and settled in the area. For 

instance, archaeologist Lita Webley (2007:630) found “substantial” historical information dating 

as far back as 1683 that the indigenous Little Namaqua followed a seasonal transhumance cycle 

between the “permanent waterholes on the Kamiesberg in the summer months” and the low-

lying coastal plains of the Sandveld in winter. The pastoralists also made use of the palatable 

grasses on the western fringes of Bushmanland which receives its rainfall in the form of summer 

thunderstorms from January to March (Webley, 2007:630). This enabled pastoralist groups to 

exploit several different ecological zones by following a transhumance cycle of less than 50 km. 

These transhumance patterns are still followed by livestock farmers in Namaqualand, and are an 

important strategy that enables many of them to reproduce themselves. 
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The production of grain (wheat, barley, oats, triticale) used to be far more prevalent than it is at 

present. Research by Hoffman and Rohde (2007) did not find evidence of crop production in pre-

colonial Namaqualand, but found that it increased to almost 30000 hectares in 1971 since its 

origins in the late 18th century. Since then the area under cultivation has declined by nearly two 

thirds, largely as a result of the large-scale abandonment of wheat farming in marginal 

environments: 

The area used for the cultivation of these four crops (wheat, barley, oats, triticale) peaked 
at 29 265 ha in 1971 but by the time the last agricultural census of the district was 
undertaken in 1988, it had declined by nearly two-thirds to 11 620 ha. In addition, many 
marginal lands were cultivated in the past for a few years or decades and have lain fallow 
since that time, suggesting that the total area of cultivated land since the early 19th 
century is several times higher than the area of land cultivated in any one year (Hoffman 
and Rohde, 2007:650). 

Yields are strongly linked to annual rainfall and while cultivation in the higher rainfall areas has 

continued relatively uninterrupted since the mid-18th century, it has declined significantly during 

the last 50 years in the more marginal localities where it is no longer economically viable 

(Hoffman and Rohde, 2007:650). 

7.3 Land and land reform 
Concerning land distribution, the Coloured rural areas, or reserves, in Namaqualand are 

considered “significant” by May and Lahiff (2007:783) because they “preserved some measure 

of access to productive land (approximately 1,188,670 ha which is about 23% of the area) for the 

indigenous population in the face of encroachment by white settlers and widespread 

dispossession”. Since the beginning of the South African government’s land reform programme 

317 898 ha of land has been acquired through the municipal commonage program (May and 

Lahiff, 2007:795). 

The extent of endemic species and the uniqueness of ecosystems in Namaqualand have led to 

land purchases in excess of 100 000 hectares for conservation purposes. Although large-scale 

commercial farmers and farmers in the Coloured rural areas are often unified in their criticism of 

“Parkeraad” (i.e. SANParks) for distorting the land market and derailing land reform efforts, a 

study by Desmet and Hoffman (2008) found that between 1994 and 2004 land transactions were 
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dominated by private sales and sales for the expansion of municipal commonages. They did, 

however, find that prices in excess of average market prices were being paid for land bought for 

conservation purposes. Also, because conservationists and farmers differ in their opinions about 

the management of natural systems and wildlife, there is a great deal of conflict over damage-

causing animals such as leopards, caracals and jackals at the frontier where conservation land 

meets farm land (Genis, 2005:4-6). 

7.4 The structure of agriculture in Namaqualand 
According to the survey I conducted with 45 farmers in Namaqualand, farm sizes fall in a range 

from 200 hectares to 60 000 hectares. Mean farm size is 11 505 ha and the median farm size is 8 

302 ha. Eighteen farmers (40% of all respondents) rent a total of 75 957 ha of land, with a mean 

size of rental land of 4 219 ha and a median of 4 000 ha. All the respondents in the survey farm 

with the Dorper breed of mutton sheep, while 19 (42%) also farm with Boer goats, 18 (40%) 

keep cattle, three of them keep game and 18 (40%) grow grains and legumes. Farmers keep an 

average of 1 098 sheep, with a median value of 820. The annual turnover of respondents ranges 

between R50 000 and R3,8 million. The mean turnover is R769 112 and the median turnover 

R550 000. 

7.5 Reproduction and accumulation in Namaqualand 
In the Namaqualand context, strategy 1 (expanding the scale or scope of production) means not 

only acquiring more land in order to expand livestock production, but also acquiring land located 

in different rainfall areas. Farmers who own land in the winter rainfall areas around 

Kamieskroon, Garies and Springbok usually try to acquire land in the Bushmanland area that 

gets rain in summer, while farmers who own land in the Bushmanland try to buy a farm in the 

winter rainfall areas where the soil can be cultivated to produce fodder for livestock. In 2014 

R550/ha to R800/ha was paid for land in the Bushmanland and R1 100/ha to R3 400/ha for land 

in the winter rainfall area. 

Namaqualand farmers with access to land in both the summer and winter rainfall areas practise a 

variant of transhumance. Provided that it rains at the right time, access to land in another rainfall 

region reduces the cost of providing animal fodder, keeps livestock free of disease, and gives 

grazing land (veld) that is not in use a chance to “rest”. While a few farmers still trek with their 

livestock on the hoof to farms in other rainfall regions, the majority of them transport their 
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animals between farms using lorries and trailers, often over a distance of 100 to 200 kilometres. 

Even though the practice seemed like a good idea for many years, rising fuel prices and 

deteriorating public roads are putting pressure on the operations of farmers who use this practice. 

At least two of the ten farmers I interviewed during the intensive phase of my research have 

reconfigured the location of their landholdings to minimise these trips. 

Farmers with mountainous areas on their farm, or sandy areas where bush encroachment can be a 

problem, keep goats that can utilise these areas better than sheep do. There are two Namaqualand 

farmers who own land in places where it makes financial sense to grow wheat and this provides 

another way to expand the scope of their production system. Both of them grow wheat and store 

it on the farm and sell it when the “price is right”. One of them processes the wheat and sells 

flour to local people. The majority of other farmers who own arable land use it to cultivate grains 

and legumes, such as barley, oats and lupines for animal feed only. This can save on fodder 

purchases during dry periods. However, because the latter do not apply compost or fertiliser, the 

practice strips the soil of nutrients, damages soil structure and can cause erosion. 

For three or four farmers in the Kamiesberg area conditions are favourable to grow fruit and 

vegetables. At least two farmers in the survey indicated that a substantial amount of their income 

is derived from selling these produce. 

Besides two or three basic flour mills to process wheat, small registered Dorper and Boer Goat 

studs and some unregistered studs, farmers in Namaqualand are not expanding the scale or scope 

of their business (i.e. strategy 2) to a significant degree, yet 54% of the farmers who participated 

in my questionnaire survey said that they had bought shares in order to supply half the capital to 

build an abattoir in Springbok in 1999. The abattoir offers local processing facilities and they 

receive an annual dividend on their shareholding in the company. In 2009 to 2010 some of them 

also bought shares in a retail butchery in Springbok, on which they also receive dividends. 

Regarding strategy 3 (increasing economic efficiency by lowering the cost of commodity 

production, increasing productivity or organising workers and tasks to make workers as 

productive as possible), it is clear that farmers place a lot more emphasis on efficiency, in terms 

of actively managing their flocks and monitoring weights and animal health, than the previous 

generation did. Although the majority of them farm with Dorper sheep, at least 20% of them 
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have crossed them with Damara sheep in order to increase the productivity of the ewes. 

Furthermore, some farmers spend a lot of money and energy to ensure that their fences are in a 

good condition to keep out damage-causing animals and minimise stock losses. 

In this study, Namaqualand is unique because 8 of the 45 respondents in the survey said that they 

employ no permanent workers at all, while 16 of them employ only one permanent worker. More 

than a third of the 45 farmers that took part in the survey said that they now employ fewer 

workers than 20 years before. Farm worker dynamics in Namaqualand have not been explored in 

detail, as Conradie (2004 and 2007) have done for the grape-growing areas of Robertson, 

Rawsonville and De Doorns, Atkinson (2007) has done for the Karoo, or Simbi and Aliber 

(2000) and Minnaar (2008) have done for the citrus industry in Limpopo, but available 

information from my interviews suggests that decreases in farm employment are due to a range 

of reasons. These include the introduction of a minimum wage in 2003, a decrease in farm 

system diversity (e.g. farmers are no longer milking cows, keeping pigs and chickens for 

household consumption or growing wheat; and they no longer slaughter animals on the farm and 

employ contract workers to shear sheep or erect and maintain fences), increased mechanisation 

on farms where wheat is still grown for the market, extensive farming methods (e.g. lambing in 

the veld and no longer bringing livestock to the kraal every evening) and, in a few cases, the 

inability of farmers to find workers who are prepared to do farm work or live on a remote farm. 

Farmers ascribe people’s unwillingness to live and work on farms to the availability of state-

funded social grants that seem to be sufficient for the unemployed to live on, the fact that 

workers’ children have to go to school and their local villages no longer have schools with 

boarding facilities, or the lack of cellphone signals that renders communication with friends and 

family elsewhere difficult. In a few cases where farmers do want to employ another permanent 

worker, they do not do so because all the houses on the farms are occupied by retired farm 

workers or their widows. Finally, some farmers simply cannot afford to employ more workers, 

even if there is enough work for another person. This probably explains the large proportion 

(67%) of farmers’ wives or partners who are involved in farming activities. 

In terms of strategy 4 (taking part in political action to reduce uncertainties and/or establish 

preferential access to and control over key resources, markets or policy processes), this generally 

involves membership of the local farmers’ association. All the farmers that I interviewed for this 
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study are members of their respective local farmers’ associations, all of which are affiliated to 

Agri Namakwaland, a union of eight farmers’ associations. Two local farmers’ associations from 

the so-called coloured rural areas of Leliefontein and Nourivier are affiliated to Agri 

Namakwaland. Agri Namakwaland is affiliated to the provincial agricultural union (Agri 

Northern Cape) and national agricultural union (Agri South Africa). 

Over the past 20 years Agri Namakwaland has managed to negotiate an agreement with 

prospecting and mining companies and local municipalities to regulate access to farms, and made 

a thorough study of fencing proclamations in order to negotiate more effectively with local 

authorities (Genis, 2013a:44-46). In 2014 they negotiated down municipal land tax rates for 

farmers from an initial assessment of R4 000 per R1 million land valuation to R700 per R1 

million valuation (Genis, 2014:26) and negotiated favourable terms for satellite phones for their 

members with the telecommunications company, Telkom. 

Through their indirect membership of Agri SA they also benefit from the rebate on diesel fuel 

that commercial farmers enjoy. Whereas industry or commodity organisations (e.g. the Citrus 

Growers’ Association (CGA) in Limpopo and Grain SA and the Milk Producers’ Organisation in 

the Overberg) play an important role on behalf of citrus and grain farmers, farmers in 

Namaqualand are generally negative about the ability and institutional will of the Red Meat 

Producers’ Organisation (RPO) to advance their cause. 

7.6 Markets and market power (Fig. 9) 
Farmers in Namaqualand sell their lambs and sheep to two abattoirs in Springbok, at 

vetveeveilings (fat stock auctions) or to agents visiting their farms. Some farmers also sell meat 

directly to the public. Goats are generally sold to bokkopers (goat buyers) from KwaZulu-Natal. 

Before the deregulation of marketing in South Africa, livestock farmers had to obtain a permit 

from an agent of the Meat Board to transport a set number of sheep to a centralised abattoir. In 

the case of farmers in Namaqualand their closest abattoir was in Maitland (Cape Town), 450 to 

700 kilometres from their farms. There was a small municipal abattoir in Springbok that 

slaughtered to sell meat in the area. Since red meat marketing was deregulated in 1997, farmers 

are free to transport live sheep and meat and sell to whom they choose. The slaughtering of sheep 

was also deregulated (Van Schalkwyk et al, 2003:124-126). 
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In 1997, shortly after deregulation, the chairman of the board of Namakwaland 

Landboukoöperasie (Namaqualand Agricultural Co-operative) announced that they were 

considering closing down the old municipal abattoir that they had been operating in Springbok, 

because it was running at a loss. A group of farmers decided to co-operate with two independent 

meat wholesalers to establish a meat operating company, called Nammeat, with two equal 

shareholders, Namprod and GMA. A total of 47 farmers bought shares at R2 500 per share in 

Namprod, while all the shares in GMA were held by the three independent meat wholesalers. 

Farmers supplied half of the capital to establish the business, which includes an abattoir, cooling 

facilities and a transport section. At that stage farmers were extremely impressed by the fact that 

this created a profitable market for their meat, as well as guaranteed payments and profit-sharing 

beyond the farm gate (Genis, 2002:24-26). 

By 2012 farmers had began to complain about the extremely strict grading at “their” abattoir as 

well as the large differential between the sought-after A2/3 grade and “lower” grades of meat 

with a slightly thicker layer of fat. “The difference can be as much as R10 per kilogram. On a 

lamb carcass that weighs 19 kg that means the price can drop by as much as R190 for a lamb that 

is a little fat”, said Farmer N4 in January 2013) When farmers expect that their animals may be 

too fat, they often sell their lambs and sheep to agents who transport them to abattoirs in the 

northern parts of the country where grading is apparently not as strict. 
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INPUTS 
Breeding material, e.g. rams or ewes, bought from other farmers or stud 

breeders, veld management, fodder and licks, vaccines, fuel for bakkies or 
lorries 
↓ 

PRODUCTION: 
Production is aimed at getting a maximum number of lambs weaned and to a 
weight of about 35 to 50 kg each as soon as possible. Certain sheep breeds, 

especially Dorper, have the class 3 conformation sought after by 
supermarkets, e.g. Pick n Pay and Woolworths. At around 48%, the slaughter 
percentage (uitslagpersentasie) of Dorpers is among the highest of all mutton 

breeds 
↓ 

TRANSPORT 
Live animals to abattoir (producers use own lorries or bakkies to transport live 

sheep to the abattoir or the abattoir’s lorries fetch sheep on the farm) 
↓ 

PROCESSING 
Slaughtering animals, dividing into carcasses, offal, hide and waste and 

cooling 
↓                                            ↓ 

Carcasses graded according to age, 
fatness, conformation, damage and 

sex 
↓ 

Transport to wholesaler in Cape 
Town 
↓ 

Wholesaler: sells to retailers or in 
own butcheries 

“Fifth quarter” consisting of offal and 
hide represents the abattoir’s profit 

↓ 
Transport to buyers elsewhere in 

country 
↓ 

Offal (cleaned or uncleaned)sold in 
Johannesburg, Polokwane or Cape 

Town and hides to 2/3 powerful 
buyers 

 
Figure 9: A basic value chain for lamb and mutton in Namaqualand 

Source: Albe van den Heever, CEO: Nammeat, Springbok, November 2014 

 

Besides the statutory grading system for mutton and lamb, no other quality standards are 

enforced. However, a group of ecologists calling themselves the Karoo Consortium (Todd et al, 

2009), “had certification in mind” when they developed draft ecological best-practice livestock 

production guidelines for the Namakwa District, and stated in the document that it should be “of 

use to anybody aiming to develop biodiversity-based certification systems in the region”. The 

RPO has a “code of best practice for sustainable and profitable red meat production”. None of 
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the farmers in my survey or interviews mentioned this code. Farmers generally were upset when 

the luxury supermarket group Woolworths announced that they would only buy meat from farms 

that did not use cruel methods of predator control. 

Until the abolition of the single channel marketing scheme for wheat in 1996, the Wheat Board 

would announce a guaranteed cash price (which was calculated to be a cost plus price) before the 

sowing season began in May of each year. After the harvest in November they would transport 

the wheat to the Wheat Board agent in the local village, where it was graded and stored. When 

regulated marketing was abolished, and prices became volatile, they were no longer able to 

compete and the majority of farmers stopped growing wheat, but they do still plant oats and 

barley for animal feed. 

Farmers have no control over prices and cannot influence them. If they want to raise their 

income from lamb and mutton they have to sell more lambs or sheep, sell lambs or sheep that are 

heavier (because the price is quoted per kilogram), do what they can to ensure that the lambs or 

sheep get the sought-after A2/3 grading, or have livestock ready for the market when prices rise. 

These possible actions by farmers are contingent on a range of pressures bearing down on their 

capacity for reproduction which will be discussed in the next section. For instance, raising large 

numbers of sheep or lambs requires many hectares of grazing land and the ability to control 

predators. Heavier, graadlammers (lamb carcasses which are graded A2/3) are the result of 

favourable feeding conditions, whether it is in relation to natural veld or fodder, which depend 

on adequate rain at the right time or the ability to produce or buy fodder. 

7.7 Pressures bearing down on Namaqualand farmers 
As reported in chapter 5, a questionnaire survey of 45 farmers in Namaqualand found that 

damage-causing animals, e.g. jackal, caracal and leopard, put the most pressure on their farming 

activities. All but two of the respondents included this “pressure” in their list of seven. Damage-

causing animals are followed by infrastructure, climate and weather, production costs and 

uncertainty about government policies. The next five perceived pressures are commodity prices, 

labour, land reform, the sense that government is not listening to farmers and the power wielded 

by buyers of agricultural commodities. 
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Respondents’ ranking of pressures reflects the realities of the environment in which they attempt 

to reproduce or accumulate capital. Because their income is mainly dependent on the number and 

grading of the lambs that they sell, damage-causing animals literally eat into their profits. These 

animals are difficult to control on large farms, which are often mountainous and difficult to 

navigate. In the past, livestock were brought to kraals close to the farmhouse in the evening 

where they were protected from predators. Following government subsidies for fencing of camps 

from the late 1950s onwards, this practice made way for extensive livestock farming and 

rotational grazing in large camps on all but the smallest farms. When farmers began to 

experience losses due to predation, the divisional council appointed a jakkalsjagter (literally a 

jackal hunter) to control these animals. 

Infrastructure (e.g. roads and communication) is second on the list of pressures because most of 

the respondents who took part in the survey remember a time when the state provided and 

maintained infrastructure through subsidies for fencing and boreholes, telephone lines to even 

the most remote farms in Boesmanland, well-maintained secondary public roads, local clinics, 

post offices, schools with boarding facilities, etc.. This has all but fallen away in the democratic 

era when the government has to address serious inequality, with different priorities and new 

constituencies. 

Because of a lack of water for irrigation and farmers’ general dependence on rain to make the 

veld/natural pastures and grains grow and recharge the aquifers from which water is extracted by 

means of deep boreholes, climate is a key issue. Unfavourable climate and weather, e.g. 

prolonged droughts and changes in rainfall seasons, can put substantial pressure on their ability 

to successfully reproduce and accumulate. 

Other pressures include rising production costs, especially the price of fencing wire and diesel, 

which have almost doubled in recent years. Uncertainty about governments’ land and labour 

policies run like a thread through articles and letters’ pages in agricultural magazines 

(Landbouweekblad, 2014, 2015). The prices that farmers receive for lamb and sheep are another 

important pressure because they directly affect the ability to reproduce and accumulation. For 

example, over the past five years the prices paid for A2/3, the highest grade of lamb show a 

rising trend (see Fig. 10 below). However, the trend masks price declines which had serious 

repercussions for reproduction. From R31,87/kg in October 2009 it increased to a record 
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R54,42/kg in July 2011, but within nine months the price had dropped more than R10/kg, to 

R43,54/kg by May 2012. By September 2013 it had dropped even further to R40,48/kg, before it 

began to increase again. These lower prices coincided with adverse weather and sharp increases 

in the price of diesel, and together these hampered farmers’ reproduction and accumulation 

strategies. By the end of 2014 prices for lamb had reached their October 2009 levels, but the 

price of diesel and fencing material had almost doubled during the same period. 

 

 

Figure 10: Abattoir prices of A2/3 lamb, Oct. 2009 to Oct. 2014 

Source: Agrimarktrends, 2014 

 

The majority of farmers in Namaqualand employ few permanent workers and some do not 

employ any workers at all. Labour supply is considered to be one of the top ten pressures 

because farmers struggle to find workers who are willing to do manual work, that includes 

herding sheep, catching sheep to dose or vaccinate them, searching for sheep in large camps, 

“walking fences” over large distances to check for holes where predators can creep through, and 

living on a remote farm. Farmers also expressed surprise at local unemployed people’s ability to 

survive on social grants, which are lower than the minimum wage for farm work. 

Farmers’ concern about land reform as a pressure on their operations is probably not only 

because they fear that they might lose their most important asset, but also because of concerns 
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over  what happens on land transferred to beneficiaries and how this might impact on their own 

operations. Flowing from this is their sense that government is not listening to farmers. The way 

they explained it to me is that transformation would have been deeper and more effective if 

government had listened to their concerns or asked their advice about farming practices and the 

quality of land for sale. Also, they say, government officials do not understand that farming and 

associated infrastructure, knowledge and institutions are “not lights that you can switch on and 

off. Certain things will collapse when we go away; and their collapse will have consequences 

further on” (Farmer N9, May 2013). Lastly, even though livestock farmers’ percentage share of 

the retail price for red meat is about 40%, they are concerned about the effect of the power 

wielded by buyers of agricultural commodities on their ability to reproduce or accumulate. 

Taken in aggregate, these pressures mean that some farmers succeed in reproducing their capital 

while some do not, and others succeed in “expanded reproduction”, or capital accumulation. 

Differential success in negotiating the pressures results in a differentiated large-scale commercial 

farming sector, as the cases described below make clear. 

7.8 Every farm tells a story: Namaqualand 
Although they are constrained by weather and climatic factors,  as well as their distance from 

“markets”, capitalist farmers in the Namaqualand locality implement most of the strategies and 

processes identified in the analytical framework in Chapter 3, namely expanding the scale or 

scope of production, expanding the scale or scope of the enterprise, increasing economic 

efficiency and using political action to reduce uncertainties and establish preferential access or 

control, albeit sometimes on a very small and uncertain scale. In the next section the 

reproduction and accumulation strategies of ten individual farmers are discussed and I attempt to 

explain these strategies. Each case begins with information about landholding, enterprises, 

turnover and the pressures that are perceived to affect that farmer’s capacity to reproduce or 

accumulate, as evident in the questionnaire survey that I conducted with farmers in the locality 

before I conducted in-depth interviews. 

7.8.1 Farmer N1: “5 000 ha is enough to make a living” 

Farmer N1 owns 5 000 ha of land in the winter rainfall region and has a flock of 400 sheep and 

40 goats. His annual turnover was R200 000 in 2009/10 and he employs one worker during the 

winter months when his ewes lamb. Production costs, commodity prices, the power of the buyers 
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of agricultural commodities, social grants, infrastructure, water and damage-causing animals are 

perceived pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

Production costs and the price that farmer N1 receives for his lambs at the abattoir are the 

foremost pressures bearing down on his operations. With his relatively small flock of 400 ewes 

(compared to the mean flock size of 1 098 and the median flocksize of 820 for the locality) it is 

understandable that production costs and the prices of lamb and mutton will put pressure on his 

operations. He and a number of other farmersalso named social grants as one of the key 

pressures bearing down on their operations, probably because these mean that the grantees are 

not too keen to work on their farms. Infrastructure, or rather the lack thereof, is also high on his 

list of pressures. He recently spent more than R100 000 to install solar panels and a wind turbine 

to generate electricity for the farm, because the Eskom line does not run close enough to his 

farm. In order to protect his lambs from jackals and caracals he had to incur considerable costs, 

e.g. repairing and maintaining fences and trying to control the animals. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production. 

Over the past 20 years farmer N1 has bought another farm of 888 ha, bringing his total 

landholding to 5 000 hectares, which is small in relation to the survey mean farm size of 11505 

hectares and median farm size of 8302 hectares for the locality. He does not think he will buy 

any more land: 

My feeling is that a 5 000 ha farm is sufficient to make a living. With a larger farm, you 
may not be able to do all the work on your own anymore and you will have to employ 
more workers. The challenge is to find a worker that is trustworthy and willing to stay. 
You do not find someone like that anymore. So, 5000 ha is enough for me, especially if I 
manage to protect my livestock from damage-causing animals. 

While sheep farming is his main enterprise, he also extends the scope of livestock production by 

keeping about 40 breeding goats “in the sandy areas of the farm where the bushes can get very 

dense”. He “rents out” his rams to cover other farmers’ ewes in return for two kids (young 

goats). If the ram dies while it is in the care of another farmer, the “fee” increases to four kids. 

His “customers” are other small goat farmers with flocks of 20 to 40 goats that do not justify 

keeping a ram that has to be kept in a separate camp. Most of the farmers who rent his rams are 

from the Klipfontein Coloured rural area. 
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Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer N1 sells meat directly to inhabitants of the Klipfontein rural area that shares a border 

with his farm. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

It has suited Farmer N1 to change processes, practices and structures on his farm to improve 

efficiencyrather than buyingmuch more land. It has alsobeen more important to improve the 

productivity of his flock through stricter selection and buying better rams. He changed the layout 

of his veld camps and arable land to make work as labour-efficient as possible and to do most of 

the work himself. During skaaptyd (the busy winter months when the ewes lamb) he employs a 

worker for a couple of months. The worker has a house on Farmer N1’s farm as well as in the 

nearby Klipfontein rural area, and during the summer months he works on farms near the 

Western Cape towns of Vredendal and Lutzville, where he picks grapes and tomatoes. 

Even though he is not keen on operating a larger farm, he does not want to farm in the 

“subsistence” manner of his father’s time, either. He uses scientifically formulated animal 

medicine and vaccines, pays attention to the condition of his livestock in order to be able to send 

as many lambs as possible to the abattoir in Springbok and attends farmers’ meetings to learn 

more about farming: 

I try to farm with sheep, whereas my father kept sheep. He did not care what ram he put 
with the ewes. I do not think he has ever known the lambing percentage of his flock or 
the weight of the lambs he sent to the market. In fact, he never weighed a sheep in his 
life. He never attended meetings of the local farmers’ association to hear about new 
animal medicines. Until I returned to the farm, he ‘doctored’ his sheep with Coopers dip, 
sulphur ... and vitriol for tapeworm. He did not spend money on the maintenance of 
kraals. If he and his neighbours could exchange a goat for flour to this day, they would do 
it. 

Although he has invested a lot of money to build a kraal and a shed and improve the property’s 

wire fencing, he remains conscious of the amounts of money he spends because he never knows 

whether it will rain and there will grazing for the sheep or not.Also, although nobody has 

attempted to quantify livestock losses in the veld due to predation,and compare them to the loss 

of condition (weight) of animals kraaled at night, Farmer N1 does not think it worth the trouble 
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to put the sheep in kraals close to the farmhouse at night in order to protect them from damage-

causing animals: 

Dorper sheep feed at night, so if they stay in the kraal they lose condition and it takes you 
a long time to get the lambs ready for the market. It is also very labour intensive to kraal 
the livestock every night, and the animals consume a lot of energy to walk between the 
veld and the kraal. For me it is best to maintain my fences, have a set lambing season and 
sharpen my efforts to keep the damage-causing animals away from my flock only for 
about three months after the birth of the lambs. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N1 is an active member of the local farmers’ association. 

Conclusion: Farmer N1 

Farmer N1 considers his business a “little retirement job” and seems satisfied to merely 

reproduce his capital. His children are no longer dependent on him, the farm is off the electricity 

grid, he does not spend much on fuel dFriving between farms, and he employs only one part-time 

worker for a specific time of the year. Because he is trying to do most of the farm work himself, 

he has changed the layout of the camps and seems intent not to expand his operations. His farm 

is in the same area as that of Farmer N6 and Farmer N7, but the outlook of the three farmers 

differs greatly. Farmer N6 operates a very intensive business on a relatively small piece of land, 

and Farmer N7 owns more land and grows fodder for his livestock. Farmer N1 can be classified 

as a “simple commodity producer” (see discussion of the typology of farmers in chapter 3). 

 

7.8.2 Farmer N2: “Work you do yourself is your profit” 

Farmer N2 owns 4 700 ha of land and runs a sheep flock of 420 animals. He had an annual 

turnover of R309 880 in 2009/10. He does not employ non-family wage workers. He, his wife 

and his son do all the work on the farm. Land reform, labour, deterioration of natural veld, weeds 

and alien vegetation, climate and weather, crime and farm safety and stock theft are perceived 

pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

Farmer N2 and his family survive on a relatively small farm; less than half the average farm size 

for the locality. This probably helps explain why he considers the deterioration of natural veld 

 

 

 

 



 228

and weeds and alien vegetation to be serious pressures on his operations. He is also trying to 

restore the veld he inherited from his father, who used to keep 1 000 ewes in an area where he 

now keeps 420: 

We keep fewer than half the number of sheep that my father kept. We work on 
approximately 10 hectares per small stock unit/sheep. When I returned to the farm my 
father was going overboard with overstocking. At the time of compulsory dipping, he had 
1000 sheep, whereas I only keep 420. My motto is if you want somebody to come after 
you, you have to take care of the earth. We have cases here where the father has taken 
everything away. The bossieveld (shrub vegetation) on this farm will never recover. Once 
you have destroyed the veld, only unpalatable shrubs will grow. If you want your 
children to farm when you are gone, you have to take care of the earth. If you do not do 
it, your descendants will not be able to get ahead. 

Farmer N2’s capital and wealth are locked up in the land he owns, which can explain the 

pressure that land reform exerts on his operations. Few Namaqualand farmers did not rank 

climate and weather among the foremost pressures on their farming operations, which is not 

strange for an arid area with erratic rainfall. He lives near a busy secondary public road, which 

probably explains why crime and farm safety and stock theft are on his list of key pressures. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

When I interviewed Farmer N2 in May 2013 he had his eye on a nearby farm. He said, “if I can 

buy that land I do not need land in the Bushmanland (summer rainfall area). It is not necessary to 

have land in the Bushmanland because you will need a lorry. A good second-hand lorry and 

trailer cost about R450 000 and you have to go for a road test every two years. Our roads are so 

bad that a lorry’s windscreen does not last long. Meanwhile, the infrastructure on your base farm 

deteriorates because you cannot attend to everything.” 

He has since bought the 1 448 ha farm for R1,5 million (Landbouweekblad, 2014c:125). The 

farm will either enable him to enlarge his sheep flock or grow more fodder to get lambs ready for 

the market more quickly. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

This strategy was not attempted by Farmer N2. 
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Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer N2 saves on costs by growing his own animal feed, rain permitting. He believes that a 

Namaqualand farmer should have saailande (arable fields) in order to lower fodder expenses: 

A farmer who does not have saailande suffers, especially in times of drought because he 
has to depend on Kaap Agri (local agricultural business) to buy animal feed. But if you 
have a small oat field, you can harvest the grain, press the straw into bales and have the 
stubble for the ewes to graze in the summer months. Last year, I made 1 500 bales and 
harvested 500 bags of oats. Now I am a couple of steps ahead of a farmer who does not 
have saailande. 

He admits that arable farming can be quite risky in their area because rainfall is so uncertain. 

“We sowed 87 bags of oat seed after the rain in April. If we get rain during the first part of June, 

it is going to be a massive success, but if June is dry, we have thrown away that seed and diesel. 

Still, we have to make a decision.” 

According to him the biggest cost they incur is to improve their property in order to move away 

from the need to employ workers. “On a farm in Namaqualand the work that you do yourself is 

your profit. Everything that somebody else has to do for you is a loss.” 

He has changed the layout and the number of camps on his farm, which makes it easier to move 

sheep around more often: 

It is very important for one person to be able to do the sheep work on my farm because it 
is becoming a problem to get workers. I cannot go to the communal area anymore to pick 
up workers. My aim is to change the layout of the farm so that my son will be able to do 
all the work on the farm on his own when I become too weak to help him. 

Before his son returned to the farm, his wife helped him with the farm work: 

She worked very hard. She herded sheep, dosed them, caught lambs. She learned when a 
lamb was ready to be sent to the market. She weighed them and learned what to do in an 
emergency. Many people said that I should not have made her work so hard, but we 
decided that if I ever died she should know when to put the rams with the ewes, when to 
plough, when to send lambs to the market and which lambs to keep as breeding stock. It 
also helped her to understand where the farm’s income was coming from. 

Farmer N2 says they still farm in the “old-fashioned way”, but are aware of the importance of 

being able to sell as many lambs as possible: 
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We bring all the ewes that had twin lambs to the kraal and give them some fodder. 
Tweelingooie is praktyk (i.e. they try to have as many ewes as possible that give birth to 
twin lambs). We talked about expanding a farm without buying more land, but the only 
way that we can do thatis by increasing the weaning percentage. It is not about the 
number of sheep you’re keeping, but it is all about the number of sheep you are sending 
to the market. 

Farmer N2 is a champion of small-scale farmers like himself because he believes this is the most 

effective level of farming, yet he thinks farming on too small a scale has its own problems. He 

says in their area the break-even point is 300 sheep. “Everything that you sell more than that is 

money to spend on fixing your fences. If you sell even more sheep you can buy a bakkie. Of 

course you can survive if you have only 200 sheep, but then your children have to go to school in 

the coloured area of Garies. You will then have to lower your standards.” 

They have to make a success of their sheep business because they donot have the resources to do 

much else, says Farmer N2. “If you have water, you can plant lucerne, but our water is too salty 

and there is anyway not much of it. We have tanks to capture rainwater, because we’ve had a 

couple of dry boreholes, which cost us R60 000 each to drill.” 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N2 is an active member of the local farmers’ association and vice-chairman of Agri 

Namakwaland. 

Conclusion: FarmerN2 

Farmer N2 is a simple commodity producer. He and family members, first his wife and now his 

son, have been doing all the work on the farm for the past 15 years. He has bought more land, 

but probably paid for it with money that he received when he sold inherited land to a mining 

company for approximately R5,6 million (Landbouweekblad, 2014). The land he bought has a 

larger proportion of arable land than the part he sold. He reckons he will now be able to produce 

more feed for his livestock, and have the stubble fields to utilise as summer grazing, all of which 

can help to make his business more resilient in unfavourable conditions, such as drought. 
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7.8.3 Farmer N3: “Economy of scale is important, as is selling directly to the public” 

Farmer N3 owns 21000 ha in different rainfall regions. The sizes of his sheep and goat flocks are 

1 360 and 120 animals respectively. In 2009/10 he had an annual turnover of R1 082 000 

(R1,082 million). He employs three permanent workers. Climate and weather, commodity prices, 

production costs, damage-causing animals, infrastructure, power of buyers of agricultural 

commodities and the sense that government is not listening to farmers are perceived pressures on 

his ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

Although Farmer N3 has land in all the main climate regions of Namaqualand and his main farm 

is located in the small area that gets sufficient rain in winter to make wheat farming profitable in 

most years, it probably also makes him feel vulnerable, thus his  ranking of climate and weather 

as “most important” pressure. Farmer N3 is one of a group of farmers campaigning for a fairer 

grading system for lamb and mutton, which in their view will result in better prices for farmers. 

Furthermore, because his landholding of 21 000 hectares is spread over such a wide geographical 

area, his production costs, e.g. diesel, fence maintenance, fertilizer and herbicides for his grain 

enterprise, damage-causing animals and infrastructure, is another pressure that he ranked highly. 

He farms in an area of Namaqualand that gets more rain than the average for the locality, but 

thisalso means that his land is more mountainous, which makes it difficult to control damage-

causing animals. He says: 

Last year I lost 45% of the lambs in one camp to damage-causing animals. Damage-
causing animals are changing the way I think about my livestock enterprise. We need an 
animal that is better adapted to our environment, that will move in a group and which can 
be guarded by dogs. It would also be so wonderful not to have to move sheep between 
camps with a lorry because it places strain on myself and the sheep. 

Farmer N3 was one of the founder-shareholders of the new abattoir in Springbok, the group 

which hoped that a larger share of the retail price of meat would remain with farmers, but lately 

he is quite concerned about the power that the wholesale buyer, which is also their only buyer, 

exerts. He is also feeling that government is not listening to commercial farmers, especially in 

terms of the low-quality, inadequate land that the state is buying for land reform purposes and 

the fact that they do not ask advice from farmers on the land, or send ignorant officials to 

negotiate or deal with farmers. 
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Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer N3 and his wife’s conversations about the future of their farming business had always 

focused on the idea of farming for just another ten years and then selling all the land they own, 

except the family farm where they would live out their days. This wasbecause none of their 

daughters are particularly interested in farming. Just as they were getting comfortable with this 

idea, one of their daughters said she and her husband would be joining them on the farm. 

Suddenly, Farmer N3’s farming empire of 21 000 hectares, spread over different rainfall and 

climatic regions, had to change direction - from “consolidation” back to “accumulation”. Now he 

worries about the land that he did not buy in the past, because that would have made life easier 

for the next generation. He says he knows that it is not easy to farm in Namaqualand or to 

continue farming there: 

You can be too conservative, especially with regards to economies of scale. The need for 
economy of scale has gained momentum and is going to snowball. I’d say the farmer who 
has not expanded might make it now, but will not survive in the next ten to 20 years. I 
was lucky, when we had droughts here, I could rent my wife’s land in another part of the 
country. I went into a joint venture with her brother, but I learnt that you rather have to 
expand your own land. Now that my daughter and her husband have joined us, I regret 
the fact that I did not go through with the purchase of more land in the Bushmanland. At 
R200/ha it was cheap at the time and it bordered on the land we already owned. 

Farmer N3 believes that the farmers who will survive all the changes and pressures are the ones 

with economies of scale “on their side”: 

It is not necessarily going to be the one who owns the biggest amount of land, but the one 
that utilises his capital best. Farmer N4 owns about half the amount of land that I have, 
but I think he utilises his land better than I do. He sells a third of the wheat that he 
harvests directly to the public, while I sell everything through a broker. In the end, the 
“jockey” (farmer) is going to determine who will survive, not only the scale of his 
farming business. 

 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer N3 was one of 47 farmers who bought shares in Nammeat, one of two meat operating 

companies in Springbok. He also holds shares in Plaasslaghuis, a retail butchery in Springbok. 

 

 

 

 



 233

He gets dividends on both shares. He owns a small wheat mill, but he does not sell flour to the 

public. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

As a farmer who gets the bulk of his income from livestock production, he has a tale or two to 

tell about his hits and misses in his efforts to improve his flock in order to make them more 

productive. “I am a bit skeptical about my efforts to improve my herd. I have spent a lot of 

money on ‘better’ genetic material. Half of the sheep in my herd will qualify as stud animals, but 

it serves no purpose to have an attractive animal that is not productive.” 

He has since bought Damara rams to breed with his ewes and improve the productivity of his 

flock. “The reason for that is that the Dorper breed has lost its functionality for fertility and high 

reproduction. This genetic breeding from the front does not help. Jy moet bloedlyne inbring 

omdat die liewe Here hom nie gemaak het nie, omdat mense hom gemaak het (You need 

bloodlines for the Dorper because the breed was not made by God, but by people). 

He wishes his grain enterprise could make a larger contribution to his income from farming, but 

at this stage it serves mainly as a form of “life insurance”. When a dry year follows a good 

harvest, he can feed the grain to his sheep. When a good year follows a good harvest, he can sell 

the wheat either to other farmers as animal feed or to wheat buyers or brokers for cash: 

We seldom sell wheat to other farmers. They would rather buy mealies at higher prices 
from other provinces. If we can get R3000 per tonne for our wheat, we make a little 
profit. We were lucky, over the past two years it was not necessary to feed the wheat to 
the animals, which meant that we could sell the wheat for cash. It is now May and every 
grain of wheat is still in my shed. I sow it, harvest it and store it till I see what the winter 
is like before I sell it to a broker. 

A “by-product” of growing grain is the stubble lands left after the harvest, which farmers like 

him and Farmer N4 consider a valuable asset. “You cannot believe the value of the stubble lands, 

especially for young ewes.” 

Land is “too expensive”, so he thinks they’ll have to find ways to “diversify vertically” in future. 

They have invested “a lot of farming money” into farm tourism facilities because people will 

drive long distances to experience the peace and quiet that they themselves take for granted. He 
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believes that they will soon get a return on that investment. They have also experimented with 

sprout pastures (sprouting barley seeds and feeding the sprouts to sheep) on a small scale, and 

consider it possible to expand the scale of their farming without buying more land. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N3 has a long history of participation in negotiations at the level of the local farmers’ 

association and Namaqualand farmers’ union, as well as the Kaaplandse Landbou-unie in the 

pre-democratic era. He follows in the footsteps of his father and paternal grandfather.  

Conclusion: Farmer N3 

Although Farmer N3 bought more land in 2013 because the next generation (i.e. his daughter and 

son-in-law) has returned to the farm and two families are now dependent on the business, he 

does not think buying more land is the best strategy to advance his enterprise. Also, to transport 

livestock over long distances on bad roads places a great deal of stress on both the animals and 

the farmer. He believes they have lost some ground in relation to capital accumulation by buying 

in the wrong genetic material and not beginning minimum tillage much earlier. The business has 

invested money made through farming in an agritourism venture which is beginning to bear fruit. 

Farmer N3 is accumulating capital. In terms of the location of his land in both winter and 

summer rainfall rainfall regions, his business can be compared to that of Farmer N4, but because 

Farmer N4 takes more trouble to sell wheat flour, seed and fodder to the public, his turnover is 

proportionally higher on fewer hectares of land. 

 

7.8.4 Farmer N4: “Land that is more productive and is managed more intensively” 

Farmer N4 owns about 10 000 ha of land in different rainfall regions. He keeps 850 sheep and 

had an annual turnover of R927 500 in 2009/10. The business employs one permanent worker 

and a couple with expertise and experience in installing and maintaining wire fences on a 

contract basis. Farmer N4 and his wife do a lot of farm work themselves. Climate and weather, 

damage-causing animals, commodity prices, production costs, the power of the buyers of 

agricultural commodities, uncertainty about government policies and labour are perceived 

pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 
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Farmer N4 keeps fewer sheep than the average for the locality and has a commercial grain-

growing enterprise. Both enterprises are extremely dependent on favourable weather, especially 

rain in season. He is reducing the size of his sheep flock in order to have a smaller, more 

productive flock that is also more manageable. This means that damage-causing animals can 

slow down his reproduction and accumulation efforts. Due to the nature of his farm business, 

costs such as diesel, fence maintenance, fertilizer and herbicides are considerable and are rising, 

so lower commodity prices seriously hamper his accumulation efforts. He is restructuring his 

farming operation towards a more intensive operation with a focus on quality and would prefer 

to sell all his produce directly to the public, thus neutralising the effect that the relative power of 

buyers of agricultural produce has on his business. He mentioned labour in his list of seven most 

important pressures because he need at least one extra worker, but does not think he will be able 

to afford one. He is also concerned about the many unemployed people in the local village who 

seem to get by without jobs, even if work on farms is offered to them. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer N4 inherited three farms in the winter rainfall area and one in the summer rainfall area. 

He bought a fifth farm in the summer rainfall area to bring his landholding to almost 10 000 

hectares. In Namaqualand, he believes in most cases it is very important to look at the base from 

where a family started to understand their present situation. Part of his family’s success can be 

ascribed to the favourable location of the farm and the relatively large size of the land that his 

grandfather bought, and the fact that there was never a need to divide it among descendants. He 

keeps sheep and grows wheat, barley, oats and lupines. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business  

Farmer N4 was one of 47 farmers who bought shares in Nammeat, the meat operating company 

in Springbok. He also holds shares in Plaasslaghuis, a retail butchery in Springbok. He earns 

dividends on both sets of shares.  

Farmer N4 owns a very basic mill which he uses to grind wheat into bread flour and other grains 

into pig meal to sell to the general public. He makes stampkoring, selects and cleans seeds from 

each year’s wheat, oat, barley and lupine harvest, and sells it to other farmers; sometimes he cuts 

up and packages meat to sell directly to the public with the help of his sisters in Cape Town. 
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Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer N4 says he probably will not be buying any more land and is now gearing his 

accumulation strategies towards raising the efficiency and productivity of his livestock and grain 

enterprises. When he arrived on the farm in 1990, controlled and regulated marketing was still in 

operation. This meant that the Wheat Board would announce a guaranteed cash price (which was 

calculated on a cost-plus basis) before the sowing season began in May. After the harvest in 

November, they would transport the wheat to the Wheat Board agent in the local village, where it 

was graded and stored. When controlled marketing was abolished in 1996, they were no longer 

able to compete and stopped growing the so-called A (bread) wheat cultivars, but continued to 

grow an old C (biscuit) cultivar to grind for their own use, as well as oats and barley for animal 

feed. 

In 2003 he and his wife followed his mother’s suggestion that they grind more wheat and make 

more “stampkoring”, package it nicely and sell it to the public. It was so successful that they 

began to sow more hectares of wheat and incorporated some of the new, high-yielding and 

disease-resistant wheat cultivars that became available. Frightened by the impact of the droughts 

of 2003 and 2004, but also impressed by Western Cape farmers’ success with conservation 

agriculture, Farmer N4 began to read books and articles about the topic in the farming magazine 

Landbouweekblad and investigated the possibilities of implementing the system on his farm. 

Before the 2007 sowing season Farmer N4 built a minimum till planter and took the first steps 

towards implementing conservation farming. He invested (relatively heavily for the 

Namaqualand area) in other equipment, such as a tractor with more power, a fertiliser spreader, a 

sprayer and a more sophisticated combine harvester – all second hand, but in good working 

condition. Using reduced tillage methods also meant that he needed to apply more synthetic 

herbicides, which increased the cost of growing wheat, although his increased grain yields 

became both more sustainable and more certain. He now produces far more wheat than he and 

his family can consume or sell locally as flour and stampkoring, and has to find buyers for the 

bulk of his harvest. Because the wheat that he sells to a broker is usually intended for mills in the 

northern parts of the country, the transport costs (which he has to pay) are high. He has built a 

shed on the farm to store the wheat because he usually waits until the price is “right” before he 

sells it. 
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Namaqualand is predominantly an extensive livestock grazing area, and Farmer N4 says the 

stubble, straw and grain left on the fields after the grain harvest in October/November provide 

grazing for his sheep during the dry summer months, especially when his land in the summer 

rainfall area has had no early rain. The addition of lupines (a protein rich legume that can fix 

atmospheric nitrogen in the soil) to his crop rotation has improved the soil structure and fertility 

and provides valuable pasture. 

On the livestock side, the farm no longer abounds with dairy cows, goats, ducks, chickens and 

pigs, while the sheep enterprise is smaller, but is more productive and more intensively managed. 

The main reasons for scaling down and simplifying the livestock activities were the need to have 

a small, but productive herd of sheep that can be handled by fewer people and puts less pressure 

on veld grazing. Veld that is in better condition implies that the ewes will be more productive, 

lambs can be ready for the market sooner, and, in times of drought, the risk of losses and the 

costs of buying fodder can be either minimised or avoided. Because he has made his flock 

smaller, he has changed from one lambing season per year to a lambing season every eight 

months, in order to increase the productivity of the flock.The fact that they are keeping fewer 

sheep has left a hole in the farm’s finances, but he is prepared to live with it, because it has made 

his business more resilient: 

I shall never know how bad the past couple of dry years would have been if we had more 
sheep, so it was a smart move to reduce the number of sheep. Also, the general condition 
of my sheep is ten times better. 

He considers damage-causing animals, such as jackals, lynx and leopards roaming the area and 

killing lambs to be the second most important pressure bearing down on his farm, and would like 

to make his herd even smaller if this means containing the losses caused by these animals. He is 

almost fanatical about fence maintenance and has electrified all the border fences on the farm. 

He and the farm worker take turns om die drade om te loop (to “walk the fences”) of grazing 

camps on a regular basis to make sure there are no holes in them for damage-causing animals to 

creep through. In this way, losses due to damage-causing animals are contained and more lambs 

survive and can be sent to market. 

Although he is one of a group of farmers who often complain about being penalised by the strict 

grading of animals in terms of fatness, he says he will not complain too much about over-fat 
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sheep because he knows it is a sign of good conditions for the sheep. “Also, because we don’t 

have so many sheep, we try to get them as heavy as possible.” 

Although deregulation “opened another door” for direct meat marketing, because they are now 

allowed to transport carcasses, they are a long way from large numbers of consumers and direct 

meat sales will be a lot of extra work. “All these things come back to labour. The same people 

will have to do all the work,” he says. Mechanisation, changes in farming practices, a reduction 

of enterprises and scaling down of farming activities have all contributed to fewer permanent 

workers being employed.  

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N4 is a veteran of “organised agriculture”, as was his father and grandfather. His paternal 

grandfather was one of the founders of the local co-operative in the 1930s. 

Conclusion: Farmer N4 

Farmer N4 is successfully reproducing his capital, after bouts of accumulation (i.e. expanded 

reproduction) in his and the farm’s history. Compared to Farmer N7, who owns the same amount 

of land as he does, Farmer N4 realises an annual turnover that is almost double that of Farmer 

N7, and more than half of the turnover of Farmer N3, who owns twice as much land as him. He 

ascribes his efficiency to his relative success with grain growing and flour sales. Since 2007 he 

has spent a considerable amount of money on machinery for his grain enterprise. It enabled him 

to improve his yields through reduced tillage and a more efficient harvesting process. The reason 

that Farmer N4 has not bought much more land is the fact that he produces large amounts of 

grain that he can feed to his animals during dry periods. He will probably not buy any more land, 

unless that land in a good condition and is close to his home farm. At this stage he has to drive 

150 km to get to his other farms in the summer rainfall region. This is why he is slowly changing 

his business to gear it towards a smaller, more manageable, high quality flock of sheep, and 

sustainable wheat production, as well as engaging in more direct sales to the public. He has 

already had small successes with sales of flour and stampkoring and would like to do the same 

with mutton from his farm. However, this will require a refrigerated truck, which is probably not 

possible as long as a substantial proportion of the farm’s profit goes into paying for his children’s 

(quite substantial) school and university fees. 
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7.8.5 Farmer N5: “As long as you farm, you have a turnover” 

Farmer N5 owns 25 000 hectares of land and keeps 2 000 sheep of two different breeds and 100 

Boer goats. He had an annual turnover of R1,29 million in 2009/10. His business employs four 

permanent workers. Climate and weather, infrastructure, pests and diseases, land reform, 

damage-causing animals, commodity prices and water are perceived pressures on his ability to 

successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

Farmer N5 owns a number of farms spread over a large geographical area, which may explain 

his concern with infrastructure (e.g. roads and communication infrastructure). It can also be quite 

difficult to control damage-causing animals over so many hectares. Why he ranks pests and 

diseases as so significant is somewhat baffling, as Namaqualand is generally considered a very 

healthy area for livestock and he does not grow grain on a commercial scale. 

My interview with Farmer N5 took place just after an announcement had been made about re-

opening the land claims process, particularly to accommodate the descendants of the San and the 

Khoi. He is quite concerned about the possible implications of such a step: 

How far are they going to take back the cut-off date? We found slypklippe (sharpening 
stones) on a lot of the fields here. They can actually say they were here, everywhere. 
Indigenous people used to live here, yes, but now everyone seems to be a descendant. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer N5’s main farm is in a particularly picturesque part of the Kamiesberg region of 

Namaqualand. He inherited it from his father, and has since bought three farms: one bordering 

on his home farm, one near Bitterfontein and one in the Bushmanland. His main accumulation 

strategy is to buy more land to expand the scale of production. In his mind, land is the best 

investment because it “gives your turnover”: 

You only get a little profit when you give your money to someone to invest because you 
do not have a turnover. As long as you farm you have a turnover. It is not as if you make 
a lot of money, but the turnover is yours. I do not know what I will do if I ever have to 
sell my land. 
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He reckons once someone has decided that he wants to farm, he has to work and expand: 

In 2012 when the farmworkers’ strikes were raging in De Doorns, I said to my lawyer-
cousin who did the transfer I am buying land while the country is burning. You have to 
decide whether you want to farm or not. I think many people think they will sit here, but 
you can only do that up to a point. And, it does not matter which practices you follow, if 
you cannot really produce animal feed, you are very constrained. 

Referring to a neighbour who sold one of his farms to another farmer from Loeriesfontein, he 

believes is “slitting his wrists” because he is going to be in trouble with the next drought: 

Even if you want to sell your land today, what are you going to do with the money? The 
interest rate on savings is so low that it would be better to keep your land and do the thing 
that you know best and that gives you a turnover. We know sheep farming. 

There are parts of Namaqualand where farmers have limited success with grain farming, but not 

so that they do not also have to keep livestock, says Farmer N5: 

Namaqualand remains a livestock area, and whether you farm with Dorpers or Damaras, 
there is not much else you can do, and while everything is getting more expensive the 
best you can do is to buy more land in order to increase your livestock numbers. 

When he was young, Farmer N5 came back from university and military service and began to 

make changes to the farm. He switched to more productive Dorper sheep and got rid of his 

father’s Angora goats, Merino and Karakul sheep. “My father never liked Dorpers (a mutton 

breed with wiry low quality wool) because he enjoyed working with wool. I realised from the 

outset that the biggest mistake you can make here, is to go on as your father did. Those who 

thought they could go on like that had a tough time, especially if they did not buy more land.” 

As is the case for other farmers with mountainous land on their farms, he keeps goats because 

they are “just better able to utilise it (rocky land)”. However, the goat kidding season can be 

quite labour-intensive and female goats lose their kids when conditions are unfavourable. Farmer 

N5 believes goat prices will go up soon, even before mutton prices: 

A farmer should not abandon a farming enterprise, even though it does not look as if it is 
worth the trouble. You must have something to sell when the price is good. I have been 
tempted to simplify my farm by getting rid of some of the enterprises, but then I think the 
price may go up. 
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Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer N5 has never taken up shares in any of the farmer-owned abattoirs because he does not 

think that it gives farmers any real bargaining power: 

The thing that bothers me about these businesses is that farmers buy shares in them, but 
the success of the company depends on it buying merchandise (in this case sheep) for low 
prices and selling them for higher prices. That is where they make money and where 
farmers draw the short straw. These abattoirs make money not because they sell the 
carcasses for so much, but because they buy it so cheaply from farmers. Farmers thought 
they would increase their bargaining power by buying shares in the abattoirs. We don’t 
really have any bargaining power. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

While sheep is Farmer N5’s main enterprise, he also sows a mixture of lupines, barley, oats and 

wheat as pasture crops for his sheep: 

Where we live, by October, November the veld condition deteriorates when you have lot 
of lambs. I bring them to this farm where I put them on the grain fields. Our fields here 
are too small and undulated, it is not worth the effort to harvest the grain or bale the hay. 
We only use the fields to get the lambs ready for the market. It is worth our while 
because we get to get lambs ready that we would not be able to send to the market 
otherwise, and it is important to sell as many lambs as possible. 

Another strategy that Farmer N5 employs is to lower production costs by shopping around for 

items. He says the old agricultural co-operatives did not have to make a profit, but with 

agricultural companies like Kaap Agri it is a different story: 

When I visit the manager of the Kaap Agri branch in Springbok I tell him I feel like a 
beggar because I have to bargain with him to buy merchandise at good prices. If you have 
to pay the shelf price, you will go out of business. These days, when I have to erect new 
fences, I phone a couple of companies and ask for quotes in order to get the best price. If 
you want to do something, you always have to ask for a better price. Someone who wants 
to get ahead have to do a lot of things. It is pure business. You often have to drive further 
to get something at a good price. 

Although he is concerned about the mutton price, he admits that the relatively high prices of 

previous years gave them room to manoeuvre. “When the price of a lamb was R1 000, I installed 

electric fencing on all my land in the Bushmanland. I have never regretted that. Now it is back to 

R800 per lamb, now you have to make better calculations.” 
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Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N5 is not an active member of organised agriculture in any form. 

Conclusion: Farmer N5 

Farmer N5 is accumulating capital by expanding the size of his business and by keeping goats 

and two breeds of sheep that are able to utilise all the different kinds of veld on his farms. Along 

with Farmers N9 and N10, he clearly expressed the need for more land, because “land gives 

turnover”, and increased turnover takes a farm into the future. Although farmer N5’s home farm 

has arable fields, they are not large or productive enough for a commercial crop enterprise. It 

therefore suits him to buy more land in order to keep more livestock. He does not sell his lambs 

to one of the abattoirs in Springbok, but to a livestock buyer who weighs and fetches the 

livestock on his farm. This could mean that he does not want to subject his animals to the strict 

grading at the abattoir in Springbok or that he gets a better price from the stock buyer. His 

situation is more or less the same as that of Farmer N3 and Farmer N4, but he diversified his 

livestock enterprise to include both Dorper and Damara sheep and Boer goats, whereas Farmer 

N4 sold his goats and Farmer N3 only farms with Dorper and Boer goats. 

7.8.6 Farmer N6: “Doing everything possible to save all the lambs” 

Farmer N6 owns 1 083 hectares of land and 180 sheep, which is very small compared to other 

farmers in Namaqualand. He had an annual turnover of R192 400 in 2009/10 and he does not 

employ any wage workers. The power of buyers of agricultural commodities, commodity prices, 

production costs, uncertainty about government policy, damage-causing animals, pests and 

diseases and lack of useful and relevant research are perceived pressures on his ability to 

successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 

The most significant pressures that bear down on his farming operations in his view are the 

power of buyers of agricultural commodities, commodity prices, production costs, uncertainty 

about government policy, damage-causing animals, pests and diseases and lack of useful and 

relevant research. 

Farmer N6 is unique in that he farms intensively on a very small-scale, something that most of 

the other farmers who participated in the study say is quite impossible in Namaqualand. Because 

he has such a small number of sheep, he has to get the best prices for them, while keeping costs 
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to a minimum, which explains why the power of the buyers of agricultural commodities and 

commodity prices are so high on his list of pressures. His high ranking of uncertainty about 

government policy expresses a general anxiety amongst commercial farmers. Farmer N6’s 

concern about damage-causing animals can be ascribed to the fact that his neighbours are absent 

farmers who do not do anything to control the predators on their farms. I would say that his 

concern about pests and diseases is because of the intensive nature of his farming practices and 

the fact that he does not move the animals between different climate regions, as so many other 

Namaqualand farmers do. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer N6 grew up on the farm and went to school in the nearby village, but both he and his 

wife had worked in Cape Town for about 20 years before returning to the farm in 2000. While 

working, he saved money, some of which he had used to improve the farm. The first thing he did 

was to improve the farm’s fences. “I changed the layout of the camps by making them all of 

similar size. Every camp has both arable fields and veld, which gives the sheep a choice of 

grazing.” 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer N6 has established and registered a Dorper stud and sells rams to other farmers in order 

to add value to his livestock enterprise and receives an income on the townhouses in Springbok 

that he rents out. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer N6 has made a thorough study of Dorper breeding, and is doing something very unusual 

in Namaqualand thing by farming with a flock of only 180 sheep on a relatively small piece of 

land, about 1100 ha in extent. Although he is farming on the family farm, he had to buy it from 

his father. To make a success of it, he had to diverge from his father’s ways and the ways of his 

uncles and neighbours. “The world has changed too much to farm like my father did. I do all the 

work myself. I do not employ workers. If your farm is small, the cost of labour becomes 

unaffordable. Because my land is so small, the most logical thing to do was to intensify my 

sheep breeding efforts and start a stud.” 
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He and his wife visit the camps twice a day to see if the sheep are fine. Sometimes they can help 

with a difficult birth. For them it makes sense. He explained just how intensive his farm 

operations are: 

Because I operate on such a small scale, my approach is hands-on. I record the date that 
every ewe is tupped. Then I work forward from that date to determine more or less when 
she is going to lamb and by weekend before that date, I bring all the ewes home. I am 
present when every ewe lambs and sometimes I get up twice a night to make sure the 
ewes are fine, but I do not lose one lamb. That is partly because we cannot afford to lose 
lambs, but also because with us there is an element of sentiment. Other farmers say there 
is no place for sentiment in farming, but I do not agree. The old people would say you 
cannot farm like that, but these days we do everything we can to save all the lambs. 

Another turning point came when he began to grow bitter lupines on his fields. Lupines have a 

high protein content, improve the soil condition and can make a considerable difference to the 

future capacity of the fields: 

These days I sow a mixture of lupines and oats as pasture. Initially the sheep only eat the 
oats ... they won’t touch the lupines, which gives the lupines a chance to flower and make 
pods. When the sheep have eaten all the oats, they’ll begin to eat the lupines. 

He has had to temper his aspirations for his sheep enterprise: 

I bought grand rams in the beginning, but found they did not make much of a difference 
until I began to buy better ewes as well. Now I know one or two rams are fine if you want 
to improve your flock, but it is critical to get upgraded ewes as well. I’ve learned if you 
cannot afford to buy a ram costing you R20 000 to R30 000 every so often is better to 
buy tupped ewes from a registered breeder. 

Farmer N6 never experienced regulated marketing as a farmer, but says that with hindsight, the 

present system better suits his small-scale, intensive farm. “Because the abattoir in Springbok 

slaughters every day and can accommodate even small numbers of livestock, I can hook a 

double-axle trailer to my one-tonne bakkie and transport my sheep to the abattoir when they are 

ready. In the past I would have had to wait for the sheep lorry and send only as many animals as 

my permit allowed.” 

As was the case with some other farmers, I was struck by the opportunistic nature of many 

farming enterprises in Namaqualand. Farmer N6 said he soon realised that a Namaqualand 
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farmer with implements and arable land had no choice but to grow grain to convert it into meat. 

“It does not make sense to try and sell the grain, but surplus grain allows you to put rams with 

another 20 to 30 ewes outside the set season and an opportunity to get more lambs to sell.” 

Besides the maintenance of border fences, shearing season is the only time that he will employ 

workers for a few days. But most of the time, he and his wife do all the sheep work. Because 

they have divided the farm into many small camps, they start on a Monday and complete all the 

work in a couple of camps every day. 

His circumstances help him to see the logic of a small-scale, intensive farm. “If your business is 

so big, the turnover looks good on paper, but often the profit is peanuts. We lose very few lambs 

and our fuel cost is low because we do not drive long distances between farms ... that way we 

survive.” 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N6 is a member of the local farmers’ association and was quite involved in negotiations 

about municipal land tax as a member of the management committee of Agri Namakwaland. 

Conclusion: Farmer N6 

Farmer N6’s operations are on a very small and intensive scale, and he gets 40% of his income 

from renting out flats in one of the towns. He probably uses that income to buy better breeding 

material to improve his fledgling Dorper stud. His choice of strategies has to do with his desire to 

do all the farmwork without the help of non-family workers, but he would in any case not be able 

to reproduce his capital if he had to pay the wages of a non-family worker. He is thus engaged in 

simple commodity production. Even if the Dorper stud which he is building becomes 

established, and he is able to gain higher prices for his sheep, he will not have sufficient land to 

grow the stud and begin to accumulate capital. 

7.8.7 Farmer N7: “A farmer has to live from season to season and buy land if he can” 

Farmer N7 owns 10 000 ha of land in the winter rainfall region and keeps a flock of 1 000 sheep. 

He had an annual turnover of R500 000 in 2009/10, and he employs three workers. 

Government’s actions, climate and weather, damage-causing animals, commodity prices, 

production costs, land reform and the sense that government is not listening to farmers are 

perceived pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 
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The results of my questionnaire survey show that several respondents seem to be quite bothered 

by the state, and rank government actions, land reform and the feeling that government is not 

listening as amongst their top seven pressures. Farmer N7 is one of them, but it is difficult to see 

quite why he feels so pressured by government, especially if one considers that he recently sold 

land for R3,4 million to government for land reform purposes (Landbouweekblad, 2014). The 

reasons for the appearance of climate and weather, damage-causing animals, commodity prices 

and production costs amongst the high ranking pressures are the same as for all other farmers, 

except that he may feel more pressure to accumulate because his son (who is married to Farmer 

N6’s daughter) recently joined him, and the farming business now has to take care of two 

families. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer N7 inherited two farms from his father; a relatively small farm located on the 

Kamiesberg, and the other one north of Kamieskroon. Because the winters in the Kamiesberg 

canget bitterly cold, they used to trek with their livestock from the Kamiesberg farm to the 

Kamieskroon farm before winter and back again at the end of winter. He sold the Kamieskroon 

land to SA National Parks to be incorporated into the Namaqualand National Park and bought 

land in the Bushmanland (in the summer rainfall region) in order to gain access to summer 

grazing for his flock. He also bought another farm in the Kamiesberg. He has since sold all his 

land in the Bushmanland area and bought two farms in the winter rainfall region. He sold the 

land in the Bushmanland for R610/ha, but paid R1 230/ha in the winter rainfall region. He thinks 

the price was higher for the latter because there is arable land on the new farms: 

But remember, the good conditions for arable farming on Farmer N4’s land are unique in 
Namaqualand. We still sow with a mouldboard plough and do not apply fertilizer. What 
grows, grows. If we can only grow enough animal feed here so that we do not have to 
buy fodder from the co-op, we are satisfied. We just want to cover the cost of ploughing 
from the sowing and not from the sheep. I also rent arable land. 

He believes that a farmer thinks differently when one of his children wants to farm: 

If he (pointing to his son) said three years ago that he did not want to farm, I would not 
have bought this land here, but rather continued with my stud on my land in the 
Kamiesberg. It is not a registered stud, but I have about 140 animals. I buy a new stud 
ram every two years. I have always been lucky with the rams I bought, but recently I 
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bought a ram that was so bad that I had to slaughter it. You know how it works at an 
auction; you want to buy a ram from one of the big-name breeders. Auction psychology 
is such that you feel you absolutely have to buy such a ram, and you cannot wait for the 
ram that you actually want, and that is why you often buy the wrong ram. I have decided 
it is nonsense. We have a demand for rams right here. I will sell ten rams a year and only 
charge R3 000 per ram.” 

When I asked what a farmer has to do to survive in Namaqualand, he said “You have to keep 

good faith, sister. The salary worker lives from month to month, but a farmer has to live from 

season to season ... and buy more land if he can. To buy land here is like buying a second hand 

car. When I buy land, I become blind. I buy what I want to buy and then I fix it. I fix all the old 

fences.” 

One of the farms that Farmer N7 inherited from his father is relatively small, only 500 hain 

extent, but it has a high carrying capacity. He also bought 1100 ha that is situated two km from 

that farm. In 2012, from October, he managed to keep 500 sheep on the combined total of 1600 

ha for 5-6 months. He has not regretted the fact that he sold land to SANParks, especially when 

he sees how the farmers who remained behind are struggling to protect their livestock against 

damage-causing animals. In his farming lifetime, he has also had to make another major change, 

and that was to shift from farming with Karakul sheep to Dorpers. All Namaqualand farmers, 

except the family of Farmer N4, used to farm with Karakul sheep and slaughtered day-old lambs 

for their pelts. The pelts used to fetch high prices, but in the 1970s the market crashed, and 

Karakul farmers began to switch to other breeds, mainly Dorpers. 

Besides Dorpers he also keeps Boer goats to utilise the mountainous areas on his Kamiesberg 

farms. Goats are sold to buyers from KwaZulu-Natal. They get good prices for goats. He says all 

the goats, which are actually kids around 5-6 months old, are sold to buyers in KwaZulu-Natal.” 

You can get about R1 000 for such a kid.” 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business (firm or business) 

Farmer N7 was one of 47 farmers who bought shares in Nammeat, a meat operating company in 

Springbok. He also holds shares in Plaasslaghuis, a retail butchery in Springbok. He earns 

dividends from both sets of shares. 
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Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer N7 grows feed grains to save on animal feed costs, spends a lot of money and energy on 

fence maintenance to protect his livestock from damage-causing animals and crosses Dorper and 

Damara sheep to enhance the productivity of his flock. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N7 is a member of the local farmers’ association. 

 

Conclusion: Farmer N7 

Farmer N7 has benefitted from institutional land buyers that appeared on the scene after 1994 to 

buy land for conservation and land reform purposes. He sold land to SANParks for the extension 

of the Namaqua National Park, and used that money to buy land in the summer rainfall area. In 

2014 he sold that land to the government for land redistribution purposes and bought land closer 

to his home farm. He no longer owns land in the summer rainfall region, but reckons the new 

winter rainfall land gives him access to more arable fields. He believes that the animal feed that 

he can produce there should take the place of the veld grazing in the summer rainfall area. 

Farmer N7 is reproducing his capital. His owns the same amount of land as Farmer N4, but has 

not invested money into making his grain enterprise more productive or profitable. Whereas 

Farmer N4 manages to grow enough feed for his animals, sell grain for cash and process some of 

it, Farmer N7 only tries to win enough grain to feed to the animals and cover his ploughing and 

harvesting costs. Farmer N7 is a succesful reproducer. However, his business does not compare 

favourably to that of Farmer N4, who owns the same amount of land as him. 

7.8.8 Farmer N8: “Doing many different things” 

Farmer N8 owns 5 574 ha of land in different rainfall regions and rents 1 100 ha of land. He 

keeps 1 000 sheep and 200 goats. He employs three permanent workers. He had an annual 

turnover of R1,171 million in 2009/10. Infrastructure, production costs, pests and diseases, 

commodity prices, labour, uncertainty about government policy and climate and weather are 

perceived pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate capital. 
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Farmer N8 owns less land than the average farmer in the region. However, his home farm on the 

Kamiesberg has a good source of fresh water and other agro-ecological features that make it 

possible for him to grow high-value fruit and vegetables, e.g. sweet corn and potatoes, which he 

can sell to a local Spar supermarket. Because he also owns land in the summer rainfall area and 

near Garies, he travels a lot, and this might explain the high ranking of infrastructure (especially 

roads) on his list of perceived pressures. As someone who grows high value crops it is not 

unexpected that he sees production costs, pests and diseases as putting pressure on his 

operations, yet during the in-depth interview he said he does not have to spray his crops. He says 

he feels very vulnerable: 

We are exposed to nature. Damage-causing animals, baboons and ongewenste goed 
(undesirable things) are taking a massive chunk out of my business. Landowners do not 
control the damage-causing animals anymore. Tiervoëls (black eagles) caught eight 
lambs ... we have caracal in our camps and porcupines in the potatoes. 

Labour is on his list of pressures because he is dependent on workers to help him to harvest 

potatoes and sweetcorn. This dependence on workers to realise other possible opportunities 

might also hold him back, he says: 

Apples and pears grow well here. In future we can try to make it work, but it is labour-
intensive. But you have to do something. You cannot just sit. You will have to employ 
people. People do not have jobs, but they have to eat. We cannot run away from that, but 
then you should not be forced to pay someone a certain amount. I do not mind paying 
someone, but he should help to make my farm profitable.” 

He recently incurred much debt to buy land, and certain government policies create uncertainty 

about reproducing or accumulating capital, as do the factors of climate and weather. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer N8 says his father also grew fruit and vegetables, but on a much smaller scale than he 

does now. “He used to own the land that my brother now owns. My brother and I had to divide 

the land and I had to buy more land. You have no choice but to expand if you want to get 

somewhere. We have debt, but we cope. These days the vehicles are so badly made, you have to 

buy a new one every five years. The district council is supposed to grade the road every month 

but they do not because there is never money.” 
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Compared to other Namaqualand farmers who were the sole heirs of their families’ land, he feels 

he started with a handicap because he and his brother jointly inherited land from their father. 

“Dividing land is the story of our family. My father and his brothers also had to divide the land 

they inherited from my grandfather. Then each one had to begin all over to expand their farms. 

That means that you have to work really hard to catch up.” 

He says farmers who did not have to share land with their brothers started from a different base 

and had more room to move. Yet, he admits that some farmers just do not care to expand their 

farms: 

Then you get people who inherited land, like one of my uncles. He never got any further 
than the land he inherited from my grandfather. If you have children that are interested in 
farming you make a different sum. Then you have a motivation to help him. Land 
becomes available for sale from time to time, but you have to think twice before you buy 
land at a distance from your base farm. 

He can do many different things because he has access to water and a market. He sells vegetables 

(potatoes and sweetcorn) to the Spar supermarket in Springbok, and wishes he had access to 

capital to unlock the potential of his land: 

There is such a lot of potential, but I need capital which is something I do not have. If 
everything can be in place, it will be a different story. The water is here. I need to make 
dams to store the water. We have good soil, but we pump with expensive municipal 
electricity. If I had money, I would buy a centre pivot irrigation system. We have a little 
potato lifter and a planter, but sort by hand. We are going big with potatoes. We do not 
have a lot of expenses. We do not have to spray (against pests). In 2012 we made 
R50 000 profit with potatoes. That pays for our child’s tuition fees at university.” 

He bought land in 1987, when it was considered an ekonomiese eenheid (economic unit). It is 

quite different from what is now considered an economic unit. “Then it was 1 500 to 2 000 ha, 

and you were allowed to keep 350 small stock units or 75 large stock-units. This is how the land 

was registered at the department of agriculture. You were allowed to keep so many animals 

throughout the year. Jy raak later vas as jy net dit het (You can paint yourself into a corner if 

that is the only land you have). The larger you are, the better you can absorb shocks. If you have 

a small farm, you might struggle.” 

 

 

 

 

 



 251

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business  

Farmer N8 did not engage in this strategy. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Besides growing fruit and vegetables Farmer N8 also grows lucerne, lupines, oats and barley for 

his livestock and they graze the stubble fields after he has harvested the grain. When I 

interviewed him in May 2013, the price of lamb had been low for a considerable time. His 

strategy to counter that is to “make the ewes lamb” three times in two years in order to get as 

many lambs as possible. “We try every bloody thing, at this stage it is lucerne and potatoes.” 

In the context of Namaqualand he does not own a lot of land. According to him “... in total it is 

about 5 500 ha, which means I have to do a lot of different things. Fortunately the land is in 

different places so I can play around.” 

He says it is important to plan with care in order to be able to continue farming. “But I do not 

have time to sit behind a desk and do that. I will think when I get a little time or maybe at night. I 

am a labourer here. It is difficult to be a larger farmer because you struggle to get to do 

everything. You should do many different things and not shy away from certain things. There is 

a market for everything.” 

Despite this, he believes there is little capital to spare on the day a Namaqualand farmer dies. 

“The farmers in the Bushmanland do not retire and give the land to their children. They sell the 

land to retire because there is no other money.” 

He says he knows that he can get higher prices for his lamb and mutton at other abattoirs than the 

one in which he owns shares. “I do not know how much power we still have at Nammeat. I don’t 

even know to whom they sell. I just know that they are cautious to find new buyers because they 

are scared that they might not get their money.” 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N8 is an active member of the local farmers’ association. 

Conclusion: Farmer N8 

It is not easy, but Farmer N8 is accumulating capital. He is expanding the size and scale of his 

business and taking on new enterprises that have the potential to make money if he can find 
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markets to sell the produce on. Whereas the price of lamb was low when I interviewed him in 

2013, it has since increased by about R10/kg. Farmer N8 owns a large number of sheep relative 

to the size of his landholding, but he is able to produce fodder, especially lucerne under irrigation 

and cut, dry and bale it for use later. Farmer N8 is still building his business. He did not inherit 

large tracts of land from his father and thus started out on a low base. His home farm is in the 

mountains where the winters are very wet and cold till late in August. He has had to incur debt to 

buy land in other, warmer areas. When he started to buy land, it was no longer as affordable as in 

the past. His home farm has sufficient water of good quality for irrigation farming, but he has to 

make enough profit first to invest in irrigation infrastructure. 

7.8.9 Farmer N9: “Buying land? That’s about all I did” 

Farmer N9 owns 35 000 ha of land, as well as 1 500 sheep and 50 cattle. He had an annual 

turnover of R1,11 million in 2009/10, and he employs two permanent workers. Damage-causing 

animals, climate and weather, uncertainty about government policy, infrastructure, land reform 

and social grants are perceived pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate 

capital. 

Farmer N9’s landholding of 35 000 ha and almost 2 000 livestock of different breeds makes him 

one of the “mega-farmers” in my sample, but it can also imply that he needs more workers than 

smaller farmers do and has more animals to protect from damage-causing animals. He says 

damage-causing animals are eating into their profit margins. He has spent more than R250 000 to 

install electric fences, which has helped to limit his losses. 

His land is in different rainfall regions, but rainfall can be quite erratic in the summer rainfall 

region where 30 000 ha of his total landholding of 35 000 ha are located. His high ranking of 

uncertainty about government policy could be based on his perceptions of land reform decisions 

made since 1994 in their area. The lack of post-settlement support to beneficiaries of land reform 

and the low production on previously productive farms helps explain this ranking. Infrastructure 

is on his list because of his concern about the infrastructure he has had to establish on his farm to 

control damage-causing animals, but also about the lack of communication infrastructure in his 

area. 
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Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer N9 trained as a teacher and went to work at a mine during the drought years between 

1979 and 1985, but always with the idea of returning to the farm. He says it is important to 

ensure that a farmer buys “enough” land when he is young: 

Land is your base. In Namaqualand you need to be very conservative with your money 
because you never know what tomorrow may bring. The fact that I bought a lot of land 
when I was young helped me to survive droughts and ensured that the ups and downs 
were not so big. 

Besides a lot of land, the other most important strategy of “those that prosper”, is to own land 

both in Namaqualand (a winter rainfall area) and in the Bushmanland (a summer rainfall area). 

“It helps a lot. Winter rain in Namaqualand is 95% guaranteed, while the Bushmanland 

experiences a drought six out of ten years. If you only have land in the Bushmanland, you have 

to own a very large tract of land.” When I asked him whether he had bought land since 1994, he 

said “that’s about all I did”. He farms with Dorper sheep, cattle and some game. 

During the major drought of 1979 to 1985 his father rented land in Namibia. “He and my mother 

went to live in a shack on the farm to take care of our sheep. I stayed on the farm here in South 

Africa. When the owner of the land in Namibia wanted his land back, we could not find other 

land to rent, so we bought an 11 000 hectare farm in Namibia and took all our sheep there. After 

five years we sold it again.” 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer N9 was one of the founder shareholders of Nammeat, a meat operating company in 

Springbok. He also holds shares in Plaasslaghuis, the retail butchery in Springbok. He earns 

dividends from both sets of shares. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer N9 is a meticulous keeper of all kinds of records and is very disappointed that the 

majority of other farmers hardly keep any. He also believes no farmer should ever stop learning:  

You have to remain a student of your farm business. You really have to do everything in 
your power to get up early, to work late and know what goes on in your business. You 
have to stay up to date in a scientific way and apply the science to your farm. You have to 
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measure the performance of your farm in terms of profit percentage, lambing percentage, 
kilogram meat per hectare. I have all those numbers, and can prove that there has never 
been a year that I did not make a profit. It has been low during the drought, but I made a 
profit. 

He says in Namaqualand the “secret” is to maintain the productivity of the ewes and access to 

land in different rainfall regions helps with that: 

Farming over large distances puts a lot of stress on you as a person, because you have to 
be here and there and maintain everything, but the productivity of the animal is so much 
better because they always have green veld. I am lucky ... I trek with my animals on the 
hoof because it is only 40 km. It takes us a day. 

He also tries to synchronise the rainy season when veld pasture is best, with the number of 

animals he keeps. “In that way you minimise cost and you get natural production from available 

grass and opslag (new growth).” 

A farmer in Namaqualand has to live conservatively because it is one of the most difficult 

farming areas in the country. Farmer N9 keeps fewer animals than his father. He says he realised 

that the previous generation just kept as many animals as they could. His father and his 

neighbours kept almost 4 000 sheep on the same number of hectares where he now keeps 1 500 

Dorpers and some cattle. Because he has such complete farm records, he could calculate at 

which stocking rate his profit is highest. To his father’s credit, however, the farm was quite well 

planned when he took over. He developed it further by making smaller kraals and extra loading 

banks29 to make the work easier. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

The cost of animal health (i.e. dosing and inoculation programmes for sheep) has increased 

greatly, he says: 

It used to be R5,50 per head, now it is R60 per head. If only the price of mutton that we 
get was 12 times higher ... In 1992 I budgeted for R100 per lamb. The price has risen 
quite nicely till two years ago. Now (May 2013) the price is back at R700 per lamb. 

 

                                                
29 Built ramps that make it easier to load livestock onto a bakkie or lorry. 
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He thinks farmers in Namaqualand can make a larger profit if they pay attention to production 

and marketing: 

Farmers should try to market as many lambs that attain good grades at the abattoir, rather 
than just trying to market as many lambs as possible. Most farmers do not know how 
much they lose if only a small proportion of the lambs are graadlammers (lambs that are 
graded A2, believed to be the most sought-after grade by consumers). 

He has also had to make a plan to cope with the increasing price of diesel. “I bought a motor 

cycle. Where I used to use 1 000 litres of diesel every two months, the same amount now lasts a 

month and a half longer. Fortunately, we do not have to walk our fences to check them. It is flat 

here, we can drive everywhere.” 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action in order to reduce uncertainties and/or establish 
preferential access to and control over key resources, markets or policy processes. 

Farmer N9 is an active member of the local farmers’ association. 

Conclusion: Farmer N9 

Farmer N9 was previously engaged in capital accumulation, and is now reproducing capital at a 

relatively high level of income and turnover. His children do not want to farm. He was in a 

position to buy land close to his home farm when the prices were still low. Because his land is 

not in an area that is suitable for crop production and he is not keen to engage in crop production 

either, he decided to concentrate on livestock production on as many hectares as possible. Even 

though he farms on such large tracts of land, he keeps meticulous records of every aspect of the 

livestock enterprise. The records help him to determine the optimum number of livestock to 

keep. 

7.8.10 Farmer N10: “4 000 hectares were not nearly enough ... I just had to expand” 

Farmer N10 and his son own 60 000 ha of land and keep 4 000 mutton sheep. In 2009/10 they 

had an annual turnover of R2,2 million. They employ three permanent workers. Infrastructure, 

damage-causing animals, climate and weather, uncertainty about government policy, stock theft, 

government’s actions and production costs are perceived pressures on his ability to successfully 

reproduce or accumulate capital. 
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Farmer N10 considers infrastructure the pressure that bears down most heavily down on his 

farming operation, probably because he had to visit the farms and transport about 4 000 animals 

by lorry and trailer between farms, sometimes on secondary public roads that are badly 

maintained. To minimise these trips, he has since consolidated his land in two different rainfall 

regions by selling farms and buying others and establishing a feedlot on his main farm. As for 

the majority of his Namaqualand peers, damage-causing animals are high on his list of pressures, 

as are climate and weather. He says: 

Damage-causing animals are literally eating into my profits. We have a lot of problems, 
especially because the part-time farmers do not control the damage-causing animals. It is 
only Farmer N3 and I that take the trouble. If I do not control the damage-causing 
animals, nobody else will and they will just go on catching our lambs. I had to feed my 
sheep in the kraal until it rained in April. It was as if it also rained damage-causing 
animals. We are powerless against them, and their hunting skills continue to improve. 

The reason why uncertainty about government policy and government’s actions are high on his 

list of pressures is because he is scared of losing his most important asset, which is land, or 

having to sell it at below market value. This is common for farmers in low-income regions. Stock 

theft is a major concern because a secondary public road traverses his land for 30 km, and 

because the area is so remote, travellers often steal his sheep. Diesel and materials for fence 

maintenance are his main production cost items; diesel because he had to drive so far and fence 

maintenance because the district municipality who is supposed to pay half the maintenance cost 

of the fence along the secondary road, does not pay. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production: 

Farmer N10’s main strategy has been to buy additional land on which to farm. He started out 

with 4 000 hectares of land in one winter rainfall locality. Today he and his son own almost 

60 000 ha in different districts. “I just had to expand, expand, because 4 000 ha was not nearly 

enough.” 

He grew up on the farm where he and his wife now live. After he finished school he worked as 

an agent for a livestock brokering company, while farming part-time for many years. His job 

required him to travel to most farms in Namaqualand and enabled him to become familiar with 

local conditions. He soon knew which farmers wanted to sell their land and what the condition of 
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the land was so that he was able to gauge whether the asking price was fair. During the 

prolonged drought that wracked the Bushmanland in the early 1980s he bought a farm that “has 

not been farmed for eight years” because it has not rained during those eight years. But the 

weather “looked promising and the clouds began to drip-drip, so I bought it for R80 000,” he 

says. Shortly after, the farm received 70 mm of rain, and he soon managed to pay half of the 

price out of the income from that farm. 

That was the beginning of more than 20 years of buying and selling land. Through speculating 

with land, as he admits himself, he managed to “earn an income” because land prices “doubled 

every seven years for the past 40 years” in Namaqualand. Until 2013, it also seemed that 

inflation made it easy to pay back the money that he had to borrow to buy land: 

I believe you should buy where land is offered at a bargain price and sell it when a farm 
close to your home farm comes onto the market. In my lifetime I have had a lot of help 
from inflation. My first loan from Land Bank was for R30 000. I had to pay back R6 000 
per year. It is absolutely ridiculous how low the payment was and how much money R30 
000 was then. In 1978 I bought a farm near XXX for R17,67 per ha. It was 3 111 ha and I 
paid R55 000. I sold it for R889 000 18 years later. That is how inflation paid for that 
farm. In the Bushmanland I bought a 5 234 ha farm for R80 000 in 1985. Eighteen 
months later, I sold it for R170 000. Only inflation did that ... and because the price of 
mutton rose. 

He thinks that he is now done with buying land. “I no longer speculate with land. It is only my 

son and I and time is against me. I might rent more land, but not buy, because debt is getting 

more dangerous, or I am getting more scared as I get older.” 

He says in the past when it was‘n bietjie droog (a bit dry) farmers would get subsidies for animal 

feed. Now it is only the big farmers that can continue farming. He says where he lives and farms 

an economic unit is 10 000 ha. “On 10 000 ha you can keep a thousand ewes, which is just about 

the minimum that will get the bus running.” 

He is of the opinion that no one can survive on 2 000 ha, unless farming is a sideline and you 

have a non-farming job. When I asked him about the substantial number of farmers on small 

farms, he said they are people who worked in other sectors and received pensions which they 

now live on. “They don’t live from farming alone.” 
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He says the oil price was $30 per barrel when he bought land in 1978, now it is more than $100 

per barrel. The subsequent increase in the diesel price forced him to review his farm business. 

“Where we used to move our sheep between different farms, now we just move what’s 

necessary.” 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer N10 was one of 47 farmers who bought shares in Nammeat, a meat operating company 

in Springbok. He also holds shares in Plaasslaghuis, a retail butchery in Springbok. He earns 

income in the form of dividends from both sets of shares. For many years, he also earned an 

income from speculating in land. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Increasing productivity in terms of yield per ewe is one of Farmer N10’s most important 

strategies: 

Our ewes lamb more than once a year because, once we have accounted for the losses 
because of damage-causing animal activities, we should have as many lambs as possible. 
Our ewes do not lamb at set times because we have land in the Bushmanland as well. I do 
whatever suits my circumstances and in accordance with the weather, while some other 
farmers ape their neighbours. I cannot do something because someone else is doing it. 
Our activities anyway changes all the time. We used to believe we should breed pure 
Dorpers, now it seems Namaqualand should have basterskaap (mixed breed sheep) that 
can survive droughts. 

Farmer N10 frequently makes calculations and keeps a keen eye on his cash flow, especially 

when he wants to buy more land: 

Nobody has worked so many calculator batteries flat in the early morning hours as I have. 
If you have not made your calculations, you are bound to fail. You can ask many farmers 
what they make on their land, and they would not be able to tell you. If land bordering 
onto my land becomes available for sale, I know I can pay R730 per ha. I can borrow all 
the money to buy it because I do not have to live off that land. Many people do not have 
any idea how many lambs they have to produce and sell to buy land. They will work on 
what their neighbour got for his sheep, even though their circumstances differ. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer N10 is an active member of the local farmers’ association. 
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Conclusion: Farmer N10 

For many years Farmer N10 was engaged in expanded reproduction or capital accumulation. He 

is now a successful reproducer of this capital on an enormous area of land. He is highly 

dependent on good rainfall and relatively high lamb prices. His land is in areas that experience 

relatively low annual rainfall. Over the years farmer N10 has developed a keen eye for a good 

bargain in land as well as the ability to calculate how much he would be able to pay without 

jeopardising his livelihood. Because he started to buy early on in his career he had been helped 

by the effects of inflation. His decision to keep on buying land for livestock farming probably 

has to do with the fact that he’s not familiar with crop production and has never engaged in it. 

Also, suitable arable land isscarce in the area and it would also mean a huge investment in 

machinery for crop production. 

7.9 Revisiting the typology of farmers in the Namaqualand locality 
Due to the arid climate of the area and general lack of access to sufficient quantities of water for 

irrigation, Namaqualand farmers do not have many different options for agricultural commodity 

production. Their location far away from large numbers of consumers also puts a damper on 

selling opportunities. These limitations, together with farmers’ dependence on sufficient rain in 

season, make both the reproduction and the accumulation of capital a precarious and slow 

process, often opportunistic in character and sometimes determined by contingencies such as rain 

or high meat prices. Markets are limited, though some farmers have carved out market niches in 

their immediate vicinity and sell vegetables and firewood to local retailers or grain products, 

animal feed and meat to the inhabitants of villages in the neighbouring Coloured rural areas. 

The most prevalent reproduction and capital accumulation strategies in Namaqualand are buying 

more land, especially in different rainfall regions, renting more land and increasing the 

productivity of sheep flocks by introducing better genetic material, cross-breeding with other 

breeds or by letting the ewes lamb more frequently, e.g. three times in two years instead of once 

a year. 

Buying more land was “affordable” for buyers until conservation and municipal buyers appeared 

on the scene in 1988 and 1995 respectively. Desmet and Hoffman (2008) found that conservation 

buyers were paying in excess of average market prices, but they argue that it can be justified 

because conservation is a different land use. While land purchases by conservation and 
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municipal buyers have slowed down in 2013 and 2014, private farmers and mines are still buying 

land (Landbouweekblad, various issues, 2013, 2014). Farmers who already own a considerable 

quantity of land seem to be able to pay higher prices for land because the new land would only 

need to “produce” the annual instalment, while a farmer who is just surviving would need 

additional land to realise enough money for the annual instalment and reproduction. 

Besides buying land, farmers in the Namaqualand locality are also trying to reproduce and 

accumulate capital through working with the size and management intensity of their livestock 

enterprises. There seems to be a number of schools of thought: some farmers manage their 

livestock intensively and try to save every lamb that is born, while others follow a low-cost, 

almost laissez-faire approach and “take what’s left”, and a third group calculates the herd size at 

which they make the highest profit and scale their herds accordingly. Some farmers try to 

prevent “boom and bust” scenarios due to shocks such as drought and so on by making their 

businesses more resilient. To them is it more important to slaughter as many graadlammers 

(lambs that gets the highest grade, namely A2/3 which fetches a price that is often as much as 

R10/kg higher than the grade below) as possible at the abattoir, while others just keep, and try to 

sell, as many lambs as possible. In years of drought the latter strategy can be a costly one 

because some farmers have to buy in large amounts or even all of the fodder needed to keep their 

animals alive and have something to sell. 

Farmers in Namaqualand seem to have become more and more aware of the deteriorating 

condition of the veld, its grazing limits and how to manage this problem. Because of this, the 

majority of farmers that took part in my research have reduced the number of livestock on their 

farms. In another example of a reproduction strategy that is aimed at minimising losses and cost, 

rather than expanding production, farmers seek protect to their livestock from predators. 

The material in this chapter allows me to specify more fully the particular reproduction and 

accumulation strategies employed by farmers in the Namaqualand locality (see Table 29). 
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Table 29: Accumulation strategies that are particular to the Namaqualand locality 

Accumulation strategies Strategies particular to the Namaqualand locality 

STRATEGY 1 
Expand the scale or scope 
of production (its capital 
intensity, and/or its 
geographic size, and/or the 
number of products) 

Buy and rent more land to keep more livestock or to ease the 
pressure on veld grazing or to get access to arable fields in order to 
grow animal feed 
Find uses for previously ‘unproductive’ land by acquiring animals 
that can utilise it, e.g. Boer goats that can utilise the mountainous 
areas on farms in the winter rainfall area 
Grow wheat, barley, oats and lupines to sell for cash or feed to 
animals 
Reorganises enterprises to keep only the most productive and 
profitable ones, e.g. sheep and Boer goats, rather than pigs and 
dairy cattle, and in some cases stopping to grow grains for the 
market 

STRATEGY 2 
Expand the scale or scope 
of the business Expand into 
new enterprises either up or 
down the value chain 

Establish an inputs supply business, e.g. goat or sheep stud 
Establish an agro-processing business, e.g. abattoir, small wheat 
mill 
 

STRATEGY 3 
Increase economic 
efficiency (intensify 
production) 

Lower the cost of commodity production 
Change production practices to minimise costs, e.g. minimum 
tillage saves on fuel costs 
Monitor use of borehole water to prevent wastage 
Increase productivity through technical and biological 
efficiency 
Buy breeding material (rams) from stud breeders or select and 
keep only the most productive ewes or female goats in the herd 
Engage production systems aimed at higher and more certain 
yields, e.g. conservation agriculture 
Mechanise certain activities 

Organise workers and tasks to make workers as productive as 
possible 
 

STRATEGY 4 
Political action to reduce 
uncertainties and/or 
establish preferential access 
to and control over key 
resources, markets or policy 
processes 

Become a member of local farmers’ associations and farmers’ 
union, Agri Namakwaland  
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Through careful scrutiny of the detail of each case, I have classified each of the farmers in 

Namaqualand in terms of the typology set out in Chapter 3 (see Table 30). 

Table 30: Typology of Namaqualand farmers who participated in the intensive phase 

Category Namaqualand (n=10) 
Simple commodity producers 3 N1, N2, N6 
Struggling reproducers 0  
Successful reproducers 5 N7, N8, N4, N9, N10 
Accumulators 2 N3, N5 
Difficult to categorise 0  
 

Of the ten farmers whose stories I have told here, Farmers N3 and N5 are engaged in expanded 

reproduction at a low, slow rate, rainfall and mutton prices permitting. Furthermore, some of the 

accumulation strategies that they implemented were necessary simply to help them to reproduce 

their capital. Farmers N4, N7, N8, N9 and N10 are engaged in reproduction of their capital at 

different levels of turnover, and some of them may be saving for a new round of investment. 

Farmers N1, N2 and N6 are simple commodity producers. Even they have had to undertake 

certain activities that would have been accumulation strategies in most other parts of the country, 

but they needed to implement these strategies just in order to survive. Farmer N2 only uses 

family labour, while Farmer N1 hires a worker for the busy lambing season and Farmer N6 hires 

in workers for the day or two that he shears his sheep and to fix border fences. Also, Farmer N6 

uses money made outside agriculture to finance his fledgling Dorper stud. 

7.10 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have described the unique agro-ecological and market conditions that determine 

the character of the enterprises and markets that farmers in the Namaqualand locality are 

involved in, and have attempted to explain the factors that they perceive as pressures on their 

ability to successfully reproduce or accumulate their capital. I made use of the analytical 

framework and typology set out in chapter 3 to describe the reproduction and accumulation 

strategies of farmers that I interviewed and to classify each farmer in terms of the typology. This 

shows that only 20% of the farmers that I interviewed in the Namaqualand locality are 

successfully accumulating capital, while 50% are successfully reproducing their capital, most 

commonly through buying more land to obtain access to livestock grazing or arable lands to 

grow fodder for their livestock, and by minimising livestock losses by means of maintaining 
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their border and camp fences. Farmers that are accumulating capital or successfully reproduced 

their capital rather try to sell as many graadlammers (lamb carcasses which are graded A2/3 and 

have a better price than lower grades) and have through the years changed their sheep herds 

through selection to obtain smaller, but more productive sheep that can be handled by fewer 

people and puts less pressure on veld grazing. About a third of the farmers that I interviewed can 

be classified as “simple commodity producers”, but even they employed some of the 

accumulation strategies described here. 
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Chapter 8 Overberg: Suppliers of bulk commodities 
 

8.1 Introduction 
Farms in the Overberg locality are diversified into different grain and livestock enterprises. Rain-

fed grain farming operations are capital intensive and highly mechanised. Farmers are 

commodity suppliers of bulk products30 such as grains, wool and milk which they sell to 

powerful processing companies that are also wholesalers and owners of strong brands. Notable 

among them are the Pioneer Foods Group and Tiger Brands (wheat to flour, bread, pasta and 

biscuits), the world’s second biggest brewing company SAB (barley to malt to beer), milk 

processors Parmalat and Nestle (fresh milk, cheese, yoghurt), BKB and CMW (wool) and 

Southern Oil Limited (canola to edible oil and oilcake). 

The Overberg research locality forms part of the earliest areas of white settler farming after the 

Cape Peninsula and Stellenbosch (Sleigh, 2007). After the Dutch East Indian Company decided 

to leave grain and vegetable production to free burgher farmers, loan farms and freehold farms 

were awarded in the region from about 1700 (Sleigh, 2007:16, 551). Agriculture is the most 

important economic sector within the regional economy where it contributes 15,4% and 23,6% 

respectively to the economies of the Cape Agulhas Municipality (Cape Agulhas Municipality, 

2011:123) and the Swellendam municipal area. 

This chapter puts the agro-ecological and market features of the Overberg locality in perspective; 

thus providing context for understanding the reproduction and accumulation strategies of farmers 

in the locality. It opens with a description of the agro-ecology of the locale, followed by a 

discussion of reproduction and accumulation in the region and a description of opportunities for 

selling agricultural commodities, e.g. wheat, malting barley, canola, oats, mutton, wool, milk and 

ostriches, which are the most common agricultural commodities produced in this research 

locality. The main part of the chapter is a description of the strategies of ten farmers and the 

pressures that affect their capacity to succeed with these strategies, followed by an explanation of 

                                                
30This comes from a remark by Gereffi and Christian (2010:95) namely that relatively few firms in global value 
chains have the status of lead firms. To be classified as lead firms “... companies must have a critical marketing, 
technological, or financial edge that permits them to set the standards or specifications for other companies they deal 
with. Without this advantage, even quite large companies may find themselves relegated to the role of commodity 
suppliers of bulk products, with relatively thin profit margins and little capacity to influence the activities of other 
firms in the supply chain.” 
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why each of them employ those strategies and whether the strategies result in reproduction and 

accumulation. The chapter concludes with an assessment of the patterns for the region in terms 

of which strategies are more prevalent, why they are more common and what explains their 

diversity. 

 

 

Figure 11: The Overberg locality 

Source: Author’s own map (not drawn to scale) 

 

8.2 Agro-ecology 
The region has a moderate Mediterranean climate and, besides for a few irrigated pastures and 

maize for silage grown near the rivers in the area, all agriculture is rain-fed. The climate of the 

Overberg is described as temperate with warm summers, but without a specific dry season (Peel 

et al, 2007:467 in Hoffman, 2010:49). Annual rainfall decreases from west to east, with 

Bredasdorp and Napier (Fig. 11) receiving more rain than Swellendam and Heidelberg (Cape 

Agulhas Municipality, 2011:41, 44 and Hoffman, 2010:54). The Napier and Bredasdorp areas 

receive about 70% of its rain in winter and 30% in summer, whereas the distribution is closer to 

60% in winter and 40% in summer in the eastern part around the towns of Swellendam and 

Heidelberg, (Cerfonteyn, 2007 and Wallace, 2007 in Hoffman, 2010:49). There was a time when 

the distribution of rainfall during the winter growing season was more important than total 
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annual rainfall, but ever since farmers introduced conservation agriculture and remained in the 

system for more than ten years, the relative importance of rain in winter has diminished 

somewhat. 

Because of the lower proportion of rain in winter in the eastern part of the Overberg locality, 

crop production used to be quite risky and it was usually aimed at providing feed for sheep and 

dairy cattle (Genis, 2013e). It began to change after a Heidelberg farmer introduced conservation 

farming, a system of reduced tillage, retention of harvest residues and crop rotation. That 

changed the enterprise mix on farms in favour of cash crops, but also made possible long rotation 

systems with lucerne, a pasture crop with high protein content. 

Although crop production is far more certain due to the implementation of conservation 

agriculture, rainfall during the winter months from May to September is still important. In fact, 

Hoffman (2010:51) found that the prevalence of “good” years changes from four out of ten years 

in the Napier-Riviersonderend area to two out of ten years for the “Heidelbergvlakte” (a farming 

area to the west of the town of Heidelberg). He defines good, average and bad as follows: 

a) A good year is when the rain falls at exactly the right times in relation to the water 
requirements of the crops. This means sufficient rain for planting, with good follow up 
rain that increases throughout the growing season and peaks during seed filling, and then 
decreases towards harvesting time 

b) An average year would mean sufficient total rainfall for the year. It deviates from a good 
year in that rainfall may be late for planting, or falls mostly during planting and then level 
off towards seed fill, or there may be too much rain towards harvesting time 

c) A poor year would entail receiving sufficient rain, but too late for planting, followed by a 
decrease in rainfall through the crucial growing phases or a concentration of rainfall at 
harvest time. A poor year can also be caused by a drought (Hoffman, 2010:51). 

Soils in the area are mostly shallow and dry, with deep well-drained alluvial soils in some parts. 

In the parts of the Overberg locality to the west of the town of Heidelberg, the aspect is 

undulating with steep gradients (Hoffman, 2010:54). 

8.3 The structure of agriculture in the Overberg locality 
A survey that I conducted with 48 farmers in the Overberg locality during the extensive phase of 

my research found that the size of farms in the Overberg locality falls in a range from 160 to 7 

500 ha, with a mean size of 1 908,6 ha and a median size of 1 500 ha. One half (50%) of the 
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respondents in the Overberg locality also rent in neighbouring farms or land in another part of 

the locality. The size of the land they rent range from 88 ha to 2 500 ha, with a mean size of 

795,5 ha and a median of 625 ha. The farmer who employs the fewest workers employs three 

workers and the farmer who employs the biggest number of workers employs 29 workers. 

Overberg farmers usually rent in arable land to expand their cash crop enterprises. The owners of 

the land that they rent in are either farmers who rent out their arable land because they “fell 

behind” in upgrading their grain machinery, and are continuing with their livestock enterprise(s), 

or farmers who are too old to farm and have “only daughters”, but do not want to sell the land 

because of the rental income or because they are waiting for land prices to rise before they will 

sell it. According to the farmers that I interviewed during the intensive phase of my research, 

farmer-landowners who rent out their land to other farmers are usually: 

... chaps who got too small to keep up with new technology and machinery, and for 
whom renting out their land is a safer option. Some of them do not farm anymore, while 
others rent out their arable land. The latter usually want access to the stubble fields after 
the harvest and expect tenants to establish lucerne on the land in the fourth year of the 
five-year contract (Farmer O5, March 2013). 

... some of the older farmers who were not prepared to introduce the new pesticides soon 
enough, or whose succession plans were not good. Their sons did not really want to farm. 
Other farmers found themselves overextended in the wrong enterprise, especially dairy, 
while others had to sell and leave because they made a silly decision or two at the wrong 
time or did not replace machinery at the right time (Farmer O7, April 2013). 

Farmers who did not make it? They were the ones who did not keep up. They did not 
change. They kept on farming in the same way that their fathers did. They kept on 
ploughing. It is often the smaller farms. The farm that I rent has 500 ha of arable land. It 
is too small to justify implements (Farmer O8, March 2013). 

Farmers in the Overberg locality grow winter grains such as wheat, barley and oats, canola, as 

well as legumes such as lucerne, coriander, lupines and field peas. Livestock enterprises, 

especially woolled sheep, dairy and beef cattle and ostriches, are important components of 

farming systems for “diversification, enhancement of profitability and the utilisation of land 

resources that are unsuited to crop production” (Hoffman, 2010:53): 

In some areas, the implementation of a grazing phase breaks the life cycles of diseases 
and pests. It also presents alternative methods for weed control. Annual income from 
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livestock is not influenced by annual rainfall distribution to the same extent that it 
influences cash crop yields (Hoffman, 2010:53). 

Farms in the Overberg locality are highly mechanised, yet most machines are used only for a 

couple of weeks every year. Tractors and harvesters on Overberg farms are equipped with 

instrument panels that resemble passenger aircraft, with computers and monitors that calculate 

yields and plot them on yield cards as well as satellite equipment that aids steering and measure 

surfaces for the yield cards. In 2013 farmers began to attach digital cameras to their seeding 

machines and harvesters. The cameras are connected to screens in the cabins of the tractors and 

harvesters and enable the operator to observe whether the seeding machine or harvester is 

working efficiently and therefore save them time (Genis, 2014c, 2015a). 

8.4 Land and land reform 
The majority of agricultural land in the Overberg locality is owned by white commercial farmers. 

The settlement of black farmers is piecemeal and consists of joint ventures between commercial 

farmer mentors and small numbers of farmers on the municipal commonages of the towns of 

Napier and Bredasdorp and commonage land in the Act 9 areas of Suurbraak (east of 

Swellendam) and Slangrivier near Heidelberg (Personal communication, Van Papendorp, 2011, 

Uys, 2012). One of the farmers that took part in the extensive part of my survey acts as a mentor 

to a relatively large black commercial farmer on land that he rents from the Moravian Church in 

Elim and the Agri Dwala group of black farmers near Napier (Erasmus, 2012). There are no 

restitution claims on farm land in the Overberg locality and no land has been transferred as part 

of the land redistribution programme. 

The Overberg research locality forms part of the Cape Floral Kingdom and hosts areas which 

contain endangered or scarce plant vegetation. The area is home to the endemic Elim (laterite) 

and Limestone fynbos as well as scattered remnants of endangered Western, Central and Eastern 

Rûens Shale Renosterveld (Curtis, 2009:150-152). For the past decade attempts were made to 

conserve these through the establishment of a national park and the Overberg Renosterveld 

Conservation Trust. Because most of the remaining Renosterveld fragments are on commercial 

farms, stewardship contracts are being concluded with farmers. The Agulhas National Park 

covers approximately 21 000 ha of land bought from commercial farmers. In addition, a group of 

commercial farmers whose land borders on the Agulhas National Park formed the Nuwejaars 
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Wetland Special Management Area, which covers 46 000 ha of land where biodiversity 

conservation and sustainable farming practices are promoted through stewardship agreements 

with landowners. 

8.5 Reproduction and accumulation in the Overberg 
Two events or processes, both of them water-related, almost define reproduction and 

accumulation in the Overberg locality. Firstly, after the first stock water scheme in the country 

was established in the Overberg in 1982, farmers’ access to water became more secure. Where 

farmers used to depend on dakwater (runoff rain water from roofs of buildings collected in 

tanks) for drinking water and dams filled by seasonal rain for their animals to drink, they now 

had a continuous supply of fresh water from the Theewaterskloof Dam on the Sonderend River 

and the Duivenhoks Dam on the Duivenhoks River (Goldin, 2004, www.overbergwater.co.za). 

This enabled them to keep more dual-purpose sheep, expand their dairies to a certain extent and 

have access to purified water with a known pH to mix agrochemicals to spray their crops 

(Personal communication, Deon de Kock, 2011, and Farmer N3). 

Secondly, after floods caused infrastructure damage and erosion in January 1981, a Heidelberg 

farmer gave the first steps towards conservation agriculture, a system of reduced tillage, 

retention of a ground cover of crop residues after harvest and rotation of crops (Lochner, 1998a, 

1998b, 2000, Genis, 2013e). Conservation agriculture was pioneered in Brazil to stop runoff and 

erosion because of high rainfall, but the system works particularly well in the rain-fed arable 

areas of South Africa’s Western Cape Province and Western Australia because of its potential to 

aid moisture conservation. Besides moisture conservation, other advantages include erosion 

control through minimisation of rain runoff, higher organic material content in soil, improved 

soil fertility and health, lower fuel costs and higher and more stable yields and incomes, in short, 

improved productivity (WANTFA, 2005, Flower and Braslin, 2006, Derpsch et al, 2010). 

Implementation of this system in the Swellendam and Heidelberg area would turn a traditional 

livestock area into a grain-growing area and make harvests possible even in the extremely dry 

periods experienced in the late 1980s, early 1990s, 2008 to 2010, 2013 and 2014 (Genis, 2013e). 

A key farmer strategy in the Overberg is to increase the scale of their operations. About 20 years 

ago the average farm size in the Overberg research locality was 300 to 400 ha; now it is 1 900 

ha. In the era of regulated marketing farmers would get a wheat price was set at a cost plus basis. 
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In the post-deregulation era the wheat price is derived from prices on global bourses, exchanges 

and boards of trade, e.g. Chicago Board of Trade or Kansas Board of Trade in America, and can 

quite volatile. Production costs, e.g. fuel, fertilisers and pesticides are rising, and in order secure 

their reproduction farmers are obliged to spread their commodity production over more hectares. 

Because of the introduction of a stock water scheme in 1982, farmers were able to keep more 

livestock. This created an accumulation opportunity, provided that farmers bought more land and 

planted pastures, while the introduction of conservation agriculture and its associated machinery 

requirements demanded that farmers bought more land in order to get economies of scale to 

afford the machinery. Another reason for buying or renting more land is the demands of crop 

rotation. 

Another prevalent strategy to increase the size of production is to rent in land. In fact, half of the 

Overberg respondents that participated in my questionnaire survey said they also rented in land. 

As in the other research localities, there is usually one or two farmers who started out with a 

large landholding who could reproduce and accumulate without having to buy more land, but 

rather use the land they own more intensively or find productive uses for uitvalgrond (land that is 

too marginal for cash crop production, e.g. hilly land or valleys). Also, since farmers began to 

implement conservation agriculture their crop enterprise became more diversified, especially 

after a canola processing plant was opened in Swellendam. 

Besides holding shares in input supply companies and (wool and ostrich) export companies, no 

serious investment up or down the value chain was found among the farmers that were 

interviewed during the intensive phase of fieldwork. However, the research locality is home to 

two farmers who operate commercial wheat mills and sell flour under their own brands, namely 

Gold Reef Milling and Eureka Mills. The Overberg locality is also home to a number of Merino 

and Dohne Merino studs. The demand for new and more advanced grain production technology 

has opened an opportunity for one of the farming families in the Overberg area to establish a 

factory in George that attaches tungsten to the tines of grain planters, thus making them more 

durable and saving on labour because the tines do not have to be replaced so often during the 

planting process. In 2014 three farmers from Heidelberg and Swellendam acquired the rights to 

sell an Australian-made disc seeding machine in South Africa. One of these farmers took part in 

the questionnaire survey. 
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The majority of farmers in the Overberg locality own shares in, or are members of local 

agricultural businesses. After 1994, farmers in the Bredasdorp and Napier areas of the Overberg 

locality first voted in favour of converting their local co-operative (Bredasdorp Napier 

Koöperasie) into a private company and then in favour of a merger with the agricultural 

company serving the Caledon and Riviersonderend (CRK) areas. Farmers still own the majority 

of the shares in the merged company, Overberg Agri, and most of the directors are farmers. 

Farmers in the Heidelberg and Swellendam area of the Overberg locality voted on two occasions 

in favour of maintaining their local agricultural business, Sentraal-Suid Koöperasie (SSK), as a 

co-operative. Despite SSK’s overarching co-operative business form, it has established 

processing companies and made investments that accumulate on behalf of and is of benefit to its 

farmer members, e.g. the majority share in a canola oil processing plant, an animal feed 

processing plant and dealerships for tractors, implements and vehicles. The co-operative also 

sells inputs, stores grain and owns a shopping centre in Swellendam (www.ssk.co.za). I mention 

this, because both Overberg Agri and SSK employ agricultural experts for the benefit of their 

shareholders or members. These experts give advice and organise study groups that help farmers 

to produce more efficiently. 

Apart from buying and renting more land and diversifying their businesses, increasing economic 

efficiency by means of lowering the cost of commodity production and increasing productivity 

are the most prevalent reproduction and accumulation strategies. By changing their crop 

production practices to minimum tillage they reduced fuel costs as and lowered costs by 

implementing precision agriculture and variable application of fertiliser and seed. Because of 

improved moisture conservation practices farmers managed to increase crop yields and by 

implementing all the principles of conservation agriculture they have improved soil conditions as 

well as the productivity of pastures. The operations of farmers in the Overberg locality are highly 

mechanised, a development that also helped to make their business more efficient, but also 

lowered their demand for labour. 

The implementation of systems of crop rotation brought several productivity advantages for 

farmers in the Overberg locality. According to Hoffman (2010:55) crop rotation “enhances 

sustainable land use”, and the benefits include enhanced soil fertility due to the inclusion of 

crops, e.g. lucerne and lupines, that fixes atmospheric nitrogen in the soil, increased yields of 
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successive crops, e.g. higher wheat yields are realised when wheat is planted after canola, medics 

or lupines, as opposed to wheat planted after wheat (Hardy, 2007, in Hoffman, 2010) and breaks 

in the life cycles of diseases, insects and weeds which help to protect successive crops. Because 

of crop rotation weed-specific herbicides can be used and rotated to prevent the development of 

herbicide resistance in weeds. Another productivity benefit of crop rotation is that it enhances 

financial performance because it reduces risk and improves the profitability of the whole farm 

(Hoffmann, 2001:82 in Hoffman, 2010), and can stabilise the cash flow of the business, 

especially when a livestock enterprise is incorporated (Hoffman, 2010:55). Lastly, crop rotation 

makes it possible to disperse the utilisation of expensive machinery over longer periods, thus 

bringing down the investment requirement and overhead and fixed costs (Hoffman, 2010:55). 

The reproduction and accumulation efforts of farmers in the Overberg locality are enhanced by 

advances in wheat and barley breeding and cultivars that are developed specifically for the 

region’s winter growing conditions. Sabbi (South African Barley Breeding Institute), which runs 

SAB’s own breeding programme, operates from a farm bordering on the Overberg locality, while 

Sensako’s wheat breeding programme for the winter rainfall area is in Napier. 

Together with farmers in the other grain producing areas of the country and the farmers in the 

extensive livestock producing areas that drive long distances between farms and to abattoirs, 

farmers in the Overberg locality are some of the biggest beneficiaries of the diesel rebate that 

Agri SA negotiated with the South African Revenue Service (SARS) for the benefit of farmers. 

According to this agreement, farmers, foresters and fishers can claim a repayment on diesel used 

for specified activities provided they have kept records of such use. This reimbursement of R1,58 

per litre is just about the only support that commercial farmers receive from the state (Genis, 

2012b). Furthermore, Grain SA, the grain industry body which counts most of the grain farmers 

in the Overberg locality as members, continuously monitor production costs, attempts to 

negotiate a higher tariff on imported wheat and tries to make the playing field between grain 

producers and grain buyers more level. 

Due to the implementation of conservation agriculture the need for workers has declined. 

Whereas farmers used to have more than one tractor and plough “set” and rather labour-intensive 

harvesting and baling arrangements, most of them now have only one high-powered tractor with 

many computerised features and functions, a planter with a wide working-width and 
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sophisticated harvesters. All of them drive these machines themselves or sometimes get help 

from their fathers or uncles. However, farmers in the Overberg locality are intensifying their 

sheep enterprises to make them more productive by means of practices that require more 

workers. On the other hand, the demand for workers decreased because many farmers in the 

Overberg locality closed their dairies in response to low margins as a result of continued low 

milk prices and stopped farming with ostriches after they could no longer export ostrich meat or 

had to slaughter the birds because of avian influenza. 

8.6 Markets and marketing (Fig. 12 and Fig. 13) 
Wheat is the most important crop in the Overberg locality. The wheat price is derived from the 

so-called world price, even though the domestic supply and demand situation differs from that in 

the world. Farmers are price takers and the price can be quite volatile because it not only reflects 

world supply and demand situation, but can also be affected by the speculative actions of 

investment buyers (Kaufmann, 2010). Because South Africa is a net importer of wheat, the 

“derivative price” that local farmers receive, is the import parity price which is much higher than 

the export parity price. The local wheat price is also strengthened by the weak Rand. Even 

though farmers can seldom negotiate a higher price, some of those farmers that accumulate or 

successfully reproduce their capital built storage facilities on their farms to keep the wheat until 

the price improves. 

Farmers can only grow wheat cultivars that meet the so-called release criteria. These criteria set 

unusually strict rules for the “intrinsic” milling and baking qualities of wheat cultivars that are 

bred for release in South Africa. Because these qualities are negatively correlated with the yield 

potential of these cultivars, they benefit millers and bakers at the cost of farmers. At the time of 

writing initiatives were afoot to relax the release criteria because at least 50% of the wheat used 

in South Africa is imported from countries that do not impose similar criteria. 

Overberg farmers got opportunities to diversify into barley and canola as cash crops, after SAB 

opened a malting plant in Caledon in the 1980s and Sentraal-Suid Co-operative erected a 

processing plant for canola oil in Swellendam. The barley price is also derived from the wheat 

price and is calculated according to a formula that was negotiated between SABMiller, the only 

buyer of barley in South Africa, and barley producers. SAB wants to buy all the barley it needs 
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for its local breweries from South African producers because of the known quality of the local 

barley, shorter supply chains and less breakages (Genis, 2014d). 

In some years farmers that grow oats manage to negotiate relatively good prices with buyers like 

Tiger Brands who is the owner of the popular Jungle Oats brand, yet, other years buyers prefer to 

import their oats needs and offer low prices to domestic producers. Oat producers also 

sometimes sell to animal feed processors. 

Farmers in the Overberg locality are involved in many different value chains, as demonstrated in 

figure 9 and 10 below. In almost all the value chains farmers had been relegated to the 

production nodes. 
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WHEAT BARLEY CANOLA OATS 
Inputs 

↓ 
Inputs 

↓ 
Inputs 

↓ 
Inputs 

↓ 
Production 

↓ 
Production 

↓ 
Enter into contract 

with malting company 
via broker 

Production 
↓ 

Enter into contract 
with oil pressing 

company 

Production 
↓ 

Broker 
↓ 

Harvest 
↓ 

Harvest 
↓ 

Contract with 
processor 

↓ Storage (on farm, in 
silobags or silos 
owned by local 

agricultural 
businesses) 

↓ 

Storage (in silos 
owned by local 

agricultural 
businesses, OA and 

SSK) 
↓ 

Storage (in silos 
owned by local 

agricultural 
businesses) 

↓ 

Miller 
↓ 

Malting plant 
In Caledon, owned by 

South African 
Breweries (SAB) 

↓ 

Transport to oil 
extraction plant in 

Swellendam 
↓ 

Processor (Tiger 
Brands and Pioneer 
Foods with valuable 
brands, e.g. Jungle 
Oats and Bokomo 

Oats) 
↓ 

Baker (the miller and 
baker is often part of 
the same company) 

↓ 

Brewing beer 
SAB brews a range of 
different beer brands 

↓ 

Oil extraction and on-
site bottling under 

own label 
↓ 

Retail 
↓ 

Distribution 
↓ 

Distribution 
↓ 

Distribution 
↓ 

 

Retail Retail of a range of 
valuable beer brands 

Retail  

Figure 12: Basic value chains for wheat, barley, canola and oats 

Source: Author’s own presentation 
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MUTTON, BEEF WOOL MILK OSTRICHES 
Inputs 

(breeding material, 
fodder, pastures, 

licks, water, 
medicine) 

↓ 

Inputs 
(breeding material, 
fodder, pastures, 

licks, water, 
medicine) 

↓ 

Inputs 
(cows, breeding 

material or artificial 
insemination, fodder, 

water) 
↓ 

Inputs 
(eggs, chickens, 
fodder, water) 

↓ 

Production 
↓ 

Production 
↓ 

Production 
↓ 

Production 
↓                 ↓ 

Sell to local abattoirs 
(Bredasdorp, 

Riversdale), “agents” 
or livestock auction 

in Albertinia 
↓ 

Shearing by teams 
employed by one of 
the wool brokering 

companies, CMW or 
BKB 

↓ 

Contract with one of 
milk processing 

companies: Nestle, 
Parmalat, Fair Cape 
or the cheese factory 

in Albertinia 

Hatch 
eggs, rear 
chickens, 

fatten 
birds 

↓ 

↓ 
Buy in 

chickens 
and 

fatten 
them 

↓ 
 

Sell meat to 
wholesalers and 

retailers 

Keep wool on farm if 
price is too low or 

sell to broker (CMW 
or BKB) 

↓ 

Cooled and 
transported to 

packaging plant for 
fresh milk, cheese or 

yogurt factory 
↓ 

Sell to Mosstrich 
company that 

slaughters ostriches 
and exports meat, 

feathers and leather 

Wool exported to 
China, Italy where it 
is processed and sold 
as knitting wool and 
woollen cloth to be 
made into clothes 

Sold in supermarkets 
under different brand 
names as fresh milk, 
cheese, yogurt, etc. 

Retail 
Ostrich meat sold in 
local supermarkets, 

cooked meat 
exported, feathers 
and skin exported 

Figure 13: Basic value chains for mutton, beef, wool, milk and ostriches 

Source: Author’s own presentation 

 

Besides the statutory grading system, no other quality standards are enforced on red meat. On the 

crop production side, the canola processing company introduced “canola passports” to monitor 

the use of agricultural chemicals, while SAB and the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF) 

launched the “Better barley, better beer initiative” in December 2014 to encourage “sustainable 

farming practices amongst barley farmers, focusing on water, carbon, soil health and clearing of 

alien vegetation” (SAB, not dated). 
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8.7 Pressures bearing down on Overberg farmers 
According to the findings of a questionnaire survey I conducted with 48 farmers in the Overberg 

locality as part of the extensive phase of my research, respondents in the Overberg research 

locality indicated that they experience most pressure from climate and weather, production costs, 

commodity prices, the relative power of the buyers of agricultural commodities, uncertainty 

about government’s land and labour policies, labour matters, the exchange rate, government 

actions, water, pests and diseases of animals and plants, lack of useful and relevant information 

and the sense that the government is not listening to them. 

Farmers in the Overberg locality are dependent on sufficient rain for their grain and pasture 

crops to grow. Rainfall is quite erratic, as Fig. 14 below shows. 

 

 
Figure 14: Rainfall, Heidelberg, 1928 to 2014 

Source: Farmer OS138 

Despite the benefits of conservation farming, the system is not without disadvantages. The 

method requires specialised, expensive planting equipment that minimises soil disturbance and 

enables farmers to use certain herbicide groups that can control grass weeds effectively, but are 

harmful to grain seeds. The power requirements of no-till planting equipment are significantly 

higher than the tractors that were adequate when farmers still used ploughs. These tractors are 

also more expensive. Furthermore, to protect the harvest against wind, farmers cut and throw the 
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grain plants in windrows that they later pick up with harvesters that can “spread” the harvest 

residues (chaff and straw) after the threshing process. Although the introduction of conservation 

farming reduced fuel, fertiliser and seed costs, problems with weeds and diseases increased, as 

did the cost of pesticides, especially herbicides and fungicides. 

As mentioned in the previous section, farmers have little control over the price they receive when 

selling their produce. Furthermore, their power in the market, relative to that of the buyers of 

agricultural commodities is declining. In the case of wheat there is only four big buyers and for 

barley and canola one buyer-processor. While farmers are seldom satisfied with the barley price, 

they seem to be more satisfied with the canola price, even though the latter is also derived from 

the world price for oil seeds. 

Farmers are paying workers in excess of the minimum wage, but they need fewer workers, 

especially because the crop enterprises on their farms have become so mechanised. Because of 

the sophistication of the modern machines they need workers that can operate these machines. 

While the current exchange rate of the Rand against most of the major currencies of South 

Africa’s trading partners has a favourable effect on grain and wool prices, farms in the Overberg 

locality are highly mechanised and use large amounts of synthetic fertiliser. Machines and 

fertiliser are imported and both have become more expensive as the Rand weakened against the 

American Dollar and Euro since the end of 2011 (Lemmer, 2015). 

Water is a pressure because it is getting more expensive and they cannot get access to other 

water for livestock crop production and household use than what they get from the scheme. 

Farmers also indicated that allocations from the scheme are not as certain as it used to be. It 

limits their ability to expand their dairies and to a certain extent their sheep flocks as well. 

I find the presence of a lack of useful and relevant information as a pressure in their top 10 list 

perplexing on the one hand and quite understandable on the other. Of all the farmers in South 

Africa, farmers in this part of the Western Cape are perhaps those best served by public and 

private research institutions. The Western Cape department of agriculture conduct farming 

systems experiments on private and provincial experimental farms in the area, while the 

Agricultural Research Council (ARC) conducts cultivar trials at various sites in the area, and 

agricultural businesses employ agricultural experts for the benefit of their farmer members or 
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shareholders. However, all these programmes are aimed at a sort of average farmer and some of 

the farmers who consider a lack of relevant research a pressure on their accumulation efforts are 

those that are looking for different and even more ways to enhance productivity or yields and 

lower costs. 

What I also not expected, was to find uncertainty about government’s policies, government 

actions and the sense that the government is not listening to them on Overberg respondents’ list 

of ten pressures that bear down upon their businesses. It is probably about recent actions by the 

South African Revenue Services (SARS) to enforce record-keeping of the amounts of fuel they 

use for farming purposes to qualify for the rebates they receive and the subsequent fines on 

farmers for not complying in full, is at the root of this dissatisfaction with government. Also, 

wheat farmers’ ongoing struggle through Grain SA to get the Department of Trade and Industry 

(DTI) to impose a higher import tariff on imported wheat may have something to do with it. 

Even though they have no experience with land claims, restitution or land redistribution, they 

may realise that the fact that the 1913 cut-off date for land restitution claims does not affect 

them, the uncertainty about government policy and actions can instil in them a fear of something 

they have no experience of, but may not escape in the long run. 

8.8 “Every farm tells a story” 
The reproduction and accumulation “stories” of ten farmers will be told in this section. The ten 

farmers have all participated in the questionnaire survey which I conducted with 48 farmers and 

were interviewed in March and April 2013 to find out more about their reproduction and 

accumulation strategies and ranking of the perceived pressures that bear down upon their 

farming operations. At the end of each farmer’s case I will try to evaluate each case with regards 

to its future trajectory, i.e. is the farmer involved in accumulation, is he successfully reproducing 

his capital, or has he become a simple commodity producer? 

8.8.1 Farmer O1: “Intensive livestock farming (and some crops)” 

Farmer O1 owns 1305 ha of land and rents in 350 ha. He grows wheat, barley, canola, oats, 

lucerne and lupines. He keeps a flock of 1700 woolled sheep and owns a Merino stud. He 

employs six permanent workers and had an annual turnover of R8 886 000 in 2010. 
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Commodity prices, production costs, climate and weather, the power that the buyers of 

agricultural commodities hold over him, land reform, uncertainty about government policy and 

government actions are the perceived pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce and 

accumulate capital. 

For most of the commodities they produce, capitalist farmers in the Overberg are price takers, 

i.e. they have no control over the price they receive. Apart from that, prices for wheat and canola 

are derived from global wheat and oil seed prices. The local price for malting barley is derived 

from the local wheat price. Even though Farmer O1 has control over the quantities of seed, 

fertiliser, agrochemicals and diesel fuel he uses in producing commodities, he has no control 

over prices, and production costs have increased over time. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production, in other words, to increase the capital 
intensity of production and/or geographic size, and/or the number of products.  

When Farmer O1 took over the farm from his father in 1995 he thought their 500 ha business 

was “neat and adequate”, but soon realised that he would have to increase the land available for 

production if he wanted to stay ahead: “These days farming is about the size of the farm. You 

have to expand, even if the price is R53 000/ha. If you can hang on for about three years, 

inflation will help you. Then you have no trouble paying.” 

He bought more land and also rents land.Besides the prospect of expanded production, more land 

also means that the cost of expensive tractors (R2,5 million for a 300 hp tractor), planters (R1,5 

million +), windrowers (R1,5 million) and harvesters (at least R2,5 million) needed for effective 

conservation farming can be spread over more hectares. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer O1 owns a Merino stud, and sells stud rams and ewes as “inputs” to other farmers at the 

annual auction on his farm. He also holds shares in Overberg Agri (ex farmers’ co-op, now 

agricultural services company) and BKB, the company to whom he sells his wool. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency by a) lowering the cost of commodity production, b) 
increasing productivity in terms of yield per hectare and/or c) organising workers and tasks to 
make workers as productive as possible 
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Farmers in the Overberg locality are the movement of capitalism personified. They are always 

busy looking for ways to twitch the system to harvest a little more or to spend a little less. They 

will often tell you about the “window of seven days”, i.e. there are supposedly seven days in 

which a farmer absolutely has to do certain things, and about staying ahead by doing things when 

they have to be done; “not this afternoon, not tomorrow”. Farmer O1 explains thatefficient 

machinery replacement strategies are extremely important because old, inefficient machinery can 

hamper productivity and eventually compromise a farmer’s ability to reproduce and accumulate. 

Says Farmer O1: “Farmers who left the farm during the past 20 years are those that fell behind 

with their machinery replacement programme. Now the machines are too old and they struggle to 

get ahead.” He tries to buy new machinery as far as possible because it has to be dependable, 

otherwise commodity production comes to a halt: “When your tractor or harvester is faulty, you 

cannot sow or harvest.” 

If there is one thing that he regrets, it is that he did not implement conservation farming earlier. 

He acknowledges that it is an expensive system in the beginning, but does not think he had much 

of a choice. “We had to do it to keep up.” 

Since he began with conservation farming in 2002, he has never had a crop failure, not even in 

the dry years. Besides the fact that the system made his crops more certain and larger, 

implementing minimum tillage meant saving on fuel expenses, while crop rotation meant that he 

can save on the cost of herbicides and fungicides. The long rotation system with lucerne and cash 

crops that he follows, supplies the livestock enterprise’s feed needs and makes it possible to keep 

a large flock of woolled sheep and ensure wool quality. The inclusion of legumes, e.g. lucerne 

and lupines, helps to increase soil fertility and may in the long run, lower the need for and cost of 

synthetic fertilizer. 

His latest invention to improve the productivity of his sheep enterprise is mobile lamhokkies, a 

portable “kit” of metal pipe and wire sides that can be erected anywhere to make a range of small 

kraals for ewes to lamb. This intensive system for lambing increases the percentage of lambs that 

are weaned, and because it can be shifted, lowers the chance of disease build-up. And, because 

he and Farmer O3 take turns to use the lamhokkies they save because each of them only needed 

to pay for half of the number that is needed. 
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Although farmers to the east of his farm are planting very early to avoid the September droughts, 

he sticks to planting between the first and 20th of May to avoid the frost in September. He says 

by sticking to the correct planting date he can avoid frost damage to his grain crops and yield 

losses. Compared to the northern hemisphere, yields of wheat and barley are low, yet grain 

farmers have benefitted from higher-yielding and disease resistant cultivars that are bred locally. 

These cultivars, together with improved production and moisture conservation practices, have at 

least doubled average yields in the Overberg locality. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action in order to reduce uncertainties and/or establish 
preferential access to and control over key resources, markets or policy processes 

Farmer O1 is an active member of the local farmers’ association which is affiliated with Agri SA. 

Conclusion: Farmer O1 

Farmer O1 is accumulating Even though he is one of the late “converts” to conservation 

agriculture because he farms in a part of the Overberg locality that gets more rain, he is getting 

all the benefits of higher and surer grain and pasture yields. He enlarged the farm from 500 ha to 

1 300 ha and increased production. He founded a Merino stud and is now making his sheep and 

wool enterprise more productive through more intensive lambing. Only he and Farmer O2 have 

implemented this intensive lambing system. 

 

8.8.2 Farmer O2: “Crop production aimed at providing animal feed” 

Farmer O2 and his father farm on 7000 ha of own land and 1200 ha rented land.They farm with 

3500 woolled sheep, operate a dairy and grow various cereals (wheat, barley, canola, oats, 

lucerne and lupines, triticale) that theyeither sell as grain, feed to the animals or use to make 

silage or as pasture. They employ 12 permanent workers and had an annual turnover of 

R9 382 000 in 2010. 

He ascribes their success to farming in ways suited to the climate, soil and limitations of the area, 

hard work and not drinking too much: 

You have to get up in the morning and be on your farm. Your holidays should not be too 
long or too often and you should not wander too far from your fields and livestock. Here 
you have to farm with suitable livestock breeds and crop cultivars and implement very 
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specific production practices for the circumstances and not try new things that worked 
elsewhere in the region. You should work with enthusiasm and finish the work before 
you drink wine. 

Farmer O2 lists climate and weather, the power of the buyers of agricultural commodities, 

commodity prices, water, production costs, problem animals and stock theft as the perceived 

pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate capital. 

He farms in an area of the Overberg locality that gets less rain than the other parts and where the 

rainfall season is shorter. As a dairy farmer he needs a lot of water and temperatures that are not 

too high. Buyers of most agricultural commodities are one of a few in the case of wheat or, or the 

only buyer in the case of barley and canola. Because these buyers have relatively more power 

than farmers they can set prices for agricultural commodities. Water may be only fourth on his 

list in the questionnaire, but when I interviewed him a year later, he said water was the “biggest 

problem of all”: 

My land is only 3 metre above sea level, so a borehole is useless. We do not get water 
from the stock water scheme. We use water from small rivers that only flow until New 
Years’ Day or March. When that water is done, we pump from a big vlei. That water is as 
salty as it gets, but fortunately the livestock will still drink it. 

His land shares borders with a national park, which may explain why he considers problem 

animals one of the pressures on his ability to reproduce and accumulate. Because Farmer O2 has 

a vast landholding and keeps a lot of livestock, he may find it difficult to keep an eye on 

everything. Also the farm is quite isolated from other farms and is targeted by stock thieves. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer O2 has bought more land and is renting more land. Most of the land is used to produce 

fodder to keep more sheep. He milks 232 cows in summer and approximately 300 in winter. He 

could increase the dairy cows to 400, but that is about as much as the farm’s limited water 

resources would allow him. Because he farms in an area that gets less rain than other parts of the 

Overberg locality and has shallow soils with low productivity for cash grain farming, he tries to 

grow as much grains for animal feed. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 
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Farmer O2 holds shares in Overberg Agri, an agricultural services company, and BKB, a wool 

brokering company. 

 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency 

Others have tried to farm in the area without success, but because his family had been farming 

there for such a long time, they know how to get profitable cereal yields and how best to utilise 

limited water supplies of poor quality for the benefit of large numbers of animals and a medium-

sized dairy. 

Whereas farmers in the Overberg research locality are the fathers of conservation farming in the 

province, Farmer O2 says he cannot implement the system in full because the soils on his land 

are shallow and sandy and overlay a shallow salty water table. Minimal disturbance of the soil is 

one of the principles of conservation farming, but he does a light cultivation before planting with 

a disc seeding machine that barely disturbs the soil. That light cultivation helps to control most 

weeds and snails that destroy crops in other areas. 

His crop enterprises became more effective after he imported a 13-metredisc seeding machine, 

especially after he widened it to work a width of 18 metres. Now he can sow a lot of hectares in a 

day. Because the seeding machine only cuts through the soil to open it for the seed he does not 

need a very powerful (and expensive) tractor. That way he saves on fuel too. He also saves 

money by doing all the maintenance of the farm’s machinery himself. That way everything 

works “correctly and effectively”. For the disc seeding machine mentioned earlier, he studied a 

“parts manual” on the internet to see which parts he would need and sent a list of the parts he 

needed to an agent in Ohio, USA, who helped him to import all the parts in a container. He built 

the seeding machine and will soon improve it in the same way. 

Farmer O2 produces all the feed for his livestock in order to save on costs. Voermaak (growing 

cereals and legumes to harvest the grains to feed to the livestock or turn the green material into 

silage or hay) takes up a lot of his time and energy. He usually grows 1 200 ha of lucerne, which 

is grazed by the sheep and cattle or made into silage. He also grows triticale (a cross between 

wheat and rye) to feed the grains to the animals and make silage. Part of the 600 ha of oats that 
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he grows are harvested and sold as grain, while another part is made into silage and a third part is 

grazed by the livestock. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer O2 does not take part in collective action. 

Conclusion: Farmer O2 

Although Farmer O2 believes that they just have to go on as usual and that it implies not much of 

a difference from the way his father and grandfather farmed, he acknowledges that there is still a 

lot of fat in the system: 

We still look for solutions beyond our farm fences. It is easier to buy more (dairy) cattle 
than to class the present herd and select only the best ones. We often complain about the 
cost of eradicating weeds, but nothing cleans a field of weeds like a herd of young Jersey 
oxen followed by a team of wethers. You only have to supply water. When they have 
grazed the weeds on that field they move on to the next. Granted, they will not keep their 
condition with this practice, but you can quickly fatten them with good fodder and sell 
them. 

This supports my impression of Farmer O2 that he is accumulating by “looking outwards, away 

from the farm”, i.e. by buying more land to grow more animal feed and increase the number of 

animals that he can keep, but that he can still look inward, to the farm where there is “fat in the 

system”. Because of the location of his farm, he cannot do all the things that the other farmers 

whose stories are related here, can do. Inadequate fresh water resources and late winter droughts 

put physical limits on potential productivity, but he knows how to accumulate within those 

constraints and suggests that there are ways to improve efficiency. 

8.8.3 Farmer O3: “Shifting the focus to crop production” 

Farmer O3 owns 1300 ha and rents 700 ha. When he returned to the farm 20 years ago, his father 

owned 373 ha and rented “two pieces of land”. He grows wheat, barley, canola, oats, lucerne and 

lupines and farms with a flock of 4000 woolled sheep. His business employs ten permanent 

workers and in 2010 his annual turnover was R14 245 200. 

He perceives climate and weather, production costs, commodity prices, government actions, 

uncertainty about government policy, infrastructure and labour as the pressures that most affect 

his business’ ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate capital. 
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The part of the Overberg locality where Farmer O3 farms, is not as drought-prone as those to the 

east of his farm, but they do get the occasional year when the rainfall is lower than the long-term 

average. The area is also more prone to frost in winter. Also, because they are more certain about 

the rainfall, they do not implement all the principles of conservation farming as meticulously as 

their counterparts to the east, which can make them very anxious when the rain does not come as 

expected. Farmer O3 owns a large number of sheep and needs favourable climate and weather 

conditions to grow enough fodder and have sufficient pastures to rear them. 

The appearance of production costs and commodity prices on Farmer O3’s list is not strange, 

because they represent factors that he does not have much control over. The fact that government 

actions and uncertainty about government policy appear so high on the list of so many farmers in 

the Overberg locality points to great uncertainty about state policies and pronouncements. His 

livestock enterprise is getting larger and more intensive, and for that he needs more workers, but 

it should be workers that he can “trust and leave to work on (their) own”. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production  

Farmer O3’s father owned 373 ha of land and rented land, whereas he owns 1300 ha and rents 

700 ha, which is in line with the mean for the locality? In the beginning he struggled to pay for 

the land. He says landowners from whom he rents land can be quite prescriptive about fences, 

the spraying of crops, access to the land and the maintenance of buildings, yet, he believes 

renting land is worth the trouble: 

Rented land is what helps you to grow. Rent is a cash amount, but you have to think 
about it this way: what is the value of the land if you take that money and put it in the 
bank? It is expensive, but the profit is yours. No, we cannot go without renting land. 

He also switched from conventional crop farming to conservation farming which helped to make 

his grain yields higher and more secure. After the harvest he stores the grain in on-farm storage 

facilities until the price is higher. He established a fodder bank and manages a feedlot on the 

farm. With these actions and improved arrangements to supply water to the livestock he was able 

to increase sheep numbers fivefold. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer O3 has shares in one of the local agricultural businesses. 
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Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency 

The tide turned for Farmer O3 after he began to implement conservation farming. It helped him 

to lower the cost of cereal production, especially in terms of fuel and some agrochemicals. By 

doing variable rate fertiliser application and incorporating legumes in the crop rotation he saves 

on fertilizer as well.The crop rotation system that he follows, yields grains to sell for cash, as 

well as pastures and fodder crops, and will on the long run improve the fertility of his soil. 

Besides improved agricultural practices he also increases crop production by sowing the seeds of 

high-yielding, disease resistant grain cultivars. 

I said earlier that the establishment of a stock water scheme for the Overberg in 1982 was a 

definitive moment for reproduction and accumulation in the livestock enterprises of the region, 

but it also had beneficial spin-offs for crop production. Farmer O3 says he only uses skemawater 

(water from the stock water scheme) to mix chemicals that he sprays on his crops:  

The pH of that water is known and constant, and chemicals mixed withit does not block 
the sprayer heads. In addition you know what to add if you want to change the pH 
because you know with what you started. 

While Farmer O3’s livestock enterprise seems to operate on a higher level of productivity than 

the crop enterprise, he believes that the new tractor, planter and harvester that he bought in 2012 

and 2013 would increase the productivity of his crop enterprise as well. Certain functions offered 

by the planter and the harvester would help him to implement conservation farming more 

effectively, thus leading to cost savings and improved production. 

He introduced a number of changes to increase the number of sheep he produces and sells. These 

include growing feed for the livestock, erecting fodder storage facilities and establishing a 

feedlot to make lambs ready for the market on the farm. He further intensified the sheep 

enterprise by introducing a system of synchronising the fertility cycles of the ewes in his flock 

and inseminate them through laparoscopy to increase the percentage of lambs that are weaned 

and mobile lamhokkies, a portable kit of metal pipe and wire sides that can be used to erect a 

small kraal in which ewes can lamb safely. Because it is possible to move the portable kraals to 

different fields, chances of disease build-up is minimised and he can save on veterinary products. 

He and Farmer O1 take turns to use the lamhokkies, so they save because each of them only had 

to pay for half of the number that is needed. 
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Despite the more intensive crop and livestock productions on Farmer O3’s farm, they do not 

employ more workers. “We actually need more workers, especially for our intensive livestock 

production system.” He says he already pays R195 per day, but is willing to pay R400 if he can 

find someone that he can “trust and leave to work on his own”. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action 

Farmer O3 takes part in the activities of Grain SA, the grain industry organisation. 

Conclusion: Farmer O3 

Farmer O3 bought and rented land and switched to conservation agriculture to make his grain 

yields higher and more secure. After the harvest he stores the grain in on-farm storage facilities 

until the price is higher. He established a fodder bank and manages a feedlot on the farm. With 

these actions and improved arrangements to supply water to the livestock he was able to increase 

the farm’s sheep numbers fivefold. Most recently he has taken steps to intensify his sheep 

enterprise to make it more productive and bought a new seeding machine and harvester to 

improve the productivity of his grain enterprise. He is engaged in accumulation because it 

appears that he keeps on employing processes that will lead to increase production and 

productivity. 

8.8.4 Farmer O4: “Making haste with expansion” 

Farmer O4 farms with his brother on 1620 ha own land and 1620 ha rented land. They grow 

wheat, barley, canola, oats and lucerne. They also operate a dairy and farm with woolled sheep. 

They used to keep ostriches, but stopped the enterprise after a ban was imposed on the export of 

ostrich meat from South Africa due to an outbreak of bird flu. They employ 14 permanent 

workers and had an annual turnover of R21 321 000 in 2010. 

Production costs, labour, infrastructure, water, exchange rate, climate and weather and pests and 

diseases are the perceived pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate 

capital. 

Most of Farmer O4’s land is in a drier part of the Overberg locality and even though he managed 

to increase yields through implementing conservation farming, yields are still not high which 

may explain why he is concerned about production costs. Also, because he has bought more 

land, he has to spend more on the fields of those farms because such land is often quite 
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neglected. “The phosphate levels are low, the soil is depleted of all nutrients and there is a 

problem with weeds,” he says. When Farmer O4 ranked the pressures he was still farming with 

ostriches. He then employed 20 workers. By his own admission he prefers to sit at the computer 

in the office and would rather employ fewer “independent” workers who “know what to do, why 

they are doing it and where the money comes from”. 

It is not clear whether Farmer O4 is concerned about farm infrastructure or public infrastructure, 

but my guess is because they have bought so much land on which the infrastructure, e.g. fences 

and stock watering places, are neglected and they have to spend a lot of money to fix them. Also, 

if they want to expand their dairy they might have to upgrade or enlarge their dairy parlour, 

which will cost a lot of money. Water is another pressure because dairy cows drink about 150 

litres of water per day and a lot of water is also needed to clean the milkshed. Water may thus 

also hamper their ability to expand their dairy enterprise. 

Farmer O4’s concern about the exchange rate is twofold. When the Rand is weak against 

currencies like the American dollar or Euro, it supports the prices farmers are paid for wheat and 

wool, whereas a weak Rand makes imported inputs such as fertilisers, pesticides and machinery 

more expensive. 

Farmer O4 practices rain-fed agriculture and if the rain stays away both his cash crops and the 

crops he grows as fodder for his sheep and cows are affected negatively.  

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production  

It was fitting that I completed the questionnaire with Farmer O4 on his latest rental farm shortly 

after he had signed the contract. Of the 4000 ha of land that they farm on, 1600 ha is rented. 

Farmer O4 and his brother have expanded their landholding at a rapid pace since they took over 

the business from their father in 2003: 

We did not stand still since that. We expanded our crop enterprise from 600 ha in 2003 to 
2000 ha in 2013. In 2003 we milked 180 cows, now we milk 500. We increased our flock 
of 700 ewes to 5000. 

They diversified the enterprise mix to include wheat, barley, canola, oats and lucerne, dairy 

cattle, ostriches and woolled sheep. Access to more land allows them to grow lucerne pastures 

for the livestock on 1600 ha and make 2700 tonnes of silage from the oats they grow on 300 ha 
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on an annual basis. With that dependable fodder flow they enlarged their dairy by 100 cows and 

are keeping seven times more sheep than when they returned to the farm. Their business is also 

more mechanised than that of their father. The conservation farming system that they introduced 

benefits the productivity of both their crop and livestock enterprises through moisture 

conservation that ensure grain and pasture yields that are higher and more certain. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

He is a member of a co-operative that holds shares in the only canola oil processing plant in the 

country, an animal feed producing plant, a precision agriculture technology company and a 

vehicle dealer. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

The minimum tillage “leg” of conservation farming ensures that farmers use less fuel and thus 

lower production costs. Due to improved soil conditions plants are also better able to utilise 

nutrients in the soil, thus minimising the need for added fertiliser. The introduction of 

higheryielding, and disease resistant cultivars increased the production of grain: 

The 3,2 t/ha of wheat and barley and 1,7 t/ha canola that we harvested in 2012 may have 
been under the average for the district, but for us it was excellent yields. Improved 
cultivars, seed and pesticides, together with minimum tillage practices will help that we 
will never harvest only 300 to 500 kg/ha like we did in 1998 and 1999. 

He saves on costs because he grows cereals that can be processed into animal feed, store it and 

use it when needed. He also increased the productivity of his sheep and dairy enterprises by 

selecting only the best-producing sheep and cows and getting rid of the other. The productivity 

of his dairy cows improved from 5000 litre/cow/year to 7000 litre/cow/year. In 2010 they 

enlarged the dairy enterprise with 100 cows, but when they got their new milk quota from 

Parmalat, those 100 cows were not included. Even though he says they milked those cows at a 

loss for three years, it “forced” him to improve the efficiency of his dairy herd in order to keep 

those extra cows. 

Because he is a member of a local farmers’ co-operative, he has access to the “free” services of 

agricultural experts employed by the co-op. He keeps meticulous records and plans before he 

embarks on actions: 
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I keep farming records and make plans. That is how I decide to make changes. When I 
get up in the morning, I switch on the computer to view my cash flow statement, check 
my bank balance, my balance at the co-operative, the litres of milk that the cows had 
produced that day and how much money the cows made that day. Before I go to bed I 
check everything again. I think I like the numbers more than I like farming. That is why I 
can sit here in town, dressed in clean clothes while the workers go on with the work. 

He employs fewer workers that are better schooled, made to work more and paid more: 

These days we employ 20% fewer workers, but we get the same amount of work done. I 
introduced a strict clocking-in system. We used to have 20 workers when we still farmed 
with ostriches. We had broeivoëls (male and female ostriches for breeding purposes) and 
used to hatch ostrich eggs and rear ostrich chickens, which was quite labour intensive. 
Now we employ 14 workers. The least-paid worker in our business gets approximately 
R160 per day. Our plan is to employ only six schooled workers in a year’s time. They 
will be workers that know what to do, why they are doing it and where the money comes 
from. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

He is a member of the local farmers’ association that is affiliated with Agri South Africa, as well 

as a member of Grain SA. 

Conclusion: Farmer O4 

Farmer O4 and his brother have expanded their own and rented land in a short time, diversified 

their enterprises, enlarged their dairy cattle and woolled sheep flock. They did well with 

ostriches, but got rid of the enterprise when a ban was placed on ostrich meat exports. They also 

made their grain enterprises more productive. Because of all these strategies, they are 

accumulating. 

 

8.8.5 Farmer O5: “Expanding through profit-sharing” 

Farmer O5 owns 3000 ha of land and rents 2500 ha. He grows wheat, barley, oats and canola. In 

2011, when I completed the survey questionnaire, he was still farming with woolled sheep and 

ostriches and manufacturing feed pellets from lucerne and other grains. By the time I conducted 

the semi-structured interview with him in March-April 2013 he has gotten rid of the sheep and 

ostriches and was only growing cash crops. Of the ten farmers that I interviewed, he is the only 
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one that built his accumulation strategies solely on grain production. In 2010 his annual turnover 

was R26 750 000. 

At the time of the questionnaire survey he employed 25 permanent workers. My guess is that he 

has reduced that number significantly after he got rid of the ostrich and sheep enterprises. 

For Farmer O5 the fact that farmers lost control over the agricultural business that they 

established, the power of buyers of agricultural commodities, uncertainty about government 

policy, pests and diseases, commodity prices, production costs and lack of useful and relevant 

research are the perceived pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate 

capital. 

The miller and baker Sasko and Bokomo and the seed breeding company Sensako were founded 

by farmers and used to be farmer-owned. Now the first two belong to the Pioneer Food Group 

and Sensako belongs to two ex-ARC wheat breeders who bought it from Monsanto.  

Although cultivation costs are much lower because of reduced tillage, Farmer O5 says his 

“chemical account”, as a measure of the prevalence of pests and diseases, is on the increase: 

We struggle to control weeds, and herbicides are just getting more expensive. We also 
spray fungicides more often. I think the fungi develop resistance against the products 
much quicker. Even before Sabbi (South African Barley Breeding Institute) releases a 
new barley cultivar it already has fungal diseases. When I started to farm we sprayed only 
once to control fungi, now I spray four times a year in barley and twice in wheat. 

Farmer O5 got rid of his livestock enterprises and has implemented a continuous cropping 

system with cash crops, such as wheat, barley, oats and canola. Because it is more difficult to 

maintain soil health and soil fertility and control weeds in such a system, he often grows cover 

crop mixtures of oats and lupines which he kills in spring and leaves it on the surface as brown 

manure. Not much is known about the use of cover crops in winter rainfall areas in South Africa. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production  

Farmer O5 is almost brutal about expansion and profitability, and changes the enterprise mix on 

his farm rather regularly. When I visited him in 2011 to complete the survey questionnaire, he 

was growing wheat, oats and barley on some 4000 ha. By 2012 he sowed 5800 ha, 6000 ha in 

2013, and about 7000 ha in 2014 after he rented another two farms. In 2012 he was still keeping 
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700 sheep and almost 3000 ostriches. When I returned in 2013 to interview for the intensive 

phase of my research, he had got rid of the sheep and ostriches and was only producing crops. He 

says he is not afraid to make changes and farms with whatever is making money at the time: 

Some farmers are afraid of change. They believe you have to keep a certain balance 
between crops and livestock. Their perception is that you should not diverge from that. I 
think farmers that deviated from that belief are doing well, whether he is a livestock 
farmer or a grain farmer. If he likes what he is doing and his does it in the correct way, all 
is fine. I like the beauty of arable farming, but I like making money even more. To me, 
making money is the fairest aspect of farming. I would farm with tortoises or baboons; I 
would do anything if the return on investment is right. It has to make money. 

He farms on 12 farms that he either owns or rents from landowners on a profit-sharing basis. 

These farms are situated in three different agro-ecological parts of the Overberg locality. After 

he got rid of the sheep and ostriches he increased the area under cultivation of cash crops. He 

now produces cash crops such as wheat, barley, canola, oats, as well as the nitrogen-binding 

legumes, sweet and bitter lupines, on all the land. 

Farmer O5 has a rather novel way to expand production vertically and horizontally. He rents 

thousands of hectares of land, but instead of paying the owner of the land in cash, he convinces 

the owner to agree to rather share the profit he makes on that land: 

The owners of the land want the assurance that they are going to get a certain amount of 
rent. I convince them that they can do better than that with profit sharing. I have now 
gone as far as guaranteeing them a certain minimum if they agree to profit sharing, but 
then I set certain conditions, e.g. that they should keep their sheep away from the land, or 
at least keep fewer sheep on the land. Farmers who rent out their land are so used to 
having their land abused by tenants that they would rather take the cash. However, once 
they have seen the benefits of profit sharing, they are sold. When I started to rent a farm 
near Napier, I said to the owner give me one camp on profit sharing on condition that you 
keep the sheep away. With an income of R3 000 per ha more than cash rent from profit 
sharing the camps that I rent on that basis, are increasing. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

He is a member of a co-operative that holds shares in the only canola oil processing plant in the 

country, an animal feed producing plant, a precision agriculture technology company and a 

vehicle dealer. He used to operate a small plant that made animal feed pellets from lucerne and 
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low grade grain to feed his flock of approximately 3 000 ostriches, but has since sold it, and the 

ostriches. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

While the main criticism against the system of continuous cropping that Farmer O5 operates is 

often that weeds and plant diseases build up, he introduced a crop rotation that incorporates 

cover crops. That means that he varies crops and monitors weeds and diseases. Where he sees a 

field where weeds or diseases seem to be a problem, he would plant a cover crop. Although the 

introduction of a cover crop can mean that one harvest is sacrificed, the benefits in terms of 

lower cost of weed and disease control, better soil health and soil fertility and higher production 

in the follow-up crop, often last for several years after the cover crop. 

Like all the other farmers who experienced lower fuel costs when they changed to conservation 

farming, but he further saves because he uses a disc seeding machine to plant grains. A disc 

seeding machine does not need much power or energy (fuel) to move a narrow disc through soil. 

He also reaps the benefits of higher-yielding, disease resistant cultivars produced by local wheat, 

barley and oat breeding programmes and canola cultivars imported from Australia. “Clipper, the 

only barley cultivar we used to have, would not have produced such high yields, even if you 

planted it in a flower pot and watered it.” In a good year like 2012 the average yield for wheat on 

his farm was 4,4 t/ha and for canola it was 2,8 t/ha in his best camps: 

We have never had such good yields. I have always said if I can get a 3 tonne harvest, it 
will be very good, the magical 3 tonne-harvest. Now we are way past that. We have never 
had such spikes in the past, not even when the rainfall was as good. 

Farmer O5 is a member of SSK, an agricultural co-op, and therefore has access to “free” services 

of agricultural experts employed by the business. 

He employs fewer workers since he got rid of his sheep and ostrich enterprises. Because his 

business is so highly mechanised, what with tractors, sprayers, windrowers and harvesters that 

are equipped with sophisticated computers, he employs two local farmers’ sons on a permanent 

basis. These young men are from farming families, but their farms can only “afford” one of the 

brothers. When it is time to plant or harvest, he also employs two retired farmers to help drive 

the tractors and harvesters. 
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Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer O5 is a member of the local farmers’ association that is affiliated to Agri SA, as well as a 

member of Grain SA. 

Conclusion: farmer O5 

Farmer O5 is accumulating rather aggressively. He inherited land, bought more and is renting 

land in a part of the Overberg locality that receives more rain more often than his home farm.  

That gives him an opportunity to get higher yields and larger harvests. While profit-sharing as a 

way to get access to more land is not unknown in the Overberg locality, he probably has the most 

success with it. He goes against the local belief that a farmer has to choose his enterprises and 

stick with them. He keeps on changing to whatever makes a profit. 

8.8.6 Farmer O6: “Building a crop enterprise on ostrich profits” 

Farmer O6 owns two farms with a joint size of 2353 ha, which is larger than the average for the 

locality. He produces wheat, barley, canola (as a cash crop and for grazing), oats, lucerne, field 

peas, woolled sheep and ostriches. Farmer O6 employs 12 permanent workers. He had an annual 

turnover of R9 264 000 in 2010. 

Climate and weather, the exchange rate, commodity prices, production costs, the power of 

buyers of agricultural commodities, labour and uncertainty about government policy are the 

perceived pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate capital. 

Farmer O6’s farm is located in a part of the locality that gets less rain, besides which he is also a 

latecomer to both crop production and conservation farming practices. The exchange rate is high 

on his list of pressures because he exports both ostrich products and wool, but he is in the 

process of replacing some of the machinery for his grain enterprises and a weak Rand makes 

them more expensive. Because he is a latecomer to conservation farming, he does not yet benefit 

from the higher and more stable yields, so, if commodity prices are low, it may affect him more 

than other farmers who already get the benefits. Farmer O6 has to deal with monopoly buyers for 

most of the commodities he produces. I find it strange that labour is one of the pressures that 
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bear down on his business because he said during the interview that it was convenient to have 

many workers. Maybe he has sorted out the problems he had with workers at the time of the 

questionnaire survey. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer O6 did not buy more land, but “enlarged” his holding by adding an enterprise that could 

utilise the holding’s 600 ha uitvalgrond (land that is too marginal, steep or rocky to grow crops) 

and klowe (valleys). He says his father used to believe “as jy saai gaan jy in jou maai” (crop 

production is the road to ruin), so he rented out his arable fields to other farmers and only farmed 

with woolled sheep and dairy cows. Just before he returned to the farm, his father bought a flock 

of ostriches at an insolvent auction near Oudtshoorn. On his return to the farm Farmer O6 would 

be responsible for the ostrich enterprise. He was lucky, because ostrich meat prices were at a 

peak and South African ostrich farmers earned high prices from exporting the meat. He got 

involved along the whole chain of ostrich meat production (from breeding and hatching the eggs 

to raising the chicks and finishing the birds for the market) and made sufficient profits to 

consider returning to crop production. 

While crop production might have been a risky business in this father’s time, Farmer O6’s 

neighbours who have been practising conservation agriculture for more than ten years by the 

time he returned to the farm were getting good yields, even in dry years. As the rental contracts 

on their land expired, he began to hire machines to plant and harvest his fields. At first he only 

planted crops that could be used as feed for the livestock. Using the money made with the ostrich 

enterprise, he began to buy his own machines. Now he grows wheat, barley, canola, oats and 

field peas (for silage), lucerne, and keep woolled sheep and ostriches. He earns money from 

selling wheat, barley, canola, wool, meat and ostriches. He can keep 1 500 sheep and 2250 

ostriches because he grows lucerne as a pasture for the sheep and ostriches, oats and field peas to 

make silage, as well as canola for ostrich grazing. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

He is a member of a co-operative that holds shares in the only canola oil processing plant in the 

country, an animal feed producing plant, a precision agriculture technology company and a 

vehicle dealer. He also holds shares in BKB and Mosstrich, an ostrich abattoir and export group 
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with its head office in Mossel Bay. While farmers received reasonable dividends before the ban 

on the export of ostrich meat after 2009, the dividends are probably smaller now. 

He built an automatic incubator for ostrich eggs to make it possible to breed and raise ostrich 

chickens. It can be considered expanding upstream in the value chain because most other farmers 

buy chickens at three months and just raise them to sell. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

One of the first things Farmer O6 did after he returned to the farm was to develop a bookkeeping 

system for the business. “The cost assessment that I did as part of the evaluation of the business 

showed that the dairy was not making money, so it had to go. After that the sheep numbers 

stayed the same and I continued with the ostrich enterprise.” He also evaluated the sheep flock 

and culled the sheep that were not in a good condition or lambing every year. That boosted the 

productivity of the flock. He introduced a programme for the sheep enterprise and scans the ewes 

after they were with the rams. At this stage the ewes lamb once a year, but he will soon introduce 

a system of three lambing seasons in two years in order to increase the productivity of his sheep 

flock. 

Although conservation agriculture leans heavily on pesticides, especially herbicides and 

fungicides, there are many benefits. Because the crop residues are left on the soil surface after 

the harvest, it breaks down and adds nutrients to the soil. That helps to lower the need for 

synthetic fertiliser. They also save because they do not broadcast the fertiliser anymore, but place 

it in the rows with the seed. Conservation agriculture is highly mechanised, and to really benefit 

from the system, farmers have to sow the grains at the right time and do it quickly otherwise the 

grains take too long to emerge or are not strong enough. 

Farmer O6 not only grows cash crops, but also crops that can be processed into silage by 

contractors and stored in a feed bank on the farm. He is a member of a very progressive small 

grain study group where some of the members have gotten rid of their livestock enterprises and 

are now engaged in continuous cropping systems. He will not follow that trend because he feels 

the livestock enterprises add stability to his business. 

Farmer O6 is a member of SSK, the local agricultural co-operative and therefore has access to 

“free” services of the agricultural experts employed by the co-operative. 
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He employs 12 workers, and although he introduced a clock system that is linked to the wage 

system on his computer, he has no plans to retrench workers. Because there are so many different 

enterprises in the business, the demand for labour is relatively high for the Overberg locality. The 

sheep and ostrich enterprises are quite labour intensive and according to Farmer O6 the crop 

production activities flow so much smoother and more efficient if there are enough workers to 

help. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer O6 is an active member of the local farmers’ association, Grain SA structures and a study 

group for small grain farmers. 

Conclusion: Farmer O6 

Farmers in the Overberg locality firmly believe once a farmer has fallen behind in replacing his 

machinery and technology on time and begin to rent out his arable fields, a point of no return is 

reached. He will never be able to “catch up” with developments in technology and will soon sell 

his land. Farmer O6’s business is a rare case where a successful return to mixed livestock and 

crop farming was made. Since he returned to the farm, he made many changes and the farm is 

beginning to accumulate. He was lucky to farm with ostriches during the “boom” time, and could 

use the profits made thus to get a crop enterprise going again. He started to implement 

conservation agriculture later than his neighbours, but learnt a lot from them. He is buying new 

implements and is working on improving the sheep enterprise. He has already selected the best 

breeding material from the herd and got rid of the rest. He is about to improve the productivity of 

the sheep enterprise by making the ewes lamb three times in two years instead of every year. At 

this stage I think he made all those changes to reproduce his capital successfully. 

8.8.7 Farmer O7: “A constant balancing and shifting between enterprises” 

Farmer O7 and his brother farm on 1500 ha own land and rent650 ha land in a part of the 

Overberg locality where the rainfall is relatively high and consistent. They grow wheat, barley, 

canola, oats, lucerne and lupines, operate a dairy and keep 3500 dual-purpose sheep. In 2010 

their annual turnover was R11 719 000. They employ 16 permanent workers. 

 

 

 

 



 299

Commodity prices, production costs, the power of buyers of agricultural commodities, climate 

and weather, water, stock theft and uncertainty about government policy are the perceived 

pressures on his ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate capital. 

Even though Farmer O7 counts the fact that they began to farm after the deregulation of 

agricultural marketing fortunate, volatile commodity prices put pressure on his ability to 

reproduce and accumulate. Rising fuel, fertiliser and pesticide prices pushes up production costs, 

and because farmers are price takers and commodity prices are volatile and often relatively low, 

they feel pressure from the cost and income sides. Because they rely on water from the 

Theewaterskloof water scheme, increases in water tariffs make it difficult to expand their dairy 

and livestock enterprises. Farmer O7’s farm is close to the town and they have lost so many 

sheep and lambs to stock thieves that they had to replace the sheep in those camps with cattle. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer O7’s father passed away when he was in his final year at school, and his mother and a 

foreman kept the business going until he had completed his university studies and could return to 

the farm. After this period of probably no more than reproduction, Farmer O7 and his brother 

began to buy more land and entered into rental contracts with nearby landowners. Although they 

paid high prices for the land, they were always lucky with their purchases: “The prices were 

never low, but we always managed to buy before the prices spiked.” 

They also had the rare opportunity to negotiate on a one-to-one basis with two sellers, which can 

result in a price that is more favourable for the buyer. Usually sellers put the land out to secret 

tender and sell to the highest offer. When I interviewed him in 2013, he told me of another piece 

of land he had his eye on. 

Their business is quite diversified. They grow wheat, barley, canola, oats, lupines, lucerne and 

keep dual-purpose sheep and dairy cattle. It benefitted their accumulation efforts to have such a 

diversified business because since they returned to the farm, prices of the commodities they 

produce have been quite volatile, but the movements were not all in the same direction. Because 

they grow annual crops and the cows and ewes calf or lamb once a year (often three times in two 

years in the case of sheep), they are sufficiently diversified and flexible to benefit from the 

movements in prices: 
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If the price of wool or meat drops, we will keep fewer sheep, and if it rises, we will keep 
more. If the price of wheat is low, we will sow fewer hectares of wheat. The relationship 
between the livestock and crops is temporary and subject to a constant balancing and 
shifting between the two. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

Farmer O7 holds shares in Overberg Agri and Pioneer Foods. Both companies pay dividends 

when they make profits. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer O7 farms in a high-rainfall area and one of the biggest benefits of conservation 

agriculture were the fact that they do not have water erosion en runoff anymore. Most rain water 

tends to stay in the soil. Heavy planters can plant earlier in dry soil. For some crops, e.g. canola, 

oats and certain wheat cultivars, planting earlier is beneficial. Also, the crop rotation leg of 

conservation agriculture means that he can follow a long rotation with lucerne (for pasture) and 

cash crops such as wheat, barley, canola, lupines and oats. The lucerne phase, which lasts five to 

six years, gives him an opportunity to control grass weeds and fix atmospheric nitrogen in the 

soil. The value of many different crops also lies in the fact that their prices and yields are not all 

low at the same time. 

Because they usually grow 1100 ha of lucerne, they have grazing for their sheep and dairy cows. 

They also make oat silage in covered round bales and in a bunker for the dairy cattle. The value 

of the round bales is that they can take them to the fields with a tractor and lift where the cows 

are grazing. 

He sells sheep (for mutton) to a livestock buyer that visits his farm, “selects, weighs, pays and 

takes (them) away”. Even though the price might be a bit lower than at the abattoir, it is 

convenient for them because September-October when the lambs are ready for the market, they 

are too busy preparing for the grain harvest. 

Farmer O7 employs 16 permanent workers, a larger number than the business employed 20 years 

ago. They all live in the nearby village. He employs contract workers to shear sheep and install 

and maintain fences, as well as a contractor to chop oats for silage made in a bunker. 
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Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer O7 is an active member of the local farmers’ association that is affiliated with Agri SA. 

He is also a member of Grain SA. 

 

Conclusion: Farmer O7 

Farmer O7 and his brother are successful reproducers. He operates a diversified business with his 

brother in a high-rainfall part of the Overberg locality, and they are buying and renting more 

land. Their profits in the grain enterprises still appear big enough for them not to be pressured to 

implement all the principles of conservation agriculture in full. On the other hand, they may be 

missing out on larger yields because they are not getting all the benefits from applying all the 

principles. Although they are catching up, my impression is that their business lost out on 

accumulation possibilities in the years between their father’s death and their return to the farm. 

8.8.8 Farmer O8: “Integrated crop and livestock business” 

Farmer O8 and his son farm on 1500 ha own land and 700 ha rented land. They grow lucerne, 

wheat, canola and barley. They operate a small dairy with 120 cows and keep 2200 woolled 

sheep. When the ostrich meat export industry was at its peak, they speculated with ostriches for 

ten years by buying in the birds at three months, fatten them and sell them at 12 months. They 

employ seven permanent workers and in 2010 had an annual turnover of R12 945 000. 

Uncertainty about government policy, land reform, infrastructure, crime and farm safety, water, a 

lack of useful and relevant research and labour are the perceived pressures on his ability to 

successfully reproduce and accumulate capital. 

Between the extensive and intensive phases of my research, Farmer O8’s son returned to the 

farm from working in America. His father made many changes to put the business on a 

sustainable path, and during the interview it was clear that the young man was expected to do 

something new or different to make a contribution to the accumulation efforts of the business. 

However, it was clear that uncertainty about government policy placed a damper on their plans. 

Farmers in the Overberg locality do not have experience of land reform, like farmers in other 

parts of the country do. I think sometimes the prospect of something unpleasant, in this case land 
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reform, is far worse than experiencing the process, which might explain the presence of land 

reform so high on Farmer O8’s list. 

Farmer O8 has to negotiate bad dirt roads to get to his fields or take his produce to silos, 

processors or the abattoir, and the water situation in their area limits plans he might have to 

expand his relative small dairy. Farmer O8 was one of the first farmers to switch to conservation 

farming and is always on the lookout for ways to farm better, to increase his grain yields, to grow 

more cash crops in rotation without running into problems with weeds or diseases, which may 

explain why he considers the lack of relevant research a pressure on his reproduction and 

accumulation efforts. Farmer O8 only employs a few workers, but most of them had been there 

for such a long time that regular increases in wages mean that they earn good salaries, even 

though they are semi-literate. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

Farmer O8 and his son’s 1 500 ha business is diversified, with cash crops such as wheat, barley 

and canola, lucerne for livestock grazing and barley to make silage for the dairy cows. They also 

rent 700 ha of land. They have grown Farmer O8’s father’s original farm of 300 ha to a size that 

is five times larger. 

For about ten years until 2013 Farmer O8 literally speculated with ostriches. They would buy the 

birds when they were three months old and fatten them for nine months with fodder grown on 

the farm before selling them to the abattoir in Swellendam. During those days they could realise 

R3 000 for a bird weighing 90 to 95 kg (live weight). He says the best thing about ostriches was 

that they did not need to buy extra land to accommodate a flock of 800 ostriches: 

The nice thing about the ostriches was that we could add them to our farm that was 
already stocked with sheep. We would not have been able to add more sheep, but we 
added an ostrich per hectare and made our farm larger without buying more land. 

After they introduced the principles of conservation farming, i.e. reduced disturbance of soil, 

crop rotation and maximum retention of crop residues after harvest, they began to produce more 

wheat, barley and canola because they managed to get a harvest even after dry winters and the 

yields began to increase. 
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Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

He is a member of a co-operative that holds shares in the only canola oil processing plant in the 

country, an animal feed producing plant, a precision agriculture technology company and a 

vehicle dealer. 

 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer O8 was one of the first farmers after Jack Human of Heidelberg who began to practice 

conservation farming, a system of reduced tillage, maximum retention of crop residue and 

rotation of crops. This system helped him to make profitable harvests ever since. Even after the 

dry winters of 2010, 2013 and 2014 he managed to get grain yields of 2,5 t/ha and more. The 

water use efficiency (WUE) on his farm increased from 10 kg grain per millimetre rain to 20 

kg/mm rain: 

Those years every other year was a dry year when we did not harvest anything because 
we did not have the system (conservation farming). In 1991 I managed to get a small 
harvest when other farmers did not harvest at all. It took a long time to see results, but 
since then we have never had crop failures. We had dry years and wetter years, but we 
never had years that there was nothing to harvest. If we did not change to conservation 
farming we would not have harvested anything in a dry year like 2010. The system has 
removed a lot of the risk. That is the potential of the system ... that you can harvest a 
crop, even in a dry year. 

He saves money by growing pastures and fodder for his sheep and cattle on his own and rented 

land. The fields he rents from other farmers are quite infested with weeds, so he plants barley on 

those fields and make silage of the barley and the weeds which he feeds to the animals. In that 

way he feeds the animals and gets rid of the weeds. 

Farmer O8 is one of a few farmers in my study that tries not to pay interest on borrowed money, 

and thus save on costs. His machine replacement regime is such that he keeps the machines only 

as long as he can still get a good resell price for it before he buys a new one. Besides saving on 

the cost of interest he always have machines that are in top working condition which is one of the 

factors that makes efficient crop production possible: 
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I can buy everything cash because I replace my machinery so often. I have found if I keep 
a tractor or harvester for four years I can get enough money back so that I can just add a 
little cash to buy a new machine. Few farmers replace their machines so soon. Their 
mindset is that they have to borrow money. But I do not want to pay interest. It is anyway 
the only way to keep up. Nobody has R1,3 million for a new machine, but most people 
have R300 000. Also, with old machines you struggle with parts that break and bend 
during sowing time. 

He operates a relative small dairy of 120 cows and his calculations show he can still afford to do 

it because he selected only the best (most productive, most efficient milk producers) cows to 

keep. He sells the milk to Nestlé, who at the time was paying marginally more per litre than 

Parmalat. 

In the time that passed between completing the questionnaire and the semi-structured interview, 

Farmer O8’s business has shed one worker. He says he pays far more than the minimum wage, 

and that some of the workers are already liable for income tax. He expects them to be involved in 

all farm work: “My dairy workers are also my sheep workers.” 

He and his son take turns drive the tractor and harvester when it is planting or harvesting time. 

He employs contractors to erect and maintain fences and shear his sheep. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer O8 is an active member of the local farmers’ association that is affiliated with Agri SA, 

and Grain SA. He is also an active member of a local small grain study group. 

Conclusion: Farmer O8 

My impression of Farmer O8 is that his business is standing still, not stagnating, but that he is 

almost waiting to see what will happen. On the one hand he is rather negative about the 

uncertainty that government policy and actions cause, while on the other hand it seems as if he is 

looking for ways to improve the productivity of his different enterprises. As one of the pioneers 

of conservation agriculture in the Overberg locality and the Western Cape, he seems to have 

made the biggest and most far-reaching change any farmer could made in that area and situation. 

He is engaged in reproduction, though. 
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8.8.9 Farmer O9: “Diversified reproduction” 

Farmer O9owns 1700 ha of land and grows wheat, barley, canola, coriander, triticale and oats 

(for grains and hay) and keeps 900 woolled sheep, 95 beef cattle and 2 000 ostriches. They 

employ four permanent workers. Their business is in a part of the Overberg locality that gets less 

rain. He had an annual turnover of R7 943 300 in 2010. 

Labour, problem animals, commodity prices, distance from consumers, exchange rate, 

uncertainty about government policy and lack of relevant research are the perceived pressures on 

his ability to successfully reproduce and accumulate capital. 

Farmer O9 employs fewer workers than the mean for the Overberg locality. It may mean that he 

needs to employ more workers and that his business cannot afford the wages of another worker. 

Problem animals, in his case caracal, catch lambs and lower the number of animals he can shear 

for their wool or sell for meat. As with other farmers in the Overberg locality, erratic and often 

relatively low commodity prices hamper his efforts to earn a high income from production. In 

Overberg terms his farm is rather remote and relatively far from silos, abattoirs and agricultural 

businesses. To accumulate, farmers will have to invest to expand their production, etc., but 

uncertainty about government policy often holds them back. 

As mentioned earlier, farmers in the Western Cape are relatively well served by research 

institutions, but Farmer O9 is also not the “average” farmer at which the research seems to be 

aimed. The situation on his farm differs considerably from conditions on the Tygerhoek and 

Napier Research Farms and Uitkyk private farm near Riversdale where experiments for the area 

are conducted. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

In the past 20 years Farmer O9 has bought more land and diversified his business further to also 

include ostriches, coriander and triticale with the existing wheat, barley, canola, oats, beef cattle 

and sheep. Before the ban on the export of ostrich meat to the European Union, he used to sell 

1800 ostriches at R2200 per ostrich. After the ban they had to slaughter birds that tested positive 

for the bird flu pathogen and could not even sell the “clean” birds. They incurred extra costs 

because they had to feed the birds for a longer period. 
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However, he decided to continue with the ostrich enterprise and when I interviewed him in 2013, 

he said the industry was “lifting its head” again, even though the export ban was not lifted. At 

that stage they received reasonable prices for the skins and the feathers, the latter mainly because 

the Brazilians buy new feathers every year for their annual carnival parades in Rio de Janeiro. 

He raises a flock of 100 beef cattle on the uitvalgrond (parts of the farm that are too hilly and 

overgrown to keep sheep or grow crops) where caracal is quite a problem and he is not able to 

raise sheep. The part of the Overberg locality where he farms, is close to the coast and does not 

get as much rain as other inland parts of the locality. The area is also better suited to livestock. 

Still, the introduction of conservation farming helped him to establish a diversified and mostly 

profitable crop enterprise. He grows wheat, barley, oats for grains and hay, triticale for animal 

feed, coriander and lucerne for pasture. 

Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

He is a member of a co-operative that holds shares in the only canola oil processing plant in the 

country, an animal feed producing plant, a precision agriculture technology company and a 

vehicle dealer. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer O9 has raised the productivity of this sheep and cattle flocks. According to him “they 

have to lamb or calf every year. That is how you make money.” 

He has seen many bad years, especially 2007 and 2008, but since he introduced the principles of 

conservation agriculture they have never had a year that they harvested nothing. Before that, he 

can remember years that they just cut the grains and pressed everything into bales to feed to the 

livestock. He is one of a few farmers in the Overberg locality who has a contract to grow 

coriander. Coriander production is rather inconvenient: the seeds have to be planted in June; long 

after the planting equipment had been cleaned and stored away after planting time in April. Also, 

it is ready for harvest in the week between Christmas and New Year. But the price is R7 500 per 

tonne, and Farmer O9 says he would have to harvest 3 t/ha of wheat to get the same money, 

something which he seldom manages. 
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The efficiency of his crop enterprises is marred by the fact that his harvester is about 30 years 

old. He uses the services of a contract harvester, or borrows a small harvester from a neighbour 

who owns two harvesters. Otherwise, farmers who had rain during harvest period helped him 

because they could not get into their own fields. In 2011 his farming friends “sent two big 

harvesters, five big lorries, grain hoppers ... and within three days we brought the harvest in”. 

As a member of his local agricultural co-operative he has access to the “free” services of 

agricultural experts employed by the co-operative. 

He employs four workers who earn “far more than the minimum wage”. However, any new 

workers that he appoints will only get the minimum wage.  

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

He is an active member of the local farmers’ association that is affiliated with Agri SA, and 

Grains SA, the industry body for grain farmers. 

Conclusion: Farmer O9 

When I visited Farmer O9 during the extensive phase of my research in 2011, he indicated that 

his income from ostriches (for meat) contributed about 50% to his turnover of almost R8 million. 

Since then ostriches on certain farms tested positive for avian flu and an export ban was placed 

on South African ostrich meat. Farmers had to slaughter their ostriches or sell on the local 

market for lower prices. Many farmers in the Heidelberg area decided to stop farming with 

ostriches, but Farmer O9 has decided to go on with ostriches in the hope that the export ban gets 

lifted in future. A significant part of the rest of his turnover consists of farm-produced animal 

fodder that he feeds to his sheep and ostriches. Because Farmer O9 keeps so many animals on his 

land, he may be struggling to reproduce his capital in a sustainable way. He missed an 

opportunity to buy more land right next to his farm and cannot afford to buy a new or another 

harvester. 

8.8.10 Farmer O10: “Farming for a JSE-listed company” 

Farmer O10 is the manager of a business that is owned by a company listed on the JSE. He is 

assisted by two enterprise managers. The business he manages owns3 600 ha of good 

agricultural land in a high rainfall area. They grow wheat, barley, canola, lucerne and sweet 
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lupines and keep 5000 woolled sheep. The business employs 11 permanent workers and had a 

turnover of R16 975 300. 

Climate and weather, water, infrastructure, production costs, commodity prices, the power of the 

buyers of agricultural produce and the exchange rate are the perceived pressures on his ability to 

successfully reproduce and accumulate capital. 

Farmer O10’s ranking of pressures should be seen in the light of the fact that his “boss” is a 

listed company who has to keep mostly non-agriculture shareholders satisfied. All his pressures 

have to do with the ability to produce high yields in rain-fed conditions and have productive 

livestock in terms of offspring, meat and wool (climate and weather and water), move between 

the different pieces of land owned by the company on deteriorating secondary roads. In order to 

make a profit production costs have to be kept in check while he should try to get the best price 

possible in conditions of powerful monopoly or near monopoly buyers. As mentioned earlier, the 

exchange rate can be helpful when it supports the price of wheat or wool, but have a detrimental 

effect on the business’ finances when it makes fertiliser, fuel and imported implements more 

expensive. 

Strategy 1: Expand the scale or scope of production 

The 3 600 ha of land that the business owns, consists of ten different farms and pieces of land 

ranging in size from 38 ha to 807 ha (CBL, 2013a). Of that 3 600 ha, 3 400 ha is arable. The 

farms are all in one magistrate’s district, but are agro-ecologically varied. Just more than 1 100 

ha of the farm are of such high potential and dependable rainfall that it can be utilised for 

continuous cropping. 

Besides diversifying over different areas, farmer O10 also diversified in terms of farm 

enterprises. The business grows 2 030 ha of wheat, barley, canola and a small amount of sweet 

lupines as cash crops, while they grow 1 100 ha lucerne as pastures for the 5000 woolled sheep. 

Some sheep are sold for the meat as well. In camps where there is a problem with weeds that are 

herbicide resistant, they grow a mixture of oats, clover and bitter lupines to eradicate the weeds. 

The mixture is also grazed by the sheep in July. 
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Strategy 2: Expand the scale or scope of the business 

The business holds shares in the local agricultural businesses, Overberg Agri and Soill, wool 

brokering and exporting company, BKB, as well as listed foods group, Pioneer Foods. 

Strategy 3: Increase economic efficiency  

Farmer O10 practices conservation farming, i.e. minimal disturbance of the soil, crop rotation 

and the retention of residues on the soil surface. That way he “keeps the soil and the plants 

healthy”, conserve moisture and improves the moisture retention of the soil. Together with 

improved cultivars the mentioned factors improve yields. He also grows a mixture of oats and 

bitter lupines on one tenth of the arable hectares to improve the fertility of the soil, eradicate 

problem weeds and supply grazing to the sheep enterprise of the business. 

Farmer O10 allows seed companies and the Department of Agriculture (Western Cape) to 

conduct cultivar trials for wheat, barley and canola on the land that he manages. Because he can 

observe how the different and new grain cultivars fare on his land, he can select the best cultivars 

for his conditions and prevent the cost of wrong choices. 

As the manager of a division of a listed company Farmer O10 is obliged to be a meticulous 

bookkeeper. He considers financial statements as the “alpha and omega” without which a farmer 

cannot start a new year. He says it also helps to maintain costs and guide decisions. Furthermore, 

because he knows cost of grain, wool and mutton production, he can guide the marketer to 

decide when to sell the farm’s commodities. That ensures that they realise the best possible price 

for their produce: “I have a goal of R3 400 per ton for my wheat. I know what it cost me to 

produce wheat and that a lower price will mean I do not make a profit.” 

The business has a dedicated manager for the sheep enterprise. The workers of that enterprise are 

also selected for their ability to work with livestock and are not expected to do work in the crop 

production enterprise. The sheep are shorn every six months to maximise wool production. They 

only buy breeding material from studs in the Overberg locality to ensure that the rams are 

adapted to the circumstances and as efficient as possible. 

The business uses its own workers, tractors and planters to sow grains and pastures. They also do 

the spraying and windrowing themselves, but hire contractors to harvest. Because the area often 
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gets rain at harvest time, they need to bring in the harvest as fast as possible. By using 

contractors with more than one new harvester to harvest all their crops they make sure that losses 

are minimised and save on harvester replacement and upgrading costs. The business has reduced 

the number of permanent workers during the past 20 years and uses a number of temporary 

workers to pick rocks from the fields before it is time to plant. They employ contractors to 

harvest grains and shear the sheep. 

Strategy 4: Take part in political action  

Farmer O10 is an active member of the local farmers’ association that is affiliated with Agri SA, 

as well as a member of industry and technical committees of Grain SA, the industry organisation 

for grain farmers. 

 

Conclusion: Farmer O10 

When I visited the Overberg locality in March and April 2013 to interview farmers for the 

intensive phase of my study everybody was talking about the imminent sale of farm O10 and the 

extremely high asking price of R160 million, or about R44 400/ha. On 25 November 2013 three 

of the respondents in my questionnaire survey and one other farmer together bought Farm O10 

for R160 million and now operate it as a farming company which is separate from their own 

farm businesses.The farm used to be the property of Crookes Brothers Limited (CBL), a farming 

company listed on the JSE (Johannesburg Stock Exchange). According to CBL’s 2013 annual 

report, the disposal of the farm was “consistent with its long-term strategy to achieve maximum 

sustainable return from its assets”, which seemed no longer to be the case here. CBL’s new 

investments are mainly outside of South Africa, where “abundant water and land resources offer 

opportunities for development”. Mozambique and Zambia are the company’s preferred 

destinations in view of their “low political risk status, their proximity to South Africa and the 

abundance of fertile soils and untapped water resources” (CBL, 2013b:7).The group of farmers 

took transfer on 17 January 2014 (CBL, 2014:53). The first thing the new owners did was to get 

rid of the sheep enterprise and plant as many hectares of cash crops as possible. They also 

operate a highly mechanised business that requires few workers. Farmer O10 is difficult to 

categorise. 
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8.9 Revisiting the typology of farmers in the Overberg locality 
In the Overberg locality reproduction and accumulation involve persistent efforts to make grain 

enterprises (wheat, barley, canola, oats) as productive and profitable as possible. Because farmers 

cannot influence the prices they receive for these commodities, they employ many different 

strategies and processes to improve the moisture content, fertility and productivity of their soil 

by minimum tillage, residue retention and crop rotation practices. While the thinking behind crop 

rotation is to break the life cycles of certain soil borne pathogens and improve soil fertility 

through diversity, these days crop rotation is also employed to control weeds and prevent 

herbicide resistance. Some of the farmers said they do not have herbicide resistant weeds on their 

farms, yet in the survey they expressed concern about it. In order to prevent weeds from 

competing with freshly planted grain for soil moisture, farmers already begin to spray herbicides 

even before they sow the seeds. While this practice bears fruit, especially in the drier areas near 

Heidelberg and Swellendam, it begs questions about the ecological sustainability of the practice 

in terms of the use of fossil fuels by tractors spraying the herbicides and the herbicides 

themselves. 

Most farmers in the Overberg locality do not wait for winter rain to fall before they begin to 

plant canola and barley. Because the growing season is so short, they have established that it is 

better if the seeds are already in the soil by the time the rain comes. Because the dry soil can be 

quite hard, minimum tillage practices require powerful tractors and heavy planters to break the 

soil. The machinery for conservation agriculture is rather expensive and because the “window” 

for planting and harvesting is so short, farmers say it does not make sense to share equipment. In 

fact, Farmer O1, and a neighbour who dropped by while I was interviewing him, calculated that 

it can cost a farmer at least R8 million to buy a tractor, planter, windrower and harvester. While 

no farmer’s machinery situation is ever such that he will need to replace everything at once, 

farmers have “replacement plans” to ensure that machinery is efficient and reliable to do the 

work in a very short time without breakages and delays. To spread machinery costs over as many 

profitable hectares as possible seems to be the thinking behind the expansion and increasing the 

economic efficiency of their businesses as reproduction and accumulation strategies. 

The reproduction and accumulation efforts of all grain farmers in the Overberg locality are 

enhanced by advances in wheat and barley breeding and cultivars that are developed specifically 
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for their winter rainfall conditions and tested on farms in the region. Sabbi (South African Barley 

Breeding Institute), which runs South African Breweries’ breeding programme, operates from a 

farm bordering on the Overberg locality, while Sensako’s breeding programme for the winter 

rainfall area is in Napier. Farmers in this locality potentially also benefit from the Department of 

Agriculture: Western Cape’s crop rotation and cover crop trials that are conducted on private 

farms near Riversdale and Swellendam, as well as the departement’s experimental farm near 

Riviersonderend, Overberg Agri’s farm near Caledon and Sensako’s farm near Napier. Trials of 

new cultivars are planted at those sites and some private farms. 

The material in this chapter allows me to specify more fully the particular reproduction and 

accumulation strategies employed by farmers in the Overberg locality (see Table 31). 

 

 

Table 31: Accumulation and reproduction strategies particular to the Overberg locality 

Accumulation strategies Strategies particular to the Overberg locality 

STRATEGY 1 
Expand the scale or scope of 
production (its capital intensity, 
and/or its geographic size, 
and/or the number of products) 

Buy or rent more land to spread grain production over more hectares in 
order to obtain economies of scale so as to afford tractors and implements 
Find uses for previously ‘unproductive’ land by acquiring animals that can 
utilise it, e.g. ostriches or cattle in the klowe (valleys) or dunes 
Plant new crops, e.g canola, field peas or coriander 
Reorganises business to keep only the most productive and profitable 
enterprises 
Reorganises production to include practices that increase production 

STRATEGY 2 
Expand the scale or scope of 
the business Expand into new 
enterprises either up or down 
the value chain 

Buy shares in an abattoir  
Hold shares in companies that export ostrich feathers, leather and meat or 
wool 
Hold shares or members’ interest in local agricultural business or co-
operative 
Operate a stud and sell breeding material to other farmers 
Obtain licence to sell a grain planter manufactured in Australia 
Operate a factory that attaches tungsten to the openers of grain planters to 
make them last longer and save on labour to replace the openers  

STRATEGY 3 
Increase economic efficiency 
(intensify production) 

Lower the cost of commodity production 
Change to a system of conservation agriculture and precision farming to 
minimise fuel, fertiliser and pesticide costs 
Monitor use of inputs to prevent wastage by keeping records 
Grow animal feed and pastures and store feed on the farm or use in on-farm 
feedlot 
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Increase productivity through technical and biological efficiency 
Grow higher-yielding disease resistant wheat, barley, canola and oat 
cultivars 
Improve soil conditions by means of reduced tillage, leaving a cover of 
residue from the previous harvest on the soil surface to reduce moisture loss 
and keep the soil cool 
Improve soil fertility, health and biodiversity with crop rotations that 
include nitrogen-binding legumes and leaving harvest residues on the soil 
surface 
Engage production systems aimed at higher and more certain yields, e.g. 
conservation agriculture 
Mechanise production to improve productivity of grain production 
Buy new rams to improve productivity of sheep or cattle flocks in terms of 
wool and meat yields 
Select only the best and most productive animals for flocks and cull the rest 
Change over to intensive lambing methods to increase the number of lambs 
surviving 
Grow pastures to ensure wool quality, thus better price 
Organise workers and tasks to make workers as productive as possible by 
increasingthe productivity of labour 

STRATEGY 4 
Political action to reduce 
uncertainties and/or establish 
preferential access to and 
control over key resources, 
markets or policy processes 

Pay levy on wheat, barley and oats delivered to silos or sold and become a 
member of Grain SA, a commodity organisation that lobbies government 
departments and “industry” (millers and bakers) for a wheat marketing 
dispensation that is fairer. 
Become a member of local farmers’ association affiliated to Agri SA to 
negotiate with government about land reform and labour legislation 

 

Through careful scrutiny of the details of each case, I have classified each of the farmers in 

Limpopo in terms of the typology set out in chapter 3 (see Table 32). 

As is the case in the Limpopo locality, 50% of the farmers that I interviewed during the intensive 

phase of my research are accumulating. Farmers O1, O2, O3, O4 and O5 are all expanding 

production of grains and/or livestock rapidly by buying or renting more land or improving the 

productivity of their crop and livestock enterprises. Three farmers, O6, O7 and O8 are successful 

reproducers. They are all actively renting land or improving the productivity of their crop and 

livestock enterprises, yet my impression is that they are not accumulating capital. One of the 

farmers in the Overberg locality appears to be struggling to reproduce his capital. His farm is 

quite heavily stocked with livestock and his harvester is so old that neighbours and friends have 

to help him to bring his harvest in. His land is located in a low rainfall part of the Overberg 

locality. Farm O10 that was sold to a group of farmers is difficult to categorise for that farmer, 

but the farmers whom I did not interview, but three of which participated in my survey, are 

accumulating capital. 
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Table 32: Typology of 10 farmers who participated in the intensive phase of research 

 

8.10 Conclusion 
In this chapter I described the agro-ecology of the Overberg locality as well as the issues, factors 

and changes that farmers perceive as “pressures” on their ability to accumulate or reproduce their 

capital. I then made use of the analytical framework and typology set out in chapter 3 to describe 

farmers’ reproduction and accumulation strategies and to classify each farmer in terms of the 

typology. This shows that 50% of the farmers that I interviewed are successfully accumulating 

capital through a variety of strategies on highly diversified farms. Besides expanding grain and 

livestock production by buying or renting more land, improving the efficiency of crop production 

by increasing the productivity of crop production in terms of yield per hectare and by trying to 

lower the cost of production are key strategies employed by farmers to accumulate or 

successfully reproduce their capital. The introduction of conservation agriculture helped with 

these strategies, but the earlier a farmer began to implement this system, the more the advantages 

are. Rainfall varies quite drastically across the Overberg locality and can play a decisive role in 

whether an accumulation strategy results in accumulation or only successful reproduction. 

 

  

Category Overberg (n=10) 
Simple commodity producers 0 Not applicable 
Struggling reproducers 1 O9 
Successful reproducers 3 O6, O8, O9 
Accumulators 5 O1, O2, O3, O4, O5 
Difficult to categorise 1 O10 
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Chapter 9 Substantive diversity versus commonality: comparing 
localities 
 

9.1 Introduction  
In this chapter the research findings in three regions are compared in terms of the strategies that 

farmers employ in order to reproduce or accumulate and the processes they involve, but also the 

outcomes of these strategies and processes. Survey findings as well as my analysis of semi-

structured interviews reveal both commonalities and differences across the three regions in 

which my cases are located. Following on the classification of 32 farmers (Table 33) according 

to the typology that I developed in chapter 3, I categorise the farmers that only participated in the 

survey (Table 34). Then I explain the differentiation of farmers into accumulators, successful 

reproducers, struggling reproducers and simple commodity producers. 

As identified in chapter 3, and applied in the analyses in chapters 6 to 8, the four accumulation 

and reproduction strategies or processes are 1) expanding the scale or scope of production, i.e. its 

capital intensity, and/or its geographic size, and/or the number of products, by means of 

developing and funding new sites and sources of production; 2) expanding the scale or scope of 

the business by expanding into new enterprises either up or down the value chain; 3) increasing 

economic efficiency by means of lowering the cost of commodity production, increasing 

productivity and/or organising workers and tasks to make workers as productive as possible, and 

4) political action to reduce uncertainties and/or establish preferential access to and control over 

key resources, markets or policy processes. 

One of the main findings of my research is the prevalence of strategies aimed at the expansion of 

production by buying and renting more land and finding productive uses for previously 

unutilised or under-utilised land, as well as the development of the productive forces. These 

findings seem to reinforce the image of farmers as “producers”, with expanded and efficient 

commodity production as their best or preferred response to the pressures resulting from intra-

sectoral competition (competition with other farmers) and inter-sectoral competition 

(competition with capitals in other branches of the economy). Farmers that participated in my 

research were to a much lesser extent engaged in strategies and processes aimed at expanding the 

scale or scope of their enterprises on an individual basis, most probably because the cost of 
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establishing processing facilities or input supply enterprises is too high for an individual farmer, 

and selling inputs or processing raw commodities is not their area of expertise. 

Political action can probably not be considered a strategy of an individual farmer per se. Even so, 

the involvement of farmers’ unions and commodity organisations in negotiations with 

government leaders, officials, buyers and processors has thus far yielded real benefits for 

farmers. Although the main union, Agri SA, may appear to represent the majority of large-scale 

commercial farmers, its relative influence seems to be on the wane given the rise of other 

powerful institutions, such as commodity organisations and informal groupings of the biggest 

farmers in the country. This is discussed in more detail below. 

9.2 Comparison of strategies 
Farmers employ all the strategies and processes in all three regions, however, the intensity of 

their application and the scale at which they are employed lead to different outcomes, both 

within and between regions. 

9.2.1 Expanding the scale or scope of production 

Some farmers expand the scale or scope of production, or both, as a means to reproduction or 

capital accumulation. Buying and renting land are the most prevalent actions. However, very few 

farmers will buy any piece of land, because the buyer sometimes has to spend more than the 

purchase price to reverse the degradation and neglect of the purchased farm. The distance of the 

new land from the home farm also plays a role, especially in the Overberg locality, where 

farmers have to travel with tractors and outsized machinery, e.g. planters and harvesters, between 

farms on main roads, and Namaqualand, where reproduction is secured by moving livestock 

between grazing on farms in different rainfall regions. 

In the Limpopo locality this strategy involves buying more land to grow more tree crops or 

vegetables, yet according to farmers, buying more land is actually an important way to get access 

to more water for irrigation. An inability to secure access to more water appears to be a larger 

constraint on the expansion of production than land. In fact, the results of my questionnaire 

survey show that 73% (35 of 48 farmers) of the farmers in the Limpopo locality irrigate 50% or 

less of the land that they own. That is probably why they often keep cattle on the un-irrigated 

land, so as to use all their land productively. 
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The Letsitele area of the Limpopo locality actually has a varied history of land transactions, and 

accumulators and successful reproducers are indeed expanding onto land where other farmers 

struggled to reproduce their capital. Unlike the Levubu area to the north of my research locality, 

to date none of the large Letsitele citrus farms had been sold for land restitution purposes; 

however, government did buy land from some of the smaller farmers in the Letsitele Valley, as 

well as a few “plots”, which are smallholdings said to have little agricultural potential. A 

commercial farmer describes the fate of the plots as follows: 

Two farms, Kalifornië and Gonula, were subdivided into plots of 25 ha each long ago and 
many people thought they’d come to the Lowveld to make a quick buck. Little did they 
know that, although the canal ran across their land, they were not allowed to pump water. 
They put all their savings into those plots ... At least they got good prices when 
government bought their land for restitution. Now most of the plots have black owners 
who are weekend farmers or operate small chicken enterprises, but no citrus. They still 
don’t have water. None of those plots have water. The plots that had water were bought 
by commercial farmers to consolidate their land (Farmer LS26). 

 

At least five of the commercial farms in my study have changed hands since I first began to do 

field work in the Limpopo locality at the end of 2010. In three of these cases large farm 

businesses managed by three or more family members bought the land of a small farmer in their 

area. Farmers who sell often wait too long to expand, and, by the time they need to expand to 

reproduce their capital, find that they cannot afford to buy more land. In one case the seller was 

one of the vertically integrated farms that wanted to dispose of a farm that was too far away from 

its other farms. The fifth case was the first of what might over time become a new trend, i.e. two 

farm businesses getting together to buy another business that would have been too expensive for 

any one of them to purchase on their own. I found a similar case in the Overberg, where four 

farming groups bought one farm from a listed company. This may be the beginning of a new 

process of centralisation in LSCF in South Africa. While the phenomenon is not alien to 

capitalist accumulation, family partnerships and consortia make it easier to get finance for land 

acquisition. 

In the Limpopo locality, where a significant number of farms are under claim for restitution, 

some of the accumulating farmers seem not to be unsettled by the reality of land reform. In fact, 
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they see opportunities to expand their production to unused land in the former Bantustans or 

benefit from state efforts to maintain production on returned or redistributed land by means of 

the policy that compels beneficiaries to have strategic partners (Davis, 2014, Farmer L5, Farmer 

L9). 

In contrast to the Limpopo locality, accumulation is not necessarily the objective or outcome 

when farmers in the Namaqualand locality buy or rent more land. In this arid region where both 

seasonal and prolonged droughts are a regular occurrence, farmers appear to “buy resilience” in 

times of drought by acquiring more land, or do so in order to take pressure off the veld grazing 

on their present land - a process which implies successful reproduction rather than accumulation 

of capital. Farmers who buy land usually try to do so in a different rainfall region from that of 

their present holding, e.g. if their home farm is in the summer rainfall region (Bushmanland), 

they often try to buy land in the winter rainfall region. In times of normal rainfall this affords 

them access to grazing throughout the year, thereby improving the productivity of their sheep 

enterprise and saving on the cost of buying fodder. While farmers in the winter rainfall region 

were the first to buy land in the summer rainfall area, farmers in the summer rainfall region only 

started to buy land in the winter rainfall area during the past ten years. This will later be shown to 

be a key driver of differentiation of farmers in the Namaqualand locality. 

Although many farmers in the Namaqualand locality bought more land, many of them indicated 

that they had reduced the size of their flocks of sheep by selecting only the best animals and 

concentrating their efforts on sending a larger proportion of the flock to the market. This strategy 

improves the resilience of the flock during times of drought and minimises the need to buy in 

fodder or to try to produce fodder, as expressed by Farmer N4 during an interview: 

I would never know how bad the past couple of dry years would have been if we had 
more sheep, so it was a smart move to reduce the number of sheep. Also, the general 
condition of my sheep is ten times better (Farmer N4). 

Such “reorganisation of production” (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:65) have also taken place in the 

other two localities, e.g. in the Limpopo locality, where farmers have sought to find the most 

profitable combination of enterprises in terms of use for irrigation water, and in the Overberg 

locality where farmers “shift and balance” the relative weight and scale of their grain and 

livestock enterprises according to commodity prices or weather conditions. 
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In the Overberg the foundations for the successful reproduction and accumulation of capital were 

laid for white commercial farmers in general when the first stock water scheme in the country 

was established in the region in 1982, and for a brave few when a Heidelberg farmer first 

introduced conservation agriculture to the region. The stock water scheme secured farmers’ 

access to water and made it possible for them to keep large flocks of dual-purpose wool and 

mutton sheep, while the introduction and sustained practise of conservation agriculture made 

grain production more sustainable and resilient during dry winters. Whereas the stock water 

scheme was a government scheme for the benefit of all white farmers in the region (Goldin, 2004 

and 2010), and thus an indirect subsidy, the introduction of conservation farming resulted from 

the agency of a particular farmer. 

In this case the ability to keep more livestock on farms created an accumulation opportunity, 

provided that farmers bought more land and planted pastures, while the introduction of 

conservation agriculture (minimum tillage) and its associated machinery requirements required 

that farmers buy more land in order to achieve economies of scale and thus enable them to afford 

the machinery. Another reason for buying or renting additional land is the nature of crop 

rotation. 

Key differences between localities in relation to expanding the scale or scope of production can 

be explained by their distinctive agro-ecologies, the scale and profitability of different kinds of 

commodity production, and infrastructure. Agro-ecological constraints, especially low and 

erratic rainfall, regular droughts, brackish to salty groundwater resources and poor and shallow 

soils, limit farmers in Namaqualand to the production of mutton sheep, Boer goats, cattle and 

grain crop production in certain areas, whereas the deep red soils, high rainfall and dry warm 

winters of the Limpopo locality create opportunities for farmers to expand commodity 

production to a wide range of citrus and subtropical fruit and vegetables. Although farmers in the 

Overberg locality can diversify to a larger extent than their Namaqualand counterparts, their 

options are constrained by the relative prices of different crops and crop rotation possibilities and 

constraints, e.g. crops that can and cannot be grown in succession. 

Similarities between localities exist too: in every locality there are farmers who struggle to 

reproduce their capital and eventually sell their land to other farmers, or rent out a part of their 

land. Farmers who sell out might also be those who have become too old to farm and whose 
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children are not interested in farming. A third group who sell their land are those who have 

become discouraged by the political uncertainty surrounding agriculture and prefer to sell their 

land and invest the money elsewhere. 

Finally, in the Namaqualand and Overberg localities the extent of land acquisition for purposes 

of biodiversity conservation cannot be ignored as a key pressure. Between its opening in 1999 

and a management plan dated 2012 (SANParks, 2012a), the Namaqua National Park in the 

Namaqualand locality has grown to an area of 140 300 ha. In order to protect this 

“internationally recognised unique biodiversity, land/seascape and potential social-economic 

importance” (SANParks, 2012a), the plan is to expand the park to 260 000 ha. Similarly, in the 

Overberg locality, the “core” area of the Agulhas National Park is 29 000 ha, while a further 

95 400 ha is expected to be added in future through “voluntary, conservancy or stewardship 

agreements” signed with the Minister of Environmental Affairs or SANParks (SANParks, 

2012b). Similar scales of land acquisition for conservation purposes do not exist in the Limpopo 

locality yet. 

Rented land forms an integral part of efforts to expand commodity production in more than 50% 

of the businesses. In the Limpopo locality a third of the respondents indicated that they rent in 

land additional to the land that they own; while the proportion was 40% for Namaqualand and 

50% for the Overberg locality. I could not discern a general pattern, e.g. only farmers who 

accumulate capital rent land, etc., however, it seems the successful reproducers of capital in the 

Namaqualand locality who have been on trajectories of capital accumulation before (Farmers 

N4, N9, N10 and Farmer NS88), do not rent land. Because of the short-term nature (two to five 

years) of rental contracts, in Limpopo rented land is used to grow annual crops, e.g. vegetables or 

graze cattle, while Overberg farmers usually rent arable land to expand their cash grain 

enterprises. In Namaqualand, farmers rent land to get access to more veld grazing or arable land 

in order to grow crops for animal feed. 

The involvement of family members in “managerial” positions or farmer-partners was found to 

play a role in successful expansion. A characteristic of farmers accumulating capital in the 

Limpopo locality is the prevalence of multi-generational family-managed farming businesses. 

The involvement of more than one family member, e.g. father and sons or daughters, appears to 
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necessitate expansion, on the one hand, but facilitates management of larger (scale and size) farm 

businesses, says Farmer L5: 

If I did not adapt to changing conditions during the past 20 years, I would not have been 
able to continue farming or involve my children in the business. We decided we are going 
to make the business a family business. It is the same in our whole area ... Farmer L1, 
Farmer LS7, Farmer LS 26, Farmer LS 28 ... their businesses are all family farms. 

Farmer L5 purposely reorganised his business to involve their children or their spouses: 

My farmer-son is our operational director, our marketing director is one of my sons who 
used to work for a marketing company, my son-in-law is the financial director. I’m in the 
process of building a filling station around the corner for the son who is about to return to 
the farm. I had to enlarge the business or expand to make space for him. It is that or I 
have to buy more land, and the land that is for sale is bloody expensive (Farmer L5). 

I did not find such dynasties in the Overberg locality, but there are a number of businesses 

owned and managed by brothers. Farmers who are not related to one another often combine their 

businesses into one company. As in the Limpopo locality, it helps them to manage larger-scale 

farms, and makes it easier to get finance for further expansion. In the pre-democratic era, farm 

businesses owned and managed by fathers and son(s) or brothers were common in the 

Namaqualand locality, but these days they are more likely to be owned and managed by 

individual farmers. Among the successful reproducers and accumulators of capital, a large 

proportion has children at boarding schools in the Western Cape or studying at universities, as if 

they are preparing them for a future away from the farm. 

9.2.2 Expanding the scale or scope of the business 

Speakers at agricultural conferences often paint pictures of the farms of the future as vertically 

integrated, factory-like businesses. Magazine articles (e.g. Sherry, 2012, in Financial Mail) 

demonstrate that such farms indeed exist, yet my survey and case study findings suggest that the 

co-operative spirit among farmers, who want a share of the value added to their commodities, is 

not dead either. 

More than 30 years ago citrus farmers in the Limpopo locality founded Houers Koöperatief 

(HK), a co-operative that supplies packing materials, which generally comprise about 20% of 

production costs. They also bought a majority share in Granor Passi, a juice processing company 

with processing plants in Polokwane and Letsitele in Limpopo province and the Langkloof in the 
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Eastern Cape. HK and Granor Passi are substantial businesses: in 2012 HK had a turnover of 

between R400 million and R500 million, whereas that of Granor Passi was approximately R800 

million. In that year, the farmer members and shareholders of the two companies received R120 

million in dividends and bonuses. Farmers also benefit from higher prices for their juice oranges 

and can control the quality of the packing material that they use (Personal communication, 

chairman of Granor Passi and HK, 2013). These benefits are available to all farmers who buy 

packing material from HK or sell their juice oranges and grapefruit to Granor Passi. 

In similar fashion, though not on the same scale, a group of farmers in Namaqualand helped to 

build an abattoir after the deregulation of red meat marketing in 1996; some 54% of the farmers 

who participated in my questionnaire survey were among the 47 farmers who bought shares to 

supply 50% of the capital needed to build the abattoir in Springbok in 1999. The building of the 

abattoir was in response to concern that the existing co-operative abattoir was not well managed 

and on the verge of being closed. In the end it did survive. The abattoir now offers local 

slaughtering and cooling facilities to both shareholders and non-shareholders, but shareholders 

are paid a dividend from the profits of the company. Because this abattoir pools the carcasses 

from lambs bought from many farmers and sells them to a wholesaler in Cape Town, farmers can 

bring in any number of animals to be slaughtered. Similarly, in 2009 and 2010 ten of the 

respondents bought shares in “Plaasslaghuis”, a retail butchery in Springbok, on which they 

receive cash dividends. Dividend payouts on these shares have varied between R5 000 and 

R20 000 in recent years, according to Farmer N4. 

These kinds of co-operative efforts were not found in the Overberg locality, probably because 

agricultural businesses in that region are financially stronger (or better managed) and thus more 

able to survive the upheavals caused by the deregulation of agricultural marketing after 1994. 

However, while farmers in the Bredasdorp and Napier areas of the Overberg locality first voted 

in favour of converting their local co-operative into a private company, and then later in favour 

of a merger with the agricultural company serving the Caledon and Riviersonderend areas, 

farmers in the Heidelberg and Swellendam area have voted on two occasions in favour of 

maintaining their local agricultural business, Sentraal-Suid Koöperasie (SSK), as a co-operative. 

Despite SSK’s overarching co-operative business form, it has established processing companies 

and has made investments that accumulate capital on behalf of and of benefit to its farmer 
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members, e.g. majority shares in a canola oil processing plant, an animal feed processing plant 

and dealerships for tractors, implements and vehicles. The co-operative also sells inputs, stores 

grain and owns a shopping centre in Swellendam.31 

The demand for new and more advanced grain production technology has opened an opportunity 

for one of the farmers in the Overberg area to establish a factory in George that attaches tungsten 

to the tines of grain planters, thus making them more durable and saving on labour because the 

tines do not have to be replaced so often during the planting process, while another farmer came 

together with his brother and a neighbour and acquired a licence to sell an Australian-made disc 

seeding machine in South Africa. 

Whereas before deregulation all the fruit produced in Limpopo were packed at co-operative 

packhouses, these days most farmers own and operate packhouses, either individually or in 

groups. Such packhouses afford their owner-operators the flexibility to pack for different (and 

often highly lucrative) markets and keep control over the quality of fruit. Many of those farmers 

who are now struggling to reproduce their capital decided not take this risk, or did not have the 

money to build their own packhouse after deregulation. But while a packhouse is expensive to 

build, it is also expensive to run. In a new differentiating process, “smaller” farmers are 

beginning to divest from this node of the value chain by sending their fruit to be packed at 

packhouses treated as independent businesses. According to Farmer L5 “every second farmer 

used to have a packhouse ... now you cannot operate a packhouse if you export fewer than 

500 000 to 600 000 boxes of citrus. The cost of electricity and labour makes it very difficult”. 

The scope for vertical integration is greater in the export sectors of the Limpopo locality than in 

the Namaqualand and Overberg localities because of the high costs of setting up enterprises 

upstream or downstream from the farm. Accumulating farmers in the Limpopo locality 

established their own export companies and some of them own their own brands. All of them 

also use export companies such as Dole or Capespan for access to countries or markets where 

these companies have special marketing expertise, e.g. Japan. One of the farmer-owned 

companies owns a juice processing plant in another part of the province, while two others own 

                                                
31 See http://www.ssk.co.za 
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registered tree nurseries. One of them also owns a business that grows and sells insect predators 

to other farmers. 

Besides the abbatoir mentioned earlier, two very basic flour mills to process wheat, small 

registered Dorper and Boer Goat studs and some unregistered studs, farmers in Namaqualand are 

not expanding the scale or scope of their individual businesses. 

9.2.3 Increasing economic efficiency 

Since the South African government’s withdrawal of its generous production and marketing 

support in the late 1980s and early to mid-1990s, white commercial farmers have had to increase 

the productivity and efficiency of their businesses in order to be able to fight “the battle of 

competition” (Marx, 1976:777). The results of both the survey and the interviews that I 

conducted with farmers in the three localities show farmers attempting, often successfully, to 

increase the development of the productive forces at their disposal. 

Limpopo farmers are increasing their productivity in terms of yield per hectare by planting high 

yielding fruit or vegetable varieties and closely monitoring the performance of each vegetable 

field or each tree in each orchard, and removing and replacing the least productive plants or 

trees. Before establishing new orchards they follow a strict programme of soil preparation to 

ensure the best growing conditions for the next 15 to 25 years. Productivity is further enhanced 

by improved irrigation efficiency and scheduling, and the mechanisation of activities such as 

spraying, pruning and planting. 

Successful farmers in Limpopo are continuously organising both permanent and seasonal and 

temporary workers and tasks in order to make workers as productive as possible, thus reducing 

labour costs while increasing output. This is one of the key characteristics of capitalism as 

analysed by Marx (see chapter 3). As orchards and harvests grow larger, one would expect the 

seasonal labour requirements for picking and packing to increase, yet my data show this not to be 

the case. Farmers employ various mechanisms to limit the number of seasonal workers they 

employ, for example by mechanising certain processes in the packhouse or increasing worker 

productivity by changing the logistics of harvesting, e.g.by shortening the distance that workers 

have to walk between trees and picking bins, by using mobile and automatic ladders to speed up 

movement between trees and different tree heights, or by paying workers in accordance with the 
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mass of fruit they have picked, rather than per bag. Labour productivity is monitored 

meticulously and the area of land per worker has, for example, increased from 1,8 ha to 4,5 ha 

per worker during the past 20 years in the case of Farmer L1. While a significant increase in 

labour productivity is often achieved on existing land, in Farmer L1’s case it was attained when 

they bought additional land or expanded production without employing more workers. Farmer 

L2 said during an interview that he managed to decrease the number of citrus pickers by 40% 

after he changed the harvest logistics in the orchards. 

Similar efforts aimed at increasing the productivity of workers were not observed in the 

Namaqualand and Overberg localities. Due to the implementation of minimum tillage in the 

Overberg and some farms in Namaqualand, the need for workers has declined. Whereas farmers 

used to have more than one tractor and plough “set” and rather labour-intensive harvesting 

arrangements and post-harvest, straw-baling and handling practices, most of them now have only 

one high-powered tractor with many computerised features and functions, a planter with a wide 

working-width, and sophisticated harvesters. All of them drive the machines themselves or are 

helped by their fathers or uncles. However, a few farmers in the Overberg locality are 

intensifying their sheep enterprises to make them more productive by means of practices that 

require more workers. 

On the livestock side, in the Namaqualand locality, the majority of farms no longer abound with 

dairy cows, goats, ducks, chickens and pigs as they did some 30-40 years ago, while sheep 

enterprises are smaller, more productive and more intensively managed. 

In this locality farmers seem to place a lot more emphasis on efficiency in terms of actively 

managing their flocks, monitoring weights and animal health and implementing grazing practices 

aimed at preserving the capacity of veld grazing, than the previous generation did. Although the 

majority of them farm with locally-bred Dorper sheep, at least 20% of them cross the Dorpers 

with indigenous Damara sheep in order to increase the productivity of the ewes. Farmers that are 

accumulating and reproducing their capital spend a lot of money and energy to ensure that their 

farms’ fences are in good condition and keep out damage-causing animals, and thus help to 

minimise stock losses. 
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Farmers’ reasons for simplifying their livestock enterprises include the need for a small, but 

productive flock of sheep that can be handled by fewer people and put less pressure on veld 

grazing. Veld that is in a better condition implies that the lambs will be ready for the market 

sooner, ewes will be more productive, and, in times of drought, the risk of losses and the cost of 

buying fodder can be minimised or avoided. Some of the accumulating farmers also changed 

from one lambing season per year to a lambing and shearing season every eight months in order 

to increase the productivity of their sheep enterprises. 

After the deregulation of agricultural marketing and abolition of the single-channel fixed-price 

system of wheat marketing, farmers became more exposed to world market prices, which can be 

quite volatile. Pressure from uncertain, and sometimes relatively low, grain prices forced farmers 

in the Overberg locality to develop their productive forces, especially in terms of increasing 

economic efficiency by means of lowering the cost of commodity production, and increasing 

productivity through practices aimed at conserving moisture and improving soil fertility, as well 

as mechanisation. By changing crop production practices to those required by minimum tillage, 

they reduced fuel costs, and further lowered production costs by implementing precision 

agriculture and variable applications of fertiliser and seed. Because of practices that improve 

moisture conservation in the soil, farmers have managed to increase crop yields, and by 

implementing all the principles of conservation agriculture they have improved soil fertility as 

well as the productivity of pastures. It is due to their implementation of similar conservation 

farming practices that farmers N3 and N4 in the Namaqualand locality have managed to improve 

the productivity of their grain farming enterprises. 

The implementation of systems of crop rotation has brought several productivity advantages for 

farmers in the Overberg locality. Because the Overberg locality receives 30 to 40% of its rain in 

summer, it has made sense to introduce a long rotation system comprising five years of lucerne 

(summer growing crop) and five years of annual grains. Inclusion of legume crops, e.g. lucerne 

and lupines, that fix atmospheric nitrogen in the soil, increases the yields of successive crops and 

provides breaks in the life cycles of diseases, insects and weeds which help to protect successive 

crops. 
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Another productivity benefit of crop rotation is that it enhances financial performance because it 

reduces risk and improves the profitability of the whole farm, and can stabilise the cash flow of 

the business, especially when a livestock enterprise is incorporated (Hoffman, 2010). 

The reproduction and accumulation efforts of grain farmers in the Overberg locality are 

enhanced by advances in wheat and barley breeding and cultivars that are developed specifically 

for winter rainfall conditions and tested on farms in the region. Sabbi (the South African Barley 

Breeding Institute), which runs South African Breweries’ breeding programme, operates from a 

farm bordering on the Overberg locality, while Sensako’s breeding programme for the winter 

rainfall area is located in Napier. In contrast to the research and development services that citrus 

farmers of Limpopo receive from Citrus Research International (CRI) and the grain farmers of 

the Overberg receive from commercial wheat and barley breeding companies, farmers in 

Namaqualand are not well served by research and development aimed at their unique situation, if 

at all. The rams that Namaqualand farmers buy from stud breeders in different climatic regions 

of the Northern Cape often do not produce the desired results. Some farmers in Namaqualand, 

particularly Farmer N3 and Farmer N7, believe that many of their excursions to ram auctions in 

those parts did the productivity of their herds more harm than good. 

9.2.4 Political action to reduce uncertainties, establish control or access 

While political action can probably not be considered a strategy of an individual farmer per se, 

the involvement of farmers’ unions and commodity organisations in negotiations with 

government leaders and officials has thus far proved worthwhile for farmers. Although it is safe 

to say that while Agri SA may represent the majority of commercial farmers, its relative power 

seems to be on the decline in favour of a range of other institutions, e.g. industry (or commodity) 

organisations, especially Grain SA and the Citrus Growers’ Association (CGA), and some 

informal, yet increasingly powerful, groupings, such as the “select and elite group” of farmers 

that “contribute information and ideas to address sector concerns such as transformation, land 

reform and employment” (Stellenbosch University, 2013:1). They are some of the biggest 

farmers in South Africa and most of them regularly attend imbizo’s or “leadership laboratories” 

organised by the “Centre for AgriLeadership and Business Development” at Stellenbosch 

University (Stellenbosch University, 2013:1) and are also members of the Pro-Agri Forum (Van 

Burick, 2013:96-97, Phillips, 2010). 
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Local agricultural magazine Landbouweekblad regularly invites the opinions of these farmers 

and refers to them as leierboere (leader farmers) (Van Rooyen, 2013, 2014, 2015) and die room 

van SA landbou (the cream of South African agriculture) (Van Burick, 2013:96-97).They are, 

however, not generally considered qualified to speak for all farmers32. 

Farmers in the Limpopo locality who grow citrus are members of the influential citrus industry 

organisation, the CGA. Officials of the CGA regularly engage with the Departments of 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF) and Trade and Industry (DTI) in order to negotiate 

favourable export agreements and opportunities with other countries and smooth out problems 

with phytosanitary measures such as the control of citrus black spot. In the case of threats from 

the European Union of bans on South African citrus imports, the value of a well resourced and 

industry-specific organisation was recently illustrated by the way in which the CGA lobbied 

DAFF and DTI. Although they have not been able to prevent the EU adopting stringent control 

measures, the EU market has not been closed against them (Genis, 2014a, 2014b, Raats, 2015). 

Grain SA, the commodity organisation representing grain farmers in South Africa, negotiates 

with the Department of Trade and Industry on a continual basis in attempting to increase the 

tariff on imported wheat, and in late 2014 embarked on a plan to “save” the wheat industry. To 

try to do so, they are co-ordinating and guiding efforts by Stellenbosch University, two private 

sector wheat breeding companies and one state breeding entity to breed attest wheat cultivars that 

are more productive, and have secured a grant from the Department of Science and Technology 

to finance the research. As part of the “plan”, Grain SA is also trying to gain the agreement of 

wheat buyers and processors to cultivar release criteria33 that are less strict, without destroying 

the quality of local wheat (Genis, 2015c). 

 

                                                
32 Smaller and “ordinary” farmers object to being “represented” by these farmers, as contributions on the letters 
pages of agricultural magazine Landbouweekblad show (Neethling, 2014:5, Kruger, 2014:5). 
 
33 Release criteria for wheat cultivars were imposed on the local wheat industry after deregulation in order to protect 
the quality of South Africa wheat. These criteria set unusually strict rules for the “intrinsic” milling and baking 
qualitie of wheat cultivars that are bred for release in South Africa. Because the qualities are negatively correlated 
with the yield potential of these cultivars, they benefit millers and bakers rather than farmers. At the time of writing 
initiatives were afoot to relax these release criteria because at least 50% of the wheat used in South Africa is 
imported from countries that do not impose similar criteria. 
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Whereas these commodity organisations (e.g. the CGA for Limpopo citrus farmers and Grain SA 

for Overberg wheat, barley and canola farmers) appear to play quite an important role, my 

impression is that farmers in Namaqualand are rather negative about the ability and institutional 

will of the Red Meat Producers’ Organisation (RPO) to advance their cause. For them their 

regional agricultural union, Agri Namakwaland, is still their most trusted partner in their dealings 

with government and business. Agri Namakwaland has managed to negotiate an agreement with 

prospecting and mining companies and local municipalities to regulate access to farms, and has 

undertaken a thorough study of fencing proclamations in order to negotiate more effectively with 

local authorities (Genis, 2013a:44-46). In 2014 it negotiated a reduction in municipal land tax 

rates for farmers, down from an initial assessment of R4 000 per R1 million land valuation to 

R700 per R1 million valuation (Genis, 2014c:26) and negotiated favourable terms for satellite 

phones with Telkom for their members. Some years ago, they were well on their way to engage 

with land reform policies in their region, but the initiative was ended by Northern Cape 

government officials.  

As far as I can establish, no farmer that participated in my research is part of these processes, but 

a new form of state paternalism appears to be taking hold, with large-scale, accumulating farmers 

being co-opted to provide input to help draft the rural chapter of the National Development Plan 

(NDP). Since 2010, academics from the Agricultural Economics departments of the Universities 

of Stellenbosch and Pretoria, under the leadership of NPC commissioner Mohammad Karaan, 

have regularly met with a “select and elite group” of farmers, certain agricultural journalists, big 

business interests and politicians to “contribute information and ideas to address sector concerns 

such as transformation, land reform and employment” (Stellenbosch University, 2013:1). Input 

from these imbizos and “leadership incubators” was subsequently incorporated into the chapter 

on rural development in the NDP34. 

9.3 Markets and market access 
In theory, farmers in South Africa have access to a variety of different markets and opportunities 

to export to many destinations, sell at municipal and privately-owned fresh produce markets in 

most of the countries’ cities, negotiate contracts with local supermarkets to sell their produce, 

                                                
34The National Development Plan is a long-term vision and strategic plan for South Africa developed by the NPC to 
“help define the South Africa we seek to achieve in 20 years’ time and to map out a path to achieve those 
objectives”(www.npconline.co.za). 
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processing opportunities, derivative markets (Safex) as well as internet auctions and 

“exchanges”. In reality, access to these markets is governed by rules and institutions, e.g. quality 

standards and grading and classification systems, as well as prescribed minimum sizes for 

delivery which can act as barriers to entry and differentiate farmers. Furthermore, distance from 

markets and large numbers of consumers or access to transport and cooling or packing facilities 

can also act as barriers. 

Citrus farmers in the Limpopo locality export 60 to 70% of their produce, half of it to the 

European Union. Some of them also export avocados and sell a variety of subtropical fruit to 

fresh produce markets, processors of juice, pickles and dried fruit as well as to informal traders. 

Farmers in the Limpopo locality benefit from the fact that the fruit and vegetables that they 

produce can be eaten as is or processed. They also benefit from the proximity of large numbers 

of buyers for fruit and vegetables that are not exported or sold to formal fresh produce markets or 

supermarkets, as the extent of sales to informal traders reported in chapter 5 shows. Farmers in 

the Overberg locality sell bulk commodities, such as wheat, barley, canola, wool and milk to 

powerful national processing companies who own valuable brands and trademarks and may be in 

a position to dictate prices, set quality standards and standards for the use of inputs, e.g. seed and 

pesticides. In the Namaqualand locality, livestock farmers sell their sheep and cattle to two 

abattoirs where the grading of carcasses can be very stringent, to livestock agents or at auctions. 

Those who produce wheat sell it to flour mills through agents.  

9.4 Differentiation of farmers in Limpopo, Namaqualand and the Overberg 
Analysing data from in-depth semi-structured interviews with 12 farmers in the Limpopo locality 

and 10 farmers in each of the Namaqualand and Overberg localities, it is clear that some farmers’ 

strategies have resulted in successful capital accumulation, and those employed by others have 

secured successful reproduction of capital, or were necessary to ensure the bare survival of a 

third group. 

While I did not find a farmer who has not made any changes over the past 20 years, there seems 

to be a funnel-shaped hierarchy of strategies and processes that farmers tend to either engage in 

or withdraw from in order to secure the reproduction and accumulation of capital. They first buy 

more land to secure their reproduction, then they tend to look inwards to improve the economic 

efficiency of the business by improving productivity or reducing the cost of commodity 
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production, and then they seek ways to increase the productivity of workers, or seek to do all the 

work themselves. If this is successful, such farmers will use their profits to repeat the process, 

mechanising to increase efficiency and productivity, and maybe expanding the business by 

investing upstream or downstream of farm production. For other farmers, such processes may 

lead to their successful reproduction, while a third group may struggle to reproduce and begin to 

lose their ability to reproduce their means of production. 

Whereas accumulators and successful reproducers have looked outward and expanded, 

increased, improved, lowered the costs of and changed their operations, another group of farmers 

has intensified their own or wage labour for constant or diminishing returns, reduced levels of 

consumption, indebtedness, and struggle to reproduce their means of production, e.g. to maintain 

their land at former levels of fertility and productivity, and to replace machinery (Bernstein, 

1986). This group is struggling to reproduce their capital. Another group employs no labour and 

can be seen as simple commodity producers, in whom the class places of capital and labour are 

combined (Bernstein, 2001:29). These farmers are “capitalists and workers at the same time 

because they own or have access to means of production and employ their own labour” (ibid). 

Compared to the other regions, agro-ecological conditions in the Limpopo locality (soil 

conditions, rainfall and temperature), are most suitable for successful reproduction and 

accumulation. Farmers are nevertheless differentiated in relation to the scale and scope of their 

businesses and their trajectories of change. In Limpopo’s citrus sector there seems to be 

unwritten but well-known scale-related cut-off points. For example “small-scale” producers 

export fewer than 200 000 boxes of citrus, “medium-scale” producers export more than 200 000 

boxes but fewer than 700 000 boxes, while the “large-scale” farmers export more than 700 000 

boxes. There are different opinions about the “correct” size or scale of a commercial farm. The 

mega-farmers, i.e. the ones who export more than 700 000 boxes of citrus annually often express 

their surprise at smaller-scale farmers managing to survive. 

I found something similar in the Namaqualand context, where there are considerable differences 

in the scale of a farm business required to ensure a certain lifestyle. One can compare two 

farmers in the Namaqualand locality. On the one hand, Farmer N2 says that in his area the break-

even point is 300 sheep:  
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Everything that you sell more than that is money to spend on fixing your fences. If you 

sell even more sheep you can buy a bakkie. Of course you can survive if you have only 

200 sheep, but then your children go to school in the coloured area of Garies. You will 

then have to lower your standards. 

On the other hand, Farmer N10, in an area that is not too different from that of Farmer N2, says 

that in the past farmers used to get fodder subsidies from government when it was dry, but now it 

is only the big farmers who can continue farming. He says an “economic unit” is 10 000 ha 

where he lives and farms: 

On 10 000 ha you can keep a thousand (1 000) ewes, which is just about the minimum 

that will get the bus running. 

Another criterion in the Limpopo region is whether or not a farmer owns and operates a 

packhouse or packs fruit at the local co-operative packhouse. The rising costs of operating a 

packhouse have begun to force some farmers out of this node of the value chain. Furthermore, 

monitoring of productivity and profitability by dedicated workers on the farms of accumulators 

is now taking place at the level of orchards and trees, on a daily or weekly basis, while the 

operations of successful reproducers and accumulators are technologically advanced in terms of 

equipment that measures the optimum time to pick fruit, and electronic “sizers” to eliminate 

human error when sorting fruit. 

Farmers who are struggling to reproduce their capital operate at a lower scale and a slower pace. 

They do not re-invest in replacing orchards and often undertake vegetable production in order to 

earn cash a few months after planting the vegetables. They may have a large proportion of their 

land lying idle because they do not make a large enough profit to invest in the development of 

that land, or they do not have water to utilise the land productively. Because of the general 

productivity of fruit and vegetable production, the scale of even the smaller farmers, and the fact 

that the harvesting processes of fruit and most vegetables had not been mechanised, it will 

probably not prove possible to work any of these farms without wage labour. Given the present 

structure of commodity production in Limpopo, it is thus highly unlikely that a class of simple 

commodity producers will emerge. 
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In Namaqualand, successful reproduction and accumulation requires more land, preferably in 

different rainfall zones, fence maintenance to reduce stock losses, maintaining flock size or 

reduce flock size in order to produce heavier lambs that attain the sought-after A2/3 grading and 

higher prices, and the ability to grow animal feed every year. 

Struggling reproducers in the Namaqualand context are farmers who are experiencing a 

“reproduction squeeze” (Bernstein, 2010b:108). They have not bought land or added only a 

small piece of land some time ago, they are no longer maintaining the farm’s fences, and are not 

replacing their bakkies or using bank loans to buy a new bakkie for themselves. They are more 

vulnerable to drought and decreases in lamb prices than successful reproducers and 

accumulators. In interviews, some of these farmers stated that theirs was a resolute decision not 

to grow any larger. That may be so, but this decision was probably taken on the premise that it is 

impossible to grow because they have reached the biological or ecological limits of their present 

landholding and they cannot afford to buy more land at reigning market prices. Some members 

of this category now belong to a class of simple commodity producers that do not employ wage 

labour, or merely hire labour once a year for specific tasks, such as lambing or shearing. 

Accumulation in the Overberg locality involves buying and renting more land, even if this 

requires forming companies with other capitalist farm businesses to buy land that is too 

expensive for an individual business, as well as being “up to date” with the latest grain farming 

technology, practices and machines. Timing seems to be a differentiating criterion in the 

Overberg locality, in terms of performing certain grain farming tasks, e.g. sowing, spraying 

fungicides and herbicides, harvesting, and replacing machinery. Accumulators and successful 

reproducers are the farmers who have bought and rented more land and expanded their planted 

pastures to keep more sheep, as well as introducing conservation agriculture at an early stage.  

In the Overberg region the “struggling reproducers” are the farmers who “fell behind” and did 

not upgrade their grain machinery, but who then divested from grain production and have 

continued their livestock enterprise(s). Because the amount of arable land on their farms was too 

little to afford the new technology and machinery for grain production, they often rent out the 

arable portion of their farms for cash. There is an apt quote from one of the farmers, that infers 

that successful reproduction and accumulation depends on making changes, “keeping up”, 

renewing both technology and practices, and expanding: 
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... you ask about farmers who did not make it? They were the ones who did not keep up. 
They did not change. They kept on farming in the same way that their fathers did. They 
kept on ploughing. It is often the smaller farms. The farm that I rent has 500 ha of arable 
land. It is too small to justify implements (Farmer O8, March 2013). 

“Not keeping up” is shorthand for not replacing machinery, not balancing the pH content of the 

soil with lime before sowing, growing cash crops every year instead of rotating them with 

nitrogen-binding legumes or other cover crops, baling straw after the harvest to sell for cash 

instead of leaving it as a cover on the soil. Then farmers get out of crop production altogether in 

order to focus on livestock, and begin to rent out their arable land. 

Using data from the case studies in chapters 6, 7 and 8, I can categorise the 32 farmers with 

whom I conducted semi-structured interviews into different types of capitalist farmer, as shown 

in Table 33 below. This shows that the largest category in Limpopo and Overberg were 

“accumulators” (comprising 50% of the sample in each locality), but that in Namaqualand the 

largest category was “successful reproducers”. “Simple commodity producers” were found in 

Namaqualand only and comprised 13% of the sample. However, this sample cannot be said to be 

statistically representative of the population. It was biased in several ways, as discussed below. 

 

Table 33: Typology of 32 farmers who participated in the intensive phase of research 

Category Limpopo (n=12) Namaqualand (n=10) Overberg (n=10) 
Simple 
commodity 
producers 

0 
Not 
applicable 3 N1, N2, 

N6 0 
Not 
applicable 

Struggling 
reproducers 2 L11, L12 0  1 O9 

Successful 
reproducers 3 L4, L6, L7  5 

N4, N7, 
N8, N9, 
N10 

3 O6, O7, O8 

Accumulators 
6 

L1, L2, 
L3, L5, 
L8, L10 

2 N3, N5,  5 
O1, O2, O3, 
O4, O5 

Difficult to 
categorise 1 L9 0  1 O10 
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Using data from the questionnaire survey, and shown in Appendix 4, I have categorised the 109 

farmers who participated only in the extensive (survey) phase of my research into different 

categories, as shown in table 9.2 below. 

 

Table 34: Typology of 109 farmers who participated in extensive (survey) research phase only 

Category Limpopo 
(n=36) 

Namaqualand 
(n=35) 

Overberg 
(n=38) 

Simple commodity 
producers 0 0,0 4 11,4% 0 0,0% 
Struggling 
reproducers 6 16,7% 6 17,1% 6 15,8% 
Successful 
reproducers 11 30,6% 14 40% 19 50% 
Accumulators 10 27,8% 6 17,1% 12 31,6% 
Difficult to categorise 6 16,7% 4 11,4% 1 2,6% 
Sold farm since 
survey 2 5,7% 1 2,8% 1 2,6% 
 

The differences between the two tables are as follows: about a third of the farmers in the 

Limpopo and Overberg localities that only participated in the questionnaire survey are 

accumulating capital, while the proportion in Namaqualand is 17%. In the Overberg 50% of the 

farmers who participated only in the survey are successfully reproducing their capital, while 40% 

in the Namaqualand locality and 31% in the Limpopo locality do. Six of the farmers in each of 

the localities are struggling to reproduce their capital, while another three farmers in the 

Namaqualand locality are simple commodity producers. These patterns show that the relentless 

employment of different strategies is needed to accumulate capital in the commercial farming 

sector. 

The presence of relative large proportions of “successful reproducers” of capital is testament to 

the fact that sometimes the relentless employment of a variety of capital accumulation strategies 

is merely sufficient to successfully reproduce capital. Only four instances of “simple commodity 

reproducers” were found. The only existing data with which to compare my findings are two sets 

of classifications of turnover from farming, namely the classification of commercial farmers used 

in surveys of commercial farmers regularly conducted by StatsSA (2006), reproduced in Table 
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35, and a classification of all farmers developed by Vink and Van Rooyen (2009), in which they 

used the survey numbers as a basis for their calculations (simplified version reproduced in Table 

36). 

 

Table 35: Statistics SA’s classification of commercial large scale farmers 

Size 
group 

Turnover 2008 Turnover 2009 

1 Turnover ≥ R5 million Turnover ≥ R5 million 
2 R3 million ≤ Turnover < R5 million  R3 million ≤ Turnover < R5 million 
3 R500 000 ≤ Turnover < R3 million R500 000 ≤ Turnover < R3 million 
4 R200 000 ≤ Turnover< R500 000 R154 533 ≤ Turnover< R500 000 
 

In terms of Table 35 half of the respondents in my survey falls in the highest “size group” 1, 

while a further 10% is in size group 2. When Vink and Van Rooyen’s (2009) classification of 

“commercial farmers on private land” (Table 36) is used, 66% of the farmers in my survey can 

be considered “large commercial”, while 34% are “medium commercial’, and 12 (8,51%) “small 

commercial”, whatever that means. 

 

Table 36: Classification of commercial farmers on private land (Vink and Van Rooyen 2009) 

Production unit Turnover 
Large commercial >R2 million 
Medium commercial R300 000 to R2m  
Small commercial < R300 000  
 

Vink and Van Rooyen’s classification of “large commercial” is equally problematic and not 

particularly useful, because it potentially clumps together an irrigated citrus export farming 

business with a turnover of more than R130 million and which is integrated into various nodes of 

the value chain, with a farmer in Namaqualand farming with cattle and sheep on an extensive 

basis on 60 000 hectares of land. 

The differences between the proportions of farmer categories in Tables 33 and 34 can be 

explained by my resort to convenience sampling, due to constraints of time and production 
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“seasons”. As I explained in chapter 4, 14 of the Limpopo farmers were interviewed during a 

detour in my fieldwork and not all of them were prepared to be interviewed again. In the 

Limpopo locality the quiet season was often the time that farmers would go fishing or on trips 

into the rest of the continent. In my work as a journalist, I cover mostly grain-related topics in the 

Overberg locality, and it is quite possible that I was biased towards grain farmers. Furthermore, 

in the Namaqualand locality where about a third of the respondents completed the questionnaires 

on their own, I had no way to know who exactly they were and could not contact them for 

follow-up interviews during the intensive phase of my research. 

9.5 Concluding summary 
While it is not easy to compare three regions that are so different in terms of agro-ecology, 

agricultural potential and markets, there are some similarities, e.g. expanding agricultural 

production and taking actions to make commodity production more efficient are prevalent 

strategies in all three regions. Maybe this bias towards production is a remnant of the previous 

dispensation when agricultural production was the responsibility of farmers, while the state 

would handle marketing, distribution and the financing of production and farmers’ co-operatives 

supplied inputs and grain storage capacity at subsidised rates. Expanding the scope of the 

business by investing upstream or downstream from the farm can therefore be considered 

something new in the post-regulation era and for that reason not so common. It can also mean 

that centralisation is not so common in these three localities or be the result of sample bias. 

However, investing upstream or downstream from the farm often requires that a substantial part 

of surplus value be invested in undertakings that will not improve commodity production 

directly. In cases where the expansion is into processing, a farmer will need sufficient volumes 

of agricultural commodities to justify the investment in processing. Maybe that is why farmers in 

the Limpopo and Namaqualand localities have pooled their investments to establish processing 

facilities and an input supply company. 

This chapter has attempted to address four of my research questions, namely a) which 

accumulation strategies have been pursued by the more successful farmers? b) which strategies 

have been pursued by those farmers who have achieved only the reproduction of their capital, 

rather than its expanded reproduction? c) which strategies have not been successful, and have 

resulted in exit from farming? d) reasons for regional similarities and differences. 

 

 

 

 



 338

My findings show that there are no specific strategies that will guarantee accumulation, but 

rather that accumulators are the ones who seem never to stop engaging in processes of 

reproduction and accumulation. In some cases engaging in these strategies and processes has 

resulted in only successful reproduction rather than accumulation. 

There do not seem to be specific strategies that are in themselves always not successful. Exiting 

from farming or struggling to reproduce are often as a result of not doing anything to try to 

secure success, i.e. not engaging in any of the strategies or processes described here, or waiting 

too long to make necessary changes. The latter are of particular relevance in the case of the 

introduction of conservation agriculture practices on farms in the Overberg locality. Farmers that 

converted to the system early on have received its benefits for a longer period of time and 

participated in the mechanisation stream for longer. The longer that the other farmers waited, the 

smaller their profit margins and the more expensive the required new machinery became. In the 

Namaqualand locality, routine maintenance of fences to keep out predators and minimise stock 

losses is a reproduction strategy which can become extremely expensive when neglected for a 

long time. 

Having said all that, there seems to be a thin line between taking necessary risks to make the 

changes required in order to accumulate, and taking on too much risk by changing systems too 

fast or too drastically. More than one farmer in the Limpopo and Overberg localities related 

stories of farmers in their areas whose businesses failed when they tried to switch commodity 

production from conventional to organic practices on the whole farm all at once, instead of 

starting small and slowly building on initial successes. 

In-depth interviews with farmers also brought another element to the fore, namely the “present” 

(as opposed to “absent”) farmer who does not do outlandish things and who lives frugally. 

According to Farmer O2, success in the Overberg locality entails the following: 

You have to get up in the morning and be on your farm. Your holidays should not be too 
long or too often and you should not wander too far from your fields and livestock. Here 
you have to farm with suitable livestock breeds and crop cultivars and implement very 
specific production practices for the area’s particular circumstances and not try new 
things that worked elsewhere in the region. You should work with enthusiasm and finish 
the work before you drink wine (Farmer O2). 
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I interviewed farmers in the Limpopo locality who boasted that they went on holiday only once 

in the past 18 years, or explained how they did not spend money on renovating the farmhouse, or 

asserted the importance of their wives’ frugal habits to the success of their business. 

Finally, reasons for regional differences and similarities are many and varied. The first, most 

obvious, is probably agro-ecology. The regions differ in terms of climate, rainfall, temperature, 

soil quality, the occurrence of droughts and the availability of irrigation water and water 

infrastructure to engage in irrigated agriculture on scale. 

Land prices are increasing in all the localities, making expansion by some nearly impossible and 

necessitating new co-management structures to enable accumulating farmers to expand their 

land. Besides the cost of land, the cost of developing that land in order to maintain and improve 

its productivity is a point of difference between the three localities, because such farms are 

seldom “up-and-running concerns”, as Farmer O5 pointed out during the in-depth interview I 

conducted with him. 

The three localities are similar in their long distances from final consumers, and a major part of 

what they produce goes through formal marketing channels to be processed or sold fresh in 

domestic or export markets. However, the survey that I conducted between October 2010 and 

August 2011 with 48 farmers in the Limpopo locality shows that 18 of these farmers were selling 

fruit, vegetables and chickens to the value of R32,8 million to bakkiemanne or the bakkies. The 

bakkies are men and women with access to transport who travel from the deep rural areas of 

Limpopo and Mpumalanga, as well as from neighbouring countries such as Botswana and 

Mozambique, to buy fruit and vegetables on commercial farms and sell to street hawkers, who 

then sell it to the public. Subsequent semi-structured interviews revealed that a number of 

farmers have geared their harvesting operations and fruit storing facilities towards 

accommodating the “bakkiemanne”, while another one said that the “bakkie market” for 

avocados was in 2013 more profitable than the export market. 

In the Namaqualand locality at least two of the farmers sell sheep and goat rams to farmers in the 

communal areas, while one of them also sells feed grains and bread flour locally and another one 

sells meat to inhabitants of the communal area adjacent to his farm.  
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In conclusion, farms are becoming larger and agricultural land is becoming more concentrated in 

fewer hands, as borne out by national statistics (DAFF, 2013:6). In terms of farm size, “small-

scale” is being redefined, yet in the Namaqualand locality, a category of simple commodity 

producers exists alongside accumulating farms spread over large geographical areas. This class 

may grow in future. In that locality the scope for expansion is constrained by land acquisition for 

conservation and land reform purchases. Although there are land claims on most of the land in 

the Limpopo locality and farmers there consider land reform a pressure on their capacity to 

reproduce and accumulate, some farmers go on regardless. Some Limpopo farmers did “sell their 

uncertainty”, while others expanded and may expand onto land that was transferred to land 

reform beneficiaries. 

A possible new process of centralisation was observed in the Limpopo and Overberg localities 

where different farming businesses would buy a third farm business that would have been too 

expensive for an individual farmer. In the Overberg locality at least three groups of farmers who 

are not related to one another consolidated their businesses into one private farming company 

with the two or three farmers as directors. 

 

  

 

 

 

 



 341

Chapter 10  Accumulation, reproduction and differentiation of 
farmers in the commercial agricultural sector: explanations and 
wider implications 
 

10.1 Introduction 
The responses of large-scale capitalist farmers to various “pressures” that they experience, such 

as rising costs, volatile commodity prices, dwindling natural resources, changing labour relations 

and land reform arising from political change, the rise of the global agro-food regime and 

concern over climate change, help illuminate the character of contemporary agrarian change in 

South Africa. Some responses are best understood as ‘capital accumulation strategies’ in the 

Marxist sense of the term. However, these responses result in true accumulation (or expanded 

reproduction) for some farmers, while others manage only to reproduce themselves as capitalist 

enterprises, or struggle to successfully reproduce themselves. The aim of this study was to 

explain these processes and discern emerging patterns of differentiation amongst large-scale 

capitalist farmers in three regions of South Africa. 

My analysis of accumulation and differentiation in the large-scale farming sectoris informed by 

the concepts of simple reproduction, defined as a “mere repetition of the process of production, 

on the same scale as before” Marx (1976:712), and accumulation, defined as capitalist 

production on a “progressively increasing scale ..., the employment of surplus-value as capital, or 

its reconversion into capital” (Marx, 1976:725). I also took into account Fine and Saad-Filho’s 

(2010:52) explanation of simple reproduction, namely, that “if there is no technical change, and 

if the capitalists spend all their surplus value on consumption and merely repeat the previous 

pattern of production, the economy (farm or business) can reproduce itself at the same level of 

activity”. 

While these definitions may be sufficient to explain the differentiation of capitalist farmers into 

accumulators and “the rest”, my detailed research findings, reported in chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 

above, suggest that farmers can be seen as differentiated into other categories as well,with 

distinctly different trajectories of change. Simple reproduction is not as effortless or 

undemanding as the definition seems to suggest. Just to reproduce their capital (the means of 

production, their means of consumption, etc.) and produce at the same levels as before, farmers 
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often have to expand and increase the productivity of commodity production, i.e. they are forced 

to employ similar strategies to those of other farmers who are engaged in accumulation proper. 

In this chapter I first provide a brief summary of my findings, as well as a short description of the 

changing political, marketing and natural environment in which commercial farmers in South 

Africa operate. This is followed by a section on the underlying dynamics of accumulation and 

differentiation which attempts to explain which farmers benefitted from processes of agrarian 

change, especially those following the deregulation and liberalisation policies of the 1980s and 

1990s, and assesses the outcomes of different strategies. The dynamics of accumulation, 

reproduction and differentiation are of significance for policies aiming at the successful 

transformation of agriculture and rural areas in the post-apartheid period, and I therefore discuss 

the wider implications of my findings. Because my study brought forth more questions than I 

could answer and revealed gaps in existing knowledge of the commercial farming sector, I end 

by making some recommendations for further research on these issues. 

10.2 “Larger and more efficient”: a summary of research findings 
In this section I provide a brief summary of my findings gathered by means of a questionnaire 

survey and in-depth interviews and reported in detail in chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8. 

A survey conducted with 141 farmers in three agro-ecological regions and across several 

different commodity enterprises revealed processes of change in terms of farming practices, 

labour relations and technological development, as well as broad patterns of expansion, 

intensification and concentration. The general drivers of these changes are the need to reproduce 

and accumulate in changing conditions, here called “pressures”. The top seven pressures for the 

sample as a whole are production costs, climate and weather, labour, uncertainty about 

government policies, commodity prices, infrastructure and the power of buyers of agricultural 

commodities. Farmers indicated that they employ strategies and engage in processes and actions 

in attempts to minimise the impact of these pressures on their ability to reproduce and 

accumulate, e.g. through introducing measures to lower production costs or increase 

productivity, make production more resilient to droughts, heat waves or frost, mechanise or 

organise tasks and workers to make them more productive, or take part in actions to negotiate 

more favourable conditions with government and other capitals. 
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Some farmers in my study were more concerned about the effect of the state on their 

reproduction and accumulation efforts than others, and it is often the most unlikely candidates 

that seem particularly bothered by the actions or policies of government. Of course, the 

uncertainty about government policies causes massive anxiety among farmers in general, but it 

seems that the burden weighs more heavily on some than on others. 

In the Limpopo locality the top five pressures bearing down on the labour-, water- and capital- 

intensive, high-value export farming that dominates in this area are labour, production costs, 

climate and weather, the exchange rate and crime and farm security. Farmers in the remote and 

arid Namaqualand locality, where livestock farming predominates, indicated that they experience 

most pressure from damage-causing animals, road and communication infrastructure, climate 

and weather, production costs and uncertainty about government policies.In contrast, the highly 

mechanised producers of bulk commodities in the Overberg locality list the key pressures as 

climate and weather, production costs, commodity prices, uncertainty about government policies 

and labour. There is thus a clear pattern of regional differentiation in relation to perceived 

pressures. 

In-depth semi-structured interviews with 12 farmers in the Limpopo locality and 10 farmers in 

each of the Namaqualand and Overberg localities generally confirmed the findings of the larger 

survey. During interviews it emerged that common strategies achieved capital accumulation for 

some farmers, secured the successful reproduction of the capital of other farmers, and were 

necessary to ensure the bare survival of a third group. Furthermore, these case studies revealed 

that accumulation is not necessarily a linear process in the history or future of a farm business, 

but demonstrate that individual trajectories can also involve alternating periods of accumulation 

and reproduction, for example: 

1) accumulation followed by decades of reproduction at a higher level;  

2) accumulation, reproduction and then new “waves” of accumulation following the 

introduction of improved cultivars, different livestock breeds or production methods, access 

to lucrative or new markets or co-management models for farm businesses;  

3) accumulation followed by centralisation, as some farm businesses buy out other farm 

businesses to form large companies; or  
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4) reproduction followed by “struggling reproduction” where farmers find themselves unable to 

reproduce the productivity of their means of production or simple commodity production 

due to an inability to reproduce labour. 

These patterns are at the heart of the differentiation of the large-scale commercial farming 

sector. 

Processes of agrarian change and farmers’ responses to these, which in turn generate further 

processes of change, result in the differentiation of farmers into four different categories, 

namely: 

a) accumulators who are engaged in expanded reproduction;  
b) a class of successful reproducers who employs the same accumulation strategies as 

accumulators, but not with the same outcomes and probably does not pursue them as 
relentlessly; 

c) a class of struggling reproducers, who experiences a simple reproduction squeeze and 
struggles to reproduce their means of production, particularly in terms of maintaining 
their land at former levels of fertility and productivity (Bernstein, 1986:18), and  

d) a fourth category of simple commodity producers who combines the positions of capital 
and labour within the enterprise and produces surplus-value by exploiting their own or 
their family’s labour. 

 

10.3 “No farm is an island”: broader processes of change 
The patterns of reproduction and accumulation amongst commercial farmers that emerged in my 

study are shaped by changes in the wider environment in which farmers operate, as well as the 

actions of other capitalist enterprises “upstream” or “downstream” of agricultural commodity 

production on farms. Reproduction and accumulation processes do not take place in isolation 

from broader changes and processes. 

Some of the prominent changes and processes include the loss of political power by whites after 

the democratic elections in 1994, the withdrawal of state support, the deregulation of the 

marketing of agricultural products, and the introduction of legislation that regulates labour 

relations, access to land and water and the protection of natural resources. Farmers have had to 

adapt their production practices and reproduction strategies to the harsh reality of market-related 

prices for inputs and commodities, as well as the redirection of public resources to other social 
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programmes and groups. As the country emerged from international isolation after 1990, 

neoliberalism and globalisation gained momentum and ushered in a new kind of global agro-

food regime. An increased concentration of global corporations in the agri-input and agro-food 

industries resulting in fewer, more powerful corporations with larger market shares (Bernstein, 

2010b:83) that relegated farm commodity producers to being minor players in global value 

chains. These changes to the agro-food regime and the rise of multi-national and powerful food 

corporate companies require “more demanding capabilities and performances” from participants 

in value chains (Gibbon and Ponte, 2005:ix), while economies of scale in processing, transport 

and distribution also leads to demands for growing volumes of commercial agricultural 

production and stable delivery capacities of homogeneous quality (Ruben et al, 2006:1-2). 

The demand for homogeneous quality of produce and practices aimed at increasing the 

efficiency of commodity production and labour have lead to the simplification and 

standardisation of diverse agro-ecologies, and a shift to ‘industrial-throughput/through-flow’ 

farming systems (Weis, 2007:5-6). Rising environmental costs that threaten the viability of 

farming through high levels of energy use and their carbon emissions in the ongoing 

industrialisation of food farming, processing and sales (Bernstein, 2010b:83) also put severe 

pressure on commercial farmers. The privatisation of agricultural research and its transformation 

into “a service performed not by nation states, but by transnational corporations through the 

world market” (McMichael, 2009:150-1), is of particular relevance to the cost structure of 

commercial farming in South Africa. Due to the low-input nature of farming that is ecologically 

more sustainable and the fact that public research capacity and output have dwindled, 

alternatives to high-input farming are not investigated. 

As discussed in chapter 5, large-scale commercial farmers indicated that they experience 

pressure to farm “sustainably” (i.e. in relation to ecological dimensions), while 60% of farmers 

in the Limpopo locality and 80% of the farmers in both the Namaqualand and Overberg localities 

indicated that the lack of research about sustainable farming methods has placed mild to extreme 

pressure on their ability to reproduce and accumulate. My impression is that commercial farmers 

understand the need for more sustainable production practices; but that they are cautious to 

implement them for fear that they may compromise production. Capitalist competition compels 

them to become ever more efficient and productive, often to the detriment of the environment, 
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and pressure on their profit margins often makes it difficult to reproduce the productivity of their 

means of production in relation to soil fertility, veld grazing capacity, above and below-ground 

biodiversity, etc. 

However, the majority of farmers say that they will implement practices that are ecologically 

sustainable insofar as such practices guarantee them a larger income, or minimise costs or 

maintain or secure their access to markets. Some of the changes that farmers have undertaken in 

relation to ecological sustainability were implemented in order to secure and maintain access to 

export markets after deregulation, e.g. by adhering to the demands of GlobalG.A.P and different 

quality standards of supermarket groups. In the grain sector, beer and canola oil processing 

companies have instituted initiatives to ensure that their farmer-suppliers adhere to certain 

desirable agricultural practices. 

In the Overberg locality, the introduction of a system of conservation agriculture (involving 

reduced tillage, rotation of crops as opposed to monoculture, and retention of harvest residues on 

the soil surface) has improved the sustainability of grain harvests, improved the moisture 

retention and penetration of the soil and reduced erosion. Yet this approach relies increasingly on 

herbicides at a time when there is worldwide concern about the cost of herbicide resistance35 and 

the effect of the active ingredients in herbicides on human health and biodiversity above- and 

below ground. In terms of soil fertility, conservation agriculture is expected to reach a 

“maintenance phase” after 20 years where it should - in theory - be possible to reduce fertilizer 

applications, but this phase will probably never be reached in the harsh growing conditions in the 

Overberg locality (Sá, 2004, in Derpsch, 2008). 

Even if farmers in the Limpopo locality wanted to use organic production methods, markets and 

consumers make contradictory demands: on the one hand, they want farmers to use fewer 

chemicals, but on the other hand they want flawless fruit, which farmers say is simply not 

possible without the use of chemicals. 

 

 

                                                
35 See http://www.herbicideresistanceconference.com.au for more information. 
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10.4 The dynamics of reproduction and accumulation 
As shown in chapter 1, direct and indirect support to white commercial farmers before the 

democratic era did not result in a homogeneous class of capitalist farmers. While my study 

concerns the dynamics of change in the post-apartheid era, it is important to identify which 

farmers “survived” the changes that took place around the time of the transition, e.g. the 

withdrawal of state support, deregulation and liberalisation, as a base for their future 

accumulation or reproduction. This section will therefore be divided into three subsections that 

deal with the farmers who benefitted from processes of agrarian change, an assessment of 

accumulation and reproduction strategies and the wider implications of my findings. 

10.4.1 Who has benefitted from agrarian change in the large-scale commercial farming 

sector? 

Besides the fact that white farmers did not share equally in the benefits of the apartheid state’s 

support for agriculture, not all of them benefitted to the same extent from processes of agrarian 

change either. This is probably because they were not equally able to comply with the “more 

demanding capabilities and performances” required for unsubsidised participation in a market 

economy, and in international trade and global value chains (Gibbon and Ponte, 2005:ix). 

It would be fair to say that any South African farmer who desired to continue to reproduce their 

capital after deregulation and liberalisation had to make some changes in order to be able to 

produce what the “market” demanded, and to comply with re-regulation via the quality standards 

and grading systems imposed by buyers and processors. In the case of the export citrus sector, 

farmers had to become more market-oriented, “more active in upgrading to new varieties of fruit 

and ... constantly on the lookout for a competitive edge against other producers”, and also “have 

the volume to fill retailer programmes and ... the varieties that are attractive on overseas 

markets” (Mather and Greenberg, 2003:393). 

In the Overberg locality, where wheat farmers used to grow cultivars developed by a state 

breeding programme and sell their produce to the state, after deregulation they had to grow 

cultivars that met strict “release criteria” in order to sell their wheat to one of four powerful 

integrated milling and baking companies. In the absence of fodder subsidies and the “cost-plus” 

pricing for wheat found in the pre-democratic era, in extensive livestock and dryland crop 

production areas such as the Namaqualand and the Overberg localities, farmers had to change 
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their land use and production practices to ensure the resilience of their farm’s veld grazing or the 

productivity of their arable fields, i.e. to secure the reproduction of these means of production. 

For livestock farmers, the best way to achieve this goal was to grow pastures, change their 

pasture management regimes, lower their stocking rates and acquire land in a different rainfall 

region, while grain farmers had to increase the productivity of all their fields and stop growing 

cash grains on marginal fields. It was also a time that many farmers in Namaqualand’s winter 

rainfall region gave up planting grain crops for the market, thus foregoing a proportion of their 

cash income (Hoffman and Rohde, 2007). 

The impacts of the deregulation of the citrus industry, as described by Mather and Greenberg 

(2003:405, 408), were felt in the Limpopo locality: larger farmers left the co-ops to establish 

their own packhouses and benefitted from their ability to now pack for a wider variety of 

markets, while the co-ops continued to struggle as they lost the citrus volumes delivered by the 

big farmers. One of the key changes relates to marketing, and in particular access to lucrative 

markets in a larger number of countries, which presented farmers with many challenges, and 

required them to enter a steep learning curve and make major changes in the mix of fruit 

cultivars they grew. While a number of the respondents continue to use the services of large 

marketing companiese xclusively, for example Capespan and Dole, the larger farmers have 

established their own export companies. When a single channel marketing board was still in 

place, growers were rewarded for volume and quality was a secondary requirement. Mather’s 

(2002:13) study of changes in the regulation of citrus exports from South Africa found that 

before deregulation South African growers were “largely oblivious to different market segments 

and produced instead for the ‘pool’, which rewarded volume rather than the internal and external 

quality of the fruit”. That has changed and Limpopo respondents’ knowledge of the specific 

requirements of different “markets” concurs with Mather’s (2002:13) remark that “the ability of 

both growers and exporters to describe the specific demands and requirements of different citrus 

export chains” was a key feature of the post-liberalisation era. 

Vegetables and other tree crops grown in the Limpopo locality (e.g. mangoes, litchis, avocados, 

guavas and macadamias) were either never regulated or only began to be grown after 

deregulation. Even though they continued to supply national fresh produce markets, the 

requirements were now more challenging because of the demands of consumers. Also, a larger 
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proportion of fresh vegetables and fruit is now bought by supermarkets that set high standards 

for their suppliers (Barrientos and Visser, 2012). Whereas the proportion of fresh fruit and 

vegetables that accumulating farmers supply to South African supermarkets is often a measure of 

scale and success (Sherry, 2012a), at least two of the successful reproducers and accumulators in 

the Limpopo locality, Farmers L10 and LS12, are resisting the lure of fixed price contracts with 

supermarkets.Their experience is that the fresh produce markets are still the “first and best 

markets”. However, both of these farmers have built their reputation in these markets to such an 

extent that their produce will always be sold in a “full market”. 

For Namaqualand,those farmers with larger farms who already owned land in the summer and 

winter rainfall region, or who were able to continue growing grain crops, benefitted from the 

above-mentioned processes of agrarian change. Such farmers could make their flocks of sheep 

smaller without jeopardising their ability to reproduce their capital, or could allow their veld on a 

farm in one rainfall region to “rest” and restore its productive capacity by sending their livestock 

to a farm in another rainfall region, or could take the animals out of the veld grazing and feed 

them in the kraal with grains produced on the farm. These practices ensured their reproduction 

and in the long run created a platform for successful capital accumulation. This process resulted 

in the differentiation of farmers in the Namaqualand locality between the former and farmers 

trapped in a simple reproduction squeeze on small farms in just one rainfall region. 

The eastern part of the Overberg locality (the farming areas around the towns of Swellendam and 

Heidelberg) was always considered to be primarily a livestock production area, where farmers 

benefitted from the introduction of a state stock water scheme in 1982, but was prone to erosion 

in heavy downpours. Grain growing in that part of the locality was marginal, even in South 

African terms, until a Heidelberg farmer first began to introduce conservation agriculture. 

Farmers consider early implementation of conservation agriculture as something that 

distinguished farmers after the onset of deregulation, and the majority of Overberg farmers that I 

interviewed said that if they could turn back the clock, they would have started to implement 

conservation farming much earlier on. 

While successful “survival” of the deregulation of agricultural marketing and the liberalisation of 

trade most certainly formed a springboard for future accumulation and successful reproduction, 

the next section will demonstrate that it was not sufficient to maintain these trajectories. 
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10.4.2 Diversity between and within regions 

Comparative analysis across regions and different farming enterprises suggests that contrasting 

environmental, market and infrastructural conditions afford farmers in the three research 

localities differential opportunities for the successful reproduction and accumulation of capital. 

Regional differences are many and varied. The most obvious difference is in relation to agro-

ecology. The three regions differ greatly in terms of climate, rainfall, temperature, soil quality, 

and thus the nature of commodity enterprises and markets farmers can engage in, as well as in 

the occurrence of droughts and the availability of irrigation water and water infrastructure for 

irrigated agriculture at scale. 

Furthermore, the degree of demand for farm labour, as well as the strategies aimed at making 

labour more productive, are very different both across and within regions, and vary according to 

agricultural seasons. Farmers in the Limpopo locality employ large numbers of permanent 

workers to care for orchards throughout the year and seasonal workers to harvest fruit and 

vegetables. Grain production in the Overberg is largely mechanised, but dairy cattle, beef cattle 

and sheep enterprises use proportionally more workers. Farmers in the Namaqualand locality 

employ few workers, and a number of farmers who do not employ non-family wage-workers are 

also found. 

Similarities between research localities include the prevalence of processes aimed at expanding 

agricultural production by buying and renting more land, and by introducing measures and 

practices or technologies that make commodity production more efficient. Actions aimed at 

expanding the scope of the business by investing upstream or downstream from the farm often 

requires that a substantial part of surplus value from commodity production be invested in 

undertakings that will not necessarily increase commodity production directly, but rather save on 

costs, e.g. operating a tree nursery, or give producers some control over the processing of 

commodities. In cases where expansion takes place into a processing enterprise, a farmer will 

need sufficient volumes of agricultural commodities to justify the investment. The need for 

economies of scale beyond the farm gate may explain why farmers in the Limpopo and 

Namaqualand localities pooled their investments to establish processing facilities and an input 

supply company. 
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The three localities are similar in their long distances from final consumers, and a major part of 

what they produce is marketed through formal channels to be processed or sold fresh in domestic 

or export markets. However, 18 farmers in the Limpopo locality were selling fruit, vegetables 

and chickens to the value of R32,8 million to informal on-farm traders and, on a much smaller 

scale, some farmers in Namaqualand are earning a substantial proportion of their income by 

selling agricultural produce locally. 

Farm businesses are becoming larger and the ownership of agricultural land are becoming more 

concentrated in fewer hands in all three localities, as is suggested more broadly by national 

statistics (DAFF, 2013:6). In terms of farm size, the meaning of both “large-scale” and “small-

scale” are being redefined as reproducers and accumulators buy land from struggling reproducers 

or merge their businesses. While large-scale capitalist farmers’ scope for expansion is 

constrained by land acquisition for conservation and land reform purchases, this appears to have 

the biggest impact in the Namaqualand locality. Although there are claims for land restitution on 

most of the land in the Limpopo locality and farmers there consider land reform a pressure on 

their capacity to reproduce and accumulate, some farmers expand the scale of their production 

regardless. Some Limpopo farmers have “sold their uncertainty”, while others have expanded 

and may expand further onto land that was transferred to land reform beneficiaries, through 

“strategic partnerships”, or because the new owners prefer a cash rental fee to utilising the land 

themselves. 

Instances of centralisation (where capitalists “borrow and merge” and gather the existing 

resources of capitalist production into their hands, as suggested by Fine and Saad-Filho, 

2010:73), were observed in the Limpopo and Overberg localities. There different farm 

businesses get together to buy farms that would have been too expensive for an individual farmer 

and too risky for a bank to finance, or merge their businesses into large farming companies. In 

the Overberg locality three instances were observed of farmers not related to each other 

consolidating their businesses into one private farming company with the two or three farmers as 

directors. 

10.4.3 Strategies for success 

What then, are the farmer strategies that will guarantee successful reproduction and 

accumulation of capital? As mentioned in chapter 9, no farmer was found who did not engage in 
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at least one action or process to attempt to expand production or increase economic efficiency. 

My findings suggest that the accumulators and successful reproducers were engaged in a larger 

number of these broad strategies or processes, or undertook actions to further the aims of those 

strategies. They always bought more land, often more than once, except for two cases in 

Namaqualand or the Overberg where farmers already owned more land than the average for their 

locality. Besides the scope of commodity production, the biggest differences between 

accumulators and successful reproducers, on the one hand, and struggling reproducers, on the 

other, are that the former are more actively engaged in these accumulation strategies and 

processes, albeit with different outcomes. 

Across the regions, no strategies were found that only accumulators engage in. What does appear 

to distinguish accumulators from the rest is the fact that they never stop employing processes of 

accumulation, and do so using more than one strategy at a time. Due to changing commodity 

prices, the increasing cost of inputs and uncertain weather patterns, successful reproducers can 

hardly afford to stop engaging in such processes. These farmers personify the movement, 

flexibility and adaptability that are the key characteristics of capital in general. They are 

compelled by competition from other farmers and capitalists in other branches (e.g. buyers) to 

produce more by expanding their fields, orchards and grazing and by increasing their 

productivity in order to go on reproducing and accumulating and to maintain ownership of the 

means of production, and thus their class position (Marx, 1976:739). 

Successful reproduction and accumulation also seem to be the result of agency and timing, i.e. 

beginning to expand at an early stage, then renewing and improving their farming systems. 

Expansion in the Limpopo locality requires gaining access to land with water, increasing 

production volumes, or diversifying into other enterprises when not able to expand citrus 

enterprises. Accumulators in the Limpopo locality display a keen commitment to efficiency and 

productivity, the notion of “keeping an eye on a (citrus) tree’s harvest history” and replacing a 

tree if its productivity deteriorates over time, and “picking as many boxes of export citrus as 

possible from each tree”. 

In the Namaqualand locality, land is “the base” (Farmer N9) that “gives you turnover” (Farmer 

N5). If it is dry and a farmer does not have enough land, his hands are tied (Farmer N8) and his 

survival threatened (Farmer N9). Buying or renting more land, is thus a principal strategy, if not 
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to accumulate, to “prevent ups and downs” in income (Farmer N9), in other words, to reproduce 

with success over time. This and other strategies are aimed at smoothing out uncertainty due to 

erratic rainfalland lamb prices or regular droughts. By buying more land, buying land in another 

rainfall region or growing fodder for their livestock and keeping smaller flocks of the “right” size 

for their specific farm’s circumstances, farmers appear to achieve “resilience” and long-term 

successful reproduction, or slow accumulation, rather than the ecologically precarious 

accumulation that can be associated with non-discriminating stocking of large tracts of land. 

While there seems to be a “right” flock size for each farm in the Namaqualand locality, the 

majority of farms in the Overberg locality are highly diversified. Besides increasing production 

across more hectares of arable fields and pastures, the capital accumulation and reproduction 

strategies of farmers there are also aimed at constantly “shifting and balancing” between and 

within different crop and livestock enterprises to gain from favourable commodity prices or 

shield their income from the effect of unfavourable conditions. 

In the Limpopo locality, successful reproduction and accumulation is a “volume game” that will 

eventually marginalise small-scale producers: 

The small-small farmers are going to drop out. You need to produce high volumes to 
make money. Costs are becoming prohibitive. When my father-in-law started to farm 
here a tank of diesel cost R140, now it costs R20 000. When input prices are so high you 
need good commodity prices to cover your costs. Die koste maak die klein outjies dood 
(costs are killing the small guys) (Farmer LS12). 

Whereas there is a key difference between accumulation and reproduction strategies amongst 

citrus farmers in the Limpopo locality and those engaged in by producers in other fruit or 

vegetable enterprises, the citrus farmers themselves are starkly differentiated in terms of the 

volume of citrus that they export. However, whereas the accumulators focus on the main 

cultivars such as Valencia oranges and grapefruit, some successful reproducers also grow 

lemons, limes and kumquats, thereby probably “crowding into spheres of production which 

large-scale industry has taken control of only sporadically or incompletely” (Marx, 1976:777). 

The “disappearance” of small farmers creates accumulation opportunities for other farmers, but 

this is also a potential explanation for some differentiation. A farm that is for sale can be sought-

after because of the quality of its fields, orchards or veld and the availability of water; however, 
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it is equally likely to be degraded and neglected, requiring a large investment to rehabilitate its 

productivity, as Farmer L1 indicated in an interview conducted in November 2012: 

We do not buy virgin land. The farms we buy are neglected, dis ‘n plek waar ‘n ou swaar 
gekry het (a place where the previous owner struggled), then we rehabilitate it and build it 
up again. The minimum cost to take out the old trees, cross-rip the soil, install irrigation 
and establish trees is R35 000 per hectare (Farmer L1). 

 

It appears that accumulators and successful reproducers are more willing to, or can afford to, 

take higher risks when investing in more land, new technology or new production practices, 

while access to credit also helps them to grow faster. During one of two interviews I conducted 

with farmer L2, he said: 

We were willing to take risks. In the beginning I took larger risks than now. Then I 
expanded my land to three times the original farm, but it immediately placed me in 
another league. People are often not prepared to change their lifestyles in order to invest 
in their farms. You need a strong stomach. You need vision. Under-investment is a 
problem in agriculture and to farm on a cash basis is to farm too slowly (Farmer L2, 
January 2013). 

There does not seem to be specific strategies that are not successful, and exiting from farming 

altogether or struggling to reproduce are often a result of not being able to afford the necessary 

changes, or not doing anything, (i.e. not engaging in any of the necessary strategies or 

processes), or waiting too long to make such changes. In-depth interviews with farmers also 

brought another element to the fore, namely the “present” (as opposed to “absent”) farmer who 

does not try to introduce new practices or enterprises on the whole farm all at once. Even this is 

not invariably true, given that the future trajectories of farms and whole regions have often been 

changed by farmers who did just this. For example, Farmer L7 in the Limpopo locality converted 

his farm to indigenous livestock breeds and drought-tolerant crops when access to water became 

constrained. Another example is the farmer who introduced conservation agriculture in the 

Overberg locality. There is thus nothing linear or homogeneous in the accumulation and 

reproduction strategies of large-scale commercial farmers or the outcomes of their strategies. 
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10.5 Revisiting the Agrarian Question, accumulation and reproduction and 
farmer differentiation 
The development of capitalism through contrasting periods of strong state support and then 

neoliberal globalisation changed farming and agriculture in South Africa, and relegated farming 

and farmers to the margins of value chains, where they have little power to influence prices, and 

sometimes even what and how much to produce. Following Bernstein’s (2007:40) observation 

that agriculture is “increasingly, if unevenly, integrated, organized and regulated by the relations 

between agrarian classes and types of farms, ... and (often highly concentrated) capital upstream 

and downstream of farming”, I argue that despite their various actions, strategies and processes, 

South African farmers are constrained in their scope for reproduction and accumulation. Thus 

their implementation of a wide range of accumulation processes, as described by Marxist 

political economy theorists, attain a measure of capital accumulation, but is mostly aimed at 

successfully reproducing, surviving and “staying on the treadmill”. 

My findings are structured in accordance with the strategies described in the framework that I 

developed to analyse reproduction and accumulation, i.e. farmers invest to expand the scale of 

production, “often by increasing productivity and developing and funding new sites and sources 

of commodity production and of markets for commodities” (Bernstein, 2010b:33) to produce on 

a “progressively increasing scale” (Marx, 1976:725). They improve productivity by the 

“changing use of the existing means of production” (Fine and Saad-Filho, 2010:65) and the 

“reorganisation of production” in order to increase agricultural output (ibid, 2010:71), and 

employ the “familiar processes of self-exploitation in conditions of economic pressure” 

(Bernstein, 1986:18). 

What I did not anticipate was the growing importance of what I will call “enabling” or 

“facilitating” actions or plans for reproduction and accumulation, in other words, strategies, 

plans or actions that enable farmers to benefit from strategies such as the expansion of the scale 

or scope of production or the business or get access to credit finance that can facilitate 

expansion. A specific example from my case studies is how accumulating farmers in the capital-

intensive export farming region of Limpopo involve their children and their spouses as 

committed managers in a form of “family farming”. Another example is how individual farmers 

often co-operate and form partnerships to improve their chances of getting finance to expand 

their business. 
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The strategies that make reproduction and accumulation possible are taking place at the cost of 

permanent, secure employment for farm workers as well as seasonal opportunities, and the 

environment, and bring to the fore Agrarian Questions of labour and ecology, i.e. how capitalism 

changes labour relations and relations with the natural environment. Bernstein (2006:455) writes 

that globalisation intensifies the fragmentation of classes of labour, and causes growing numbers 

of people to seek their reproduction through “insecure and oppressive” wage employment, 

“precarious small-scale farming and insecure informal-sector activity” (Bernstein, 2009:250). 

Akram-Lodhi and Kay (2010:269) write that a failure to address the ecological dimensions of 

production, accumulation and politics leads to a limited understanding of the Agrarian Question, 

especially because of the agroecological degradation caused by contemporary corporate 

agricultural practices. Farmers in my study indeed expressed a desire to farm in ways that are 

more ecologically sustainable, but feared that it might affect the productivity of their businesses, 

and thus their ability to accumulate. 

The outcomes of farmers’ reproductions and accumulation strategies, their willingness to take 

risks to invest in their businesses, and the timeousness of initiating the strategies and processes, 

are all key to understanding why farmers are diverse and differentiated. My case studies also 

reveal that accumulation of capital is not necessarily a linear process in the history or future of a 

farm business. The case studies demonstrate that individual trajectories can involve alternating 

periods of accumulation and reproduction, which are at the heart of processes of differentiation 

of large-scale commercial farmers. For example, trajectories can constitute: 

a) Accumulation followed by decades of reproduction, albeit at higher levels of income 

and/or profit; 

b) Accumulation, reproduction and new “waves” of accumulation following the introduction 

of improved breeds or cultivars or more efficient production methods, access to new 

markets; 

c) Accumulation, concentration and centralisation as a result of mergers of different farm 

businesses or new co-management models, 

d) Reproduction followed by “struggling reproduction”, where farmers find themselves 

unable to reproduce the productivity of their means of production,or 
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e) Reproduction or “struggling reproduction” followed by simple commodity production 

due to an inability to reproduce labour. 

The category of “simple commodity production” needs further elaboration because it represents a 

deviation from “the archetypal large-scale farm employing wage-labour” (Bernstein, 2015:459), 

while a simple commodity producer (SCP) is not necessarily a struggling farmer. In fact, Farmer 

N1 and Farmer N6 in the Namaqualand locality resigned from their non-farm jobs to return to 

the farm with the aim of doing all the farm work themselves. My findings point to different 

dynamics at work that necessitate revisiting the literature on simple commodity production and 

petty commodity production, e.g. Friedmann (1978, 1980), Gibbon and Neocosmos (1985) and 

Bernstein (1986). Besides the presence of SCP in the Namaqualand locality, a trend emerging in 

the Overberg is the possible development of a completely different class of “simple commodity 

producers”. This requires a return to Friedmann’s (1978) theorisation of “household production” 

and its specialised, competitive and commoditised form, simple commodity production: 

Household production involves only one class, which both owns the means of produc-
tion and provides the labor power to set them in motion; relations of production within 
the enterprise are based not on the wage contract, but on kinship. When household 
production is specialized and competitive, and means of production and subsistence must 
be purchased, it is simple commodity production (Friedmann, 1978:548). 

Although changes in grain farming practices and the development of farm machinery and 

technology have reduced the need for wage workers, farmers say that they do not think that wage 

labour will ever disappear completely in the Overberg. However, what I did not expect to find, 

was some of the younger farmers who have worked on grain farms in Australia or the United 

States of America before they returned to the farm on a permanent basis, and have experienced at 

first-hand how farm owners and their wives, sons or daughters can operate farms without wage-

labourers. They may not share the previous generation’s sentiments about livestock, have a 

higher appetite for risk, and increasingly consider a farming system comprising only cropping 

that excludes any form of livestock production. These farmers will be aided by the development 

of the productive forces in terms of mechanical, satellite and computer technology, and these 

processes have the potential to create a new generation of reproducers or accumulators in the 

Overberg context. 
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Without a livestock enterprise, possibilities for successful reproduction, and even accumulation, 

present themselves in the Overberg locality. This is because of the development of new types of 

farm machinery and powerful tractors that can tow wide planters, enabling one person to 

cultivate huge tracts of land in a day. Precision planters and harvesters, as well as new satellite 

technology that give farmers an “extra set of eyes” will reduce the need for hired labour even 

further. Grain and legume production enterprises could then be further expanded because land 

will no longer need to be set aside for pastures or to grow fodder crops, while an increase in soil 

fertility (and the potential for higher yields, i.e. increased productivity) can be expected once the 

soil is freed from the compacting effect of trampling by animal hooves. In that case, it will 

probably be possible to operate without any non-family wage labour, and this could see the 

development of a different class of simple commodity producers. 

10.6 The wider implications of the research findings 
In the light of these findings, what then is the contribution of my research to wider debates, for 

example those on rural transformation, agrarian reform and the future of farming in South 

Africa? In a time of “nonsensical proposals for land ceilings” (Cousins, 2015), confusion about 

size and scale, and debates on mega-farmers and their presumed but unconfirmed contribution to 

national food security, this is a key question. 

My findings clearly demonstrate the difference between the hectare size of a farm and the scale 

of a farm business in the three agro-ecological regions that I undertook research in, as well as 

how the outcomes of the same strategies and processes differ between and within regions as a 

result of agro-ecological differences and the choices made by farmers. The distinction between 

farm size and farm scale is one that national debates need to take into account. Policymakers and 

those who develop support programmes for new black farmers should take note of the very 

competitive nature of the broad environment in which all South African farmers operate and how 

commercial farmers in this study often employ “accumulation strategies” merely to reproduce 

their capital successfully or survive in agriculture. 

Chapter 6 of the National Development Plan (“An integrated and inclusive rural economy”) 

envisages the creation of “close to” 1 million jobs in agriculture, 300 000 of them in “labour-

intensive winners” such as citrus, subtropical fruit (avocados, mangoes, bananas and litchis) and 

vegetables. However, in my survey, citrus and subtropical fruit farmers in the Limpopo locality 
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indicated that they have reduced the number of permanent workers since 1994 and employ 

strategies aimed at making workers more productive and reducing the need for both permanent 

and seasonal workers on a continual basis. 

Furthermore, a typology based on a political economy approach that is aimed at explaining the 

underlying processes transforming production relations on farms (Whatmore et al, 1987) is more 

useful than only considering observable forms or outcomes, such as the variable of “total 

turnover” used by Statistics South Africa (2006) and Vink and Van Rooyen (2009) in their 

typologies of farmers in South Africa. My study shows that a farmer manages to accumulate or 

successfully reproduce his capital within a specific agro-ecological and market context, which is 

something that purely “taxonomic”36 typologies are ill-equipped to do. This, and the large variety 

of responses and outcomes that my study reveals, imply that policies for land and agrarian 

reform should be area-based and allow for such differences. 

Although conducive environmental, market and infrastructural conditions afford farmers in the 

Limpopo and Overberg localities greater opportunities for capital accumulation than does the 

Namaqualand locality, the irony is that arid livestock farming areas offer real opportunities to 

establish a new group of black commercial farmers. My findings for Namaqualand show that the 

potential benefits of the century-old practice of transhumance still exist, and that a family-based 

enterprise can reproduce their own labour and capital in this area and enterprise. 

Finally, I return to my assertion in chapter 2, namely the argument that the conditions that were 

created by the pre-democratic state in order to “manufacture” a class of large-scale capitalist 

farmers cannot be recreated to attempt to reform and transform the platteland. This is because 

such actions are unconstitutional, financially and ecologically unaffordable, transgress neoliberal 

norms, and are in breach of trade agreements, or because they assume the existence of a capable 

and willing state. To create conditions for accumulation of capital by black farmers, a different 

path is needed. But that too, will require a capable and willing state. 

 

                                                
36Whatmore et al (1987:25) distinguish between a “taxonomic” approach to typology development defined by 
“observable forms rather than the underlying processes of agricultural production”, and a “relational approach” that 
emphasises how important it is to look beyond the individual business to understand and explain the processes 
which are transforming production relations on the farm. 
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10.7 Recommendations for further research 
My research was an exploratory study of agrarian change in the commercial farming sector in 

three agro-ecological regions, and collected and analysed in-depth data for 32 different farming 

enterprises. In order to determine the possibility of different dynamics and trajectories of change 

in other branches of the large-scale commercial farming sector, there is a need to extend such 

research to other regions and enterprises, e.g. maize, soy, sunflower, etc. in the Free State, cattle 

and wool sheep in the Eastern Cape, as well as potatoes, sugar, deciduous fruit and vegetables in 

yet other regions. 

This study reports data that illuminates the processes underlying the differentiation of farmers in 

three different agro-ecological regions, as well informing analysis of the scale of a number of 

large-scale capitalist farms in terms of production and turnover. Their usefulness would be 

enhanced by the collection of more financial information to determine the profitability of 

individual farms, enterprises, farming systems, which would facilitate projections of possible 

trajectories of change. In the course of my fieldwork I became aware of the existence of 

potentially useful historic data held by study groups, co-operatives and local agricultural 

businesses. Although not a substitute for the collection of original data in the field, it would be 

worthwhile to gain access to this data, in efforts to develop a richer understanding of the 

dynamics of change in the large-scale farming sector. 

Farmers in all three research localities indicated that labour issues put pressure on their ability to 

reproduce and accumulate. While this thesis focussed on strategies of commercial farmers, in the 

light of the extent of unemployment and labour-shedding by the primary agricultural sector a 

study from the perspective of workers and their views of farm work, the desirability of a career 

in agriculture and their perception of their own power to institute changes or resist retrenchment, 

could make a contribution to our understanding of the dynamics at play. 

In terms of opportunities for new farmers, we need a re-appraisal of the contribution that 

livestock farming can make to the livelihoods of poor people and emerging capitalist farmers, 

especially because of the low barriers to entry in this sub-sector, and the existence of buyers and 

markets in rural areas, e.g. abattoirs and wool brokers,whose operations and administration 

systems are well-equipped to buy small quantities of outputs, such as a bakkie-load of sheep or 
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as little as one kilogram of wool. Such a re-appraisal ought to include an assessment of the 

potential of land redistribution to re-introduce livestock mobility and herding. 

Finally, I am not convinced by proposals for land reform that suggest that the group of farmers 

that allegedly produce only 20 to 30% of agricultural products in South Africa should be targeted 

for land redistribution, as discussed in chapter 2 (e.g. those put forward by Cousins, 2015). 

Admittedly, some of these farmers struggle to reproduce their capital, but my findings show that 

there might also be a group of “small” farmers that accumulate or successfully reproduce their 

capital, often by employing strategies that are low cost and low-input, which are exactly the kind 

of strategies that will be of value to new entrants to agriculture. We need to collect data on such 

strategies and to subject them to rigorous assessment by agricultural scientists. 

10.8 Conclusion 
The overall aim of my research was to investigate the accumulation strategies of large-scale 

capitalist farmers and their outcomes in three agro-ecological regions of South Africa in response 

to changes due to the development of capitalism. While there are quick and aggregate answers 

available to that question, they do not help to “understand, explain and describe” the differences 

between farmers (Whatmore et al, 1987:22), or the underlying processes of differentiation. 

Failure to understand accumulation and reproduction strategies and the resulting differentiation 

of farmers can lead to assumptions of homogeneity, and thus policies that ignore the immense 

variety within commercial farming in South Africa today. 

Marx (1976) draws a broad distinction between simple reproduction and expanded reproduction, 

but my research shows that the same strategies and processes that result in accumulation for 

some farmers, often only lead to successful reproduction for other farmers. Reasons for this 

include agro-ecological differences, the branches of agriculture or the combination of enterprises 

that a farmer is involved in, the starting point or base of a farmer, and his agency and his 

willingness and capacity to take risks. In addition, accumulation is not necessarily a linear 

process in the history or future of a farm business, since individual trajectories can also involve 

alternating periods of accumulation and reproduction depending on a farmer’s response to 

opportunities and variables, e.g. rising costs, decreasing prices, new markets, etc. 
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Appendix 1: Example of survey questionnaire 
Oktober 2010 

 
OPNAME BY KOMMERSIËLE BOERE 

 
U het ingewillig om deel te neem aan ‘n vraelys-opname oor faktore wat onsekerheid in 
boerderye veroorsaak en druk op boere uitoefen en die reaksie van boere op die faktore. Die 
vraelys is deel van ‘n ondersoek na die verwagtinge van kommersiële boere in drie gebiede in 
Suid-Afrika, naamlik Namakwaland (Noord-Kaap), die Tzaneen-Letsitele-Trichardtsdalgebied in 
Limpopo en die suid-oostelike deel van die Wes-Kaap. Die ondersoek vorm die basis van ‘n 
meestersgraad in Grond- en Landelike Studies en die voorlopige onderwerp van die navorsing is 
“Onsekere verwagtinge: Kommersiële boere in ‘n era van snelle maatskaplike, politieke en 
ekonomiese verandering”. 
 
Die vraag wat my navorsing vra: Hoe ervaar kommersiële boere die verskillende faktore wat 
onsekerheid veroorsaak en druk plaas op hulle, bv. wisselvallige wisselkoers, grondhervorming, 
klimaatverandering, stygende insetkoste, dalende produkpryse, die produktiwiteit van werkers en 
die noodsaaklikheid vir bewaring en volhoubare boerdery, en hoe reageer hulle daarop? 
 
Meer spesifieke vrae wat ek vra, is die volgende: 
1. Wat het ‘n impak op boerdery, of plaas druk op boere? (bv. droogte, klimaatverandering, 

grondhervorming, wisselkoerse, rentekoerse, regeringsbeleid, die vraag na grond vir 
bewaring, politieke onsekerheid, probleemdiere, ens.) 

2. Hoe belangrik is elk van die faktore? 
3. Hoe reageer boere op die faktore? Koop hulle meer grond, verander hulle hul 

besproeiingstelsels of produksiepraktyke, bemark hulle self hul produkte, spekuleer hulle met 
vee, kry hulle ‘n deeltydse werk of koop hulle aandele buite die landbou? 

 
Die doel is om ‘n goeie beeld van die leefwêreld van kommersiële boere in Suid-Afrika te kry en 
uiteindelik afleidings te maak oor wat die implikasies van hul omstandighede vir landboubeleid 
kan hê. Die waarde wat boere moontlik uit deelname aan die navorsing kan kry, is dat hul 
gesamentlike inligting ‘n beter begrip vir die omstandighede van kommersiële boere kan kweek. 
 
Let asseblief daarop dat boere in al drie navorsingsgebiede dieselfde vraelys gebruik. 
 
Die vraelyste is anoniem en die inligting wat jy verskaf, sal te alle tye vertroulik hanteer word. 
Die inligting sal nie aan ‘n staatsdepartement beskikbaar gestel word nie. 
 
Ek waardeer jou samewerking. 
 
Groete 
Amelia Genis 
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Houdingsopname by kommersiële boere 
Aan watter druk word kommersiële boere onderwerp en 

hoe reageer hulle daarop? 
 
 
 
A. BIOGRAFIESE EN BOERDERYBATE-INLIGTING 
 
Ouderdom:  ............................   Hoe lank boer jy al?  ..................  jaar 
 
Wat is jou hoogste kwalifikasie? ................................................................................... 
 
Wat is die grootste verandering(e) wat jy die afgelope 10 jaar gemaak 
het om op die plaas te bly en aan te hou boer? 
 

 
 
Grondbesit 
Hoeveel grond besit jy? hektaar Hoeveel grond 

huur jy? ha 

Hoe lank is die grond al 
in jou familie? 

Plaas 1 Jaar  Plaas5 jaar 
Plaas 2 Jaar  Plaas 6 jaar 
Plaas 3 Jaar  Plaas 7 jaar 
Plaas 4 Jaar  Plaas 8 jaar 

Het jy die afgelope 20 jaar grond bygekoop?   Ja=1  Nee = 0  

Hoeveel grond besproei jy?  ................................................................................ hektaar 
Hoeveel grond is natuurlike 
veldweiding?  

Hoeveel is aangeplante 
weiding?  
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PAGE 3 FOR LIMPOPO LOCALITY 
 
Hoe word die grond gebruik?                                                   LIMPOPO 
Boorde (tipe) .......................................  hektaar 

Boorde (tipe) .......................................  hektaar 

Boorde (tipe) .......................................  hektaar 

Boorde (tipe) .......................................  hektaar 

Boorde (tipe) ........................................  hektaar 

Plantasies  hektaar 

Het jy die afgelope 5 jaar boorde vervang? Ja = 1 Nee = 0 

Groente (bv. rissies) ha  ha 

Groente ha  ha 

Groente ha  ha 
Het jy die afgelope 5 jaar ander tipe groente 
begin produseer in reaksie op markpryse? Ja = 1  Nee = 

0  

 
 
Bruto produksiewaarde (Waarmee boer jy?  Hoeveel produseer jy per jaar?  Watter prys 
kry jy vir jou produkte?) 
Vertakking (onderskei asseblief tussen 
produkte vir die plaaslike mark en 
uitvoermark en noem ook die produkte 
wat aan smouse verkoop word) 

Jaarlikse produksie 
(kartonne vrugte of groente 
of aantal diere verkoop) 

Gemiddelde 
prys (per 
karton, kg, per 
ton of per dier) 

Bv. Avokado’s plaaslik (4 kg kissies) 80 000 kissies R35 per kissie 
Of sitrus (uitvoer) 16 kg karton 1 000 000 kartonne R51 per karton 
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PAGE 3 FOR NAMAQUALAND LOCALITY 
 
 
Waar is die grond geleë?                                               NAMAQUALAND 
Boesmanland Kamiesberg Hardeveld Sandveld 

ha ha ha ha 
 
 
Hoe word die grond gebruik? 
Koring  hektaar 

Gars  hektaar 

Hawer  hektaar 

Lupiene  hektaar 

Ander?  hektaar 

Lusern  hektaar 

Natuurlike veld  hektaar 
 
 
 
BRUTO PRODUKSIEWAARDE (Waarmee boer jy?  Hoeveel produseer jy per jaar?  Wat is 
die gemiddelde prys wat jy vir jou produkte ontvang?) 
 
Vertakking (Indien jy hawer, gars 
of lupiene vir voer produseer, sit 
dit asseblief ook op) 

Hoeveelheid jaarliks 
bemark? 

Gemiddelde prys of waarde 
(bv. per lamkof ton 
voergraan) 

Bv. Skaap 500 lammers R750 per lam 

Hawer 2 ton R1 800 per ton 
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PAGE 3 FOR OVERBERG LOCALITY 
 
Hoe word die grond gebruik?           OVERBERG 
Koring  hektaar 

Gars  hektaar 

Kanola  hektaar 

Hawer  hektaar 

Lusern  hektaar 

Erte  hektaar 

Koljander  hektaar 

Lupiene  hektaar 

Natuurlike veld  hektaar 

Ander  hektaar 
 
 
 
Wat en hoeveel produseer jy per jaar?  Watter inkomste verdien jy daaruit? Noem asb. 
ook hooi en kuilvoer vir eie gebruik geproduseer, selfs al verkoop jy dit nie. 
Vertakking (verskaf asb. ook waardes vir 
voer, hooi, kuilvoer of strooi wat vir eie 
gebruik geproduseer word, maar nie 
verkoop word nie ) 

Jaarlikse produksie (ton 
graan, liter melk of 
aantal vee bemark) 

Gemiddelde prys 
(per ton, per liter 
melk, kg wol of per 
skaap) 

byvoorbeeld. melk 20 000 liter 300c per liter 
koring 1 800 ton R2 200 per ton 
wol 560 kg R50 per kg 
   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 
  

 

 

 

 



 395

Hoeveel diere het jy? 
Tipe Getal ramme of bulle Getal ooie of koeie Getal lammers of kalwers 
Beeste    

Skape    

Wild    

Wild    

Wild    
 
 
 

Boerdery-inkomste, besluitneming en werkers 

Wat is jou jaarlikse bruto inkomste uit boerdery?  R....................................................... 

Wie neem die besluite in die boerdery?  ........................................................................... 

Kry jy inkomste uit nie-boerderybronne?  ........................................................................ 

Hoeveel permanente werkers het die boerdery in diens?  .............................................. 
 
 
 
In watter landboubesighede het jy aandele? 
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B. FAKTORE WAT DRUK OP BOERDERYE UITOEFEN EN 
ONSEKERHEID VEROORSAAK 
 
Aan watter druk word jou boerdery onderwerp, en wat veroorsaak onsekerheid in jou 
boerdery?  Kies net die 7 faktore wat vir jou die belangrikste is, waar 1 die belangrikste is, 2 
die volgende belangrikste, ensovoorts. 
 Afstand van verbruikers 1 
 Agteruitgang van natuurlike veld 2 
 Arbeid (produktiwiteit van werkers, arbeidswetgewing, ens.) 3 
 Gebrek aan bruikbare en relevante navorsing 4 
 Gevoel dat regering nie luister nie 5 
 Grondhervorming 6 
 Indringerplante 7 
 Infrastruktuur (paaie, telefoon- en internetlyne, spoorlyne, damme, ens.) 8 
 Inligting (boerdery-inligting, finansiële inligting, ens.) 9 
 Klimaat / Weer 10 
 Koste van beveiliging (diefwering, alarms, wagte, ens.) 11 
 Maatskaplike toelaes 12 
 Mag van kopers van landbouprodukte 13 
 Misdaad en plaasveiligheid 14 
 Mynboukwessies (prospekteerregte, optrede van mynmaatskappye, ens.) 15 
 Verbruikers (voorkeure, kennis oor landbouprosesse, ens.) 16 
 Onsekerheid oor regeringsbeleid 17 
 Peste en plae (bv. swartvlek) 18 
 Probleemdiere (bv. jakkalse, rooikatte, bobbejane) 19 
 Produkpryse (vleisprys, koringprys, ens.) 20 
 Produksiekoste (bv. brandstof, elektrisiteit, kunsmis, veemedisyne) 21 
 Regeringsoptrede 22 
 Veediefstal 23 
 Water (beskikbaarheid, gehalte, regte, ens.) 24 
 Wisselkoers 25 
 Brande 26 
 Ander: 27 
 Ander: 28 

 
 
 
Opmerkings en kommentaar: 
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In die volgende afdeling moet jy asseblief aandui tot watter mate elk van die 
faktore onsekerheid veroorsaak of druk op jou boerdery uitoefen, deur te sê of dit 
glad nie belangrik is, matig belangrik of baie belangrik is. 
Merk asseblief jou antwoord met ‘n X. 
 
1. Faktore wat druk op jou boerdery uitoefen: 
Polities, wetlik                                         RATPOL 

Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 
Glad nie = 

1 
Matig = 2 Baie = 3 

1 Grondhervorming 1 2 3 
2 Onsekerheid oor regeringsbeleid en -optrede 1 2 3 
3 Onbegrip van staatsamptenare 1 2 3 
4 Swart ekonomiese bemagtiging 1 2 3 
5 Gebeure in buurlande 1 2 3 
6 Arbeidswetgewing 1 2 3 
7 Minimum lone 1 2 3 
8 Wet op verblyfsekerheid (ESTA) 1 2 3 
9 Omgewingswette 1 2 3 
10 Waterwetgewing 1 2 3 
11 Prospekteer- en mynbouwetgewing 1 2 3 
12 Tariefbeleid 1 2 3 
13 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
 
 
2. Faktore wat druk op jou boerdery uitoefen: 
Finansieel                                                RATFIN 

Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 
Glad nie = 

1 
Matig = 2 Baie = 3 

1 Wisselkoers 1 2 3 
2 Rentekoers 1 2 3 
3 Skuld 1 2 3 
4 Produkprys 1 2 3 
5 Brandstofprys 1 2 3 
6 Elektrisiteitstariewe 1 2 3 
7 Ander produksiekoste 1 2 3 
8 Ouderdom van trekkers en werktuie 1 2 3 
9 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
 
Opmerkings en kommentaar: 
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3. Faktore wat druk op jou boerdery uitoefen: 
Bemarking                                                    RATMKT 

Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 
Glad nie = 

1 
Matig = 2 Baie = 3 

1 Rooivleisgraderingstelsel 1 2 3 
2 Graangraderingstelsel 1 2 3 
3 Gehaltestandaarde vereis deur oorsese kopers en 

supermarkte (bv. Globalgap en Nature’s Choice) 1 2 3 
4 Gebrek aan kompetisie by kopers van produkte 

(bv. supermarkte, meulenaars, abattoirs) 1 2 3 
5 Mag van insetverskaffers 1 2 3 
6 Verbruikersvoorkeure en/of onkunde 1 2 3 
7 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
 

4. Tegniese navorsing                                   RATRES 
Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 
Glad nie = 

1 
Matig = 

2 
Baie = 3 

1 Gebrek aan nuwe kultivars of teelmateriaal  1 2 3 
2 Gebrek aan navorsing oor boerderypraktyke 1 2 3 
3 Gebrek aan navorsing oor volhoubare boerdery 1 2 3 
4 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
 
5.Klimaat, bewaring en natuurlike hulpbronne 

RATNR 
Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 
Glad nie = 

1 
Matig = 

2 
Baie = 3 

1 Optrede en uitsprake van omgewingsaktiviste 1 2 3 
2 Agteruitgang van veld en waterbronne 1 2 3 
3 Kommer oor verdwyning van plante en diere 1 2 3 
4 Druk om meer volhoubaar te boer 1 2 3 
5 Eise en optrede van mynmaatskappye 1 2 3 
6 Minerale en prospekteerregte 1 2 3 
7 Predatore (bv. bobbejane) 1 2 3 
8 Planne om kernkragstasies in jou omgewing te 

bou of kernafval te stoor 1 2 3 
9 Indringerplante 1 2 3 
10 Droogte 1 2 3 
11 Veranderde reënvalpatrone  1 2 3 
12 Hittegolwe 1 2 3 
13 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
Opmerkings en kommentaar: 
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6. Faktore wat druk op jou boerdery uitoefen: 
Waterkwessies                                               RATWAT 

Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 
Glad nie = 

1 
Matig = 2 Baie = 3 

1 Watergehalte 1 2 3 
2 Waterregte 1 2 3 
3 Beskikbaarheid van water 1 2 3 
4 Koste van water 1 2 3 
5 Proses van verifiëring van waterlisensies 1 2 3 
6 Vrees dat jy waterregte kan verloor 1 2 3 
7 Standhoudendheid van boorgate 1 2 3 
8 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
 

7. Infrastruktuur                                               RATINF 
Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 

Glad nie = 
1 

Matig = 2 Baie = 3 

1 Elektrisiteitskoste en konstante voorsiening 1 2 3 
2 Toestand van paaie 1 2 3 
3 Bestuur van spoorweg-infrastruktuur 1 2 3 
4 Gesondheidsorg op platteland 1 2 3 
5 Dienslewering in landelike gebiede  1 2 3 
6 Kommunikasie-infrastruktuur (Telkom, 

selfoonseine, internet-spoed) 1 2 3 
7 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
 

8. Maatskaplike kwessies                              RATSOC 
Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 

Glad nie = 
1 

Matig = 2 Baie = 3 

1 Onsekerheid oor toekoms 1 2 3 
2 Standaard van staatskole  1 2 3 
3 Agteruitgang van gemeenskapslewe  1 2 3 
4 Verteenwoordiging/bedingingsmag 1 2 3 
5 Misdaad en landelike veiligheid 1 2 3 
6 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
 

9. Grondkwessies                                        RATLAND 
Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 
Glad nie = 

1 
Matig = 

2 
Baie = 3 

1 Prys van grond 1 2 3 
2 Beskikbaarheid van geskikte en bekostigbare 

grond naby jou plaas  1 2 3 
3 Nasionale parke as bure  1 2 3 
4 Kommunale boere as bure  1 2 3 
5 Ander: 1 2 3 
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10. Plaaswerkers                                           RATSOC 
Belangrikheid (skaal van 1 tot 3) 

Glad nie = 
1 

Matig = 2 Baie = 3 

1 Vermoë om werkers te kry 1 2 3 
2 Produktiwiteit van werkers  1 2 3 
3 MIV/Vigs 1 2 3 
4 Ander: 1 2 3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
C. REAKSIE OP DRUK, ONSEKERHEID EN VERANDERING 
In hierdie afdeling moet jy sê hoe reageer jy op faktore wat druk op jou boerdery 
plaas en onsekerheid veroorsaak.  Merk asseblief jou keuse met ‘n X. 
 
Reaksie: Koop grond by                                             WDLAND Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Het meer grond aangrensend aan eie plaas gekoop 1 0 
2 Het grond in ‘n ander deel van die provinsie gekoop 1 0 
3 Het grond in ‘n ander provinsie gekoop 1 0 
4 Het grond in ‘n buurland gekoop 1 0 
Reaksie: Huur grond by                                        WDLAND Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
5 Het meer grond aangrensend aan eie plaas gehuur 1 0 
6 Het grond in ‘n ander deel van die provinsie gehuur 1 0 
7 Het grond in ‘n ander provinsie gehuur 1 0 
8 Het grond in ‘n buurland gehuur 1 0 
Reaksie: Ander grondtransaksies                       WDLAND Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
9 Verkoop grond 1 0 
10 Ruil grond 1 0 
11 Huur grond uit aan ander 1 0 
12 Verkoop grond aan Parkeraad of WWF 1 0 

 
 
Reaksie: Maak ‘n kapitale belegging                            WDCAP Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Koop meer trekkers 1 0 
2 Koop trekkers met ‘n groter kapasiteit 1 0 
3 Verbeter besproeiingsinfrastruktuur 1 0 
4 Verander boord-vervangingsprogram 1 0 
5 Verhoog meganisasie 1 0 
6 Rig graanbergingsgeriewe op 1 0 
7 Bring ‘n stoetery tot stand 1 0 
8 Bou ‘n stoor om ‘n voerbank moontlik te maak 1 0 
9 Belê buite die landbou 1 0 
10 Installeer ‘n meul of ander masjien om produkte te verwerk 1 0 
11 Ander: 1 0 
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Verander grondgebruik en boerderypraktyke        WDPRACT Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Slaan oor na drupbesproeiing 1 0 
2 Hou op om graan op marginale grond te verbou 1 0 
3 Vestig peulgewasweidings  1 0 
4 Slaan oor na wisselbou 1 0 
5 Slaan oor na minimumbewerking 1 0 
6 Gebruik minder kunsmis 1 0 
7 Gebruik organiese bemesting 1 0 
8 Laat grond wetenskaplik ontleed 1 0 
9 Slaan oor na biologiese boerdery 1 0 
10 Gebruik landbouchemikalieë meer intensief 1 0 
11 Probeer so veel moontlik per hektaar produseer 1 0 
12 Probeer net om produksiekoste te verlaag 1 0 
12 Diversifiseer  1 0 
13 Spesialiseer  1 0 
14 Het veevertakking bygevoeg 1 0 
15 Kweek eie voer 1 0 
16 Slaan van vee na wild oor 1 0 
17 Begin met wild ook boer 1 0 
18 Verander beheer van probleemdiere 1 0 
19 Ander: 1 0 

 
 
Reaksie: Kry nuwe of ander bronne van inkomste 

WDNINC 
Ja = 1 Nee = 0 

1 Tree as ‘n konsultant op 1 0 
2 Spekuleer met vee 1 0 
3 Verkoop landbouchemikalieë 1 0 
4 Verkoop voer (bv. hooi, strooi of graan) 1 0 
5 Raak betrokke by verwerking van landbouprodukte 1 0 
6 Raak betrokke by vervoer van landbouprodukte 1 0 
7 Lei plaastoere 1 0 
8 Verwerk en verkoop self produkte aan verbruikers 1 0 
9 Doen landbou-kontrakwerk (plant/oes vir ander boere) 1 0 
10 Doen kontrakwerk buite die landbou (bv. Eskom of 

Telkom) 
1 0 

11 Maak en verkoop werktuie of toestelle aan ander boere 1 0 
12 Omskep werkershuise in gastehuise of verhuur dit 1 0 
13 Omskep ongebruikte plaashuis in gastehuis of verhuur dit 1 0 
14 Ander: 1 0 

 
Hoekom was dit jou reaksie? 
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Verander bestuur                                                     WDMMENT Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Gebruik kontrakteurs (om te plant of te oes) 1 0 
2 Deel bestuursverantwoordelikhede met buurman 1 0 
3 Bestuur buitelandse valuta (bv. dekking of verskansing) 1 0 
4 Voer trekkers en werktuie direk van buiteland af in 1 0 
5 Ander: 1 0 

 
 
Benutting van natuurlike hulpbronne                          WDNR Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Probeer om natuurlike veld te restoureer (ontbossing, laat 

veld lê, probeer plante hervestig) 1 0 
2 Oes van die veld (bv. blomme, vuurmaakhout, dekriet) 1 0 
3 Verander weimetode  1 0 
4 Verdeel plaas in meer kampe 1 0 
5 Verander veelading (verhoog of verlaag) 1 0 
6 Staan ‘n deel van grond af vir bewaring, bv. 

natuurreservaat 
1 0 

7 Sluit ‘n voogdyskapsooreenkoms met bewaringsowerhede 1 0 
8 Ander: 1 0 

 
 
Reaksie: Verbeter kundigheid                                WDKNOW Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Gebruik deskundiges of konsultante van buite, bv. 

grondkundiges, veekundiges, veeartse, valutahandelaars 1 0 
2 Sluit by ‘n studiegroep aan 1 0 
3 Doen eie eksperimente op die plaas (“boereproewe”) 1 0 
4 Doen navorsing op die internet 1 0 
5 Besoek ander lande om van boere daar te leer 1 0 
6 Woon gereeld konferensies, boeredae of inligtingsdae by 1 0 
7 Woon kursusse oor biologiese boerdery by 1 0 
8 Woon kursusse oor komposbereiding by 1 0 
9 Lees boeke oor biologiese boerdery 1 0 
10 Besoek ander boere wat reeds biologies boer 1 0 
11 Ander: 1 0 

 
 
Probeer bedingingsmag vergroot                                   
WDPOWER 

Ja = 1 Nee = 0 

1 Bly lid van plaaslike landbou- of boerevereniging 1 0 
2 Sluit by plaaslike landbou- of boerevereniging aan 1 0 
3 Sluit by ‘n koopgroep aan 1 0 
4 Verskeep uitvoerprodukte saam met ander boerderye 1 0 
5 Stig ‘n koöperasie 1 0 
6 Sluit by TLU aan 1 0 
7 Sluit by ‘n politieke party aan 1 0 
8 Ander: 1 0 
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Hoekom was dit jou reaksie? 
 
 
 
 
 
Verander bemarking                                                WDMARK Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Begin produkte gesamentlik (met ander boere) bemark 1 0 
2 Verander verpakking in reaksie op verbruikersvoorkeure 1 0 
3 Voer eie produkte uit 1 0 
4 Sluit self kontrakte met meulenaars of pastavervaardigers 1 0 
5 Stoor graan op plaas en verkoop wanneer prys gunstiger is 1 0 
6 Verwerk eie produkte 1 0 
7 Verkoop eie produkte 1 0 
8 Meng en verkoop voer 1 0 
9 Gebruik Safex 1 0 
10 Ander: 1 0 

 
 
Reaksie: Betrokkenheid van boer se vrou                 WDWIFE Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Vrou het ‘n werk weg van die plaas  1 0 
2 Vrou het eie besigheid begin (gastehuis, konfyt maak) 1 0 
3 Vrou het meer betrokke geraak by boerdery of was nog 

altyd baie betrokke by die boerdery 1 0 
4 Vrou bedryf ‘n crèche/speelgroepie op die plaas 1 0 
5 Ander: 1 0 

 
 
Reaksie: Plaaswerkers                                                 WDLAB Ja = 1 Nee = 0 
1 Neem meer permanente werkers in diens 1 0 
2 Verminder permanente werkers 1 0 
3 Gebruik meer seisoens- of tydelike werkers 1 0 
4 Neem werkers se vroue in diens 1 0 
5 Lei werkers beter op 1 0 
6 Bou nuwe werkershuise 1 0 
7 Betaal minimum loon 1 0 
8 Gebruik dienste van ‘n arbeidskontrakteur 1 0 
9 Gebruik kontrakwerkers 1 0 
10 Ander: 1 0 

 
 
Enige ander gedagtes of kommentaar? 
 
 
 
 

EINDE 
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Appendix 2: Sample questions for semi-structured interviews 
 
 
Die vraelys wat ek van Oktober 2010 tot Augustus 2011 gedoen het, was daarop gemik om die 
volgende uit te vind: 

 wie boer in die drie navorsingsgebiede,  
 wat is die faktore wat druk plaas op hul boerderye 
 watter strategieë volg hulle om te oorleef en vooruit te gaan 

 
Hierdie rondte onderhoude gaan oor verandering en strategieë vir sukses, met ander woorde: 
Watter veranderinge het julle aangebring en hoekom? Wat is die implikasies van die 
veranderinge? (Syfers) 
 
 
VRAE 
1. Watter veranderinge het plaasgevind vandat jy begin boer het? Waarom het dit so verander?  

Koste- of inkomste-implikasies? Watter aanpassings het julle as gevolg van die veranderinge 
gemaak? 

a) Veranderinge aan markte (wat, waar, hoe en aan wie jy jou produkte verkoop) 
b) verbruikersvoorkeure? 
c) Produksiepraktyke (bewerking, bome per hektaar, vervanging, bemesting) 
d) Tegniese doeltreffendheid (opbrengs hoër, koste laer?) 
e) Besproeiingspraktyke (mikrospuite, watergebruiksdoeltreffendheid deur beter 

tegnologie, beplanning, skedulering) 
f) Insette en koste? Hoe het die kosteverhouding tussen insette verander? (verlede bv. 

elektrisiteit 20% van koste, nou 50%; verpakking) 
g) Veranderinge in energie gebruik (elektrisiteit, brandstof) 
h) Verandering aan arbeidspraktyke? (getalle, permanent vs seisoenaal) 
i) Veranderinge in tegnologie (kommunikasie, besproeiingskedulering) 
j) Veranderinge in meganisasie (wat nou meganies gedoen voorheen met hand?) 
k) Veranderinge in julle betrokkenheid by die verwerking van julle produkte 
l) Politieke veranderinge (watter veranderinge a.g. daarvan maak?) 

2. Hoe het jou boerdery se blootstelling aan gebeure in die res van die wêreld verander? 
3. Watter aanpassings/veranderinge het die beste resultate gehad? 
4. Watter aanpassings of veranderinge wat julle gemaak het, was slegte besluite? In jou 

boerdery? In ander boerderye? 
5. Sou jy swakker daaraan toe wees as jy nie daardie veranderinge gemaak het nie? 

Kwantifiseer 
6. Waar/hoe het jou deurbraak gekom? Wat het jou boerdery op die wenpad geplaas? 
7. As jy jouself 15 tot 20 jaar terug kon plaas, wat sou jy anders doen? 
8. Is daar veranderinge wat almal hier rond in die begin gemaak het? Wanneer en waarom het 

die boere wat nie meer hier is nie, opgehou om aanpassings te maak? Wat het boere 
gedifferensieer? Uitgeskud? 

9. Waar is die moontlikheid vir uitbreiding of diversifikasie hier? Sal dit vir jou moontlik wees 
om die moontlikhede te benut? Waarom? Waarom nie? 
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10. Wat doen jy anders as jou pa? Wat doen jy wat hy nooit sou droom om te doen? 
11. Watter strategieë het jy gevolg om jou boerdery ekologies meer volhoubaar te maak? Wat 

sou jy nog wou doen as koste nie ‘n oorweging was nie, of as alles uitwerk? 
12. Is hier verskillende boerderystyle? Kan jy voorbeelde gee? (Bv. Boere wat hou van ‘ysters’, 

nie omgee vir klomp werkers, soek net chemiese oplossings, wil net met diere boer, span 
rekenaartegnologie in ... of redelik eenvormig hier?)  

13. Kan jy spekuleer oor alternatiewe tot die bestaande stelsels van eienaarskap, produksie 
(bewerking, bemesting, besproeiing en plaagbeheerpraktyke, arbeidspraktyke), markte en 
bemarking, finansiering en indiensneming? 

 
 
SEKONDêRE DATA (as kan kry) 
 Reënvalsyfers 
 Temperature 
 Damvlakke 
 Opbrengste per hektaar en per boom 
 Besproeiingsyfers(haproei /1 ha water) 
 Uitpakpersentasie 
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Appendix 3: Sample transcriptions of semi-structured interviews 
 
3.1 Example of transcription of semi-structured interview: Limpopo 
Produksie per hektaar. As nie prod per ha het nie, dis wat ek en seuns 3-4 jaar terug vir mekaar 
gese het. As jy heeltyd bome vervang, sorg dat bestaande bome ten beste produseer. Bome almal 
so vyf tot agt jaar ouer word, nuwe strategie om boom se huislike omstandig-hede in 
wortelstruktuur probeer verbeter. Gelukkig nou deur die drif. 
Jy moet aktief iets doen, ja, die heeltyd. Die basiese goed van ‘n boom se behoefte is nog steeds 
dieselfde, ‘n mens moet net sy omstandighede al beter en beter maak. So na moontlik as 
volmaak. 
Watter persentasie van boks uitvoerlemoene kry jy? 15-20%, maar dan moet jy goeie produksie 
he. Dan het ek nie goed ingereken soos rente op belegging en sulke goed nie. Orige 80-85% 
vervoer groot deel. Laasjaar koste 45-48 rand per karton. R10 kartonprys, R10 was vervoer. Dan 
nog niks produksiekoste betaal nie. pakkoste, lone en arbeid. Waterkoste. Krag is natuurlik ‘n 
ding wat die laaste 2-3 jaar amper se handuit ruk. Dis die volgende strategie om krag te 
verminder en arbeid. Arbeid gaan ons doodmaak. 
Gedagtes oor onrus in Kaap? Moeilik om vooraf planne te maak. Kan nie 100% planne maak vir 
volgende jaar of twee nie. verander maar kort-kort. Kom ons se ons hoop nie dit kom by ons uit 
nie. maar dat daar ‘n rel hoe verhoging in stat loon, gaan wees. Nie normale 6-7% nie. gaan min 
loon herbereken of hervasstel.  
Nog enige manier om minder werkers te gebruik? Ja, maar baie min. Sal moet begin 
outomatiseer binne-in pakhuis. Arbeid gebruik waentjies laai, waentjies dompel, waentjies trek. 
Waar drie gebruik het, afkom na net een toe. Een wat klomp goed doen. 
Ek het groenteboerdery. Ek gaan klaar 50% van arbeid uitsny. Met plant en bemesting gaan met 
masjinerie doen en vorobereiding met masj doen en onkruid-beheer met masjinerie doen. Ek het 
klaar bestel. Lank gesoek, maar het gekry. Feb gaan kom. Daarmee baie arbeid uitsny. In 
wintermaande 100 + tydelike arb gehad. Afskaal na 20 of 30 toe. Het gedoen voor De Doorns. 
Toe De Doorns kom, wys ek is op regte pad. Na verl jaar besluit nie weer so klomp werkers nie. 
Het nog hoenders. Gaan goed aan. Ja, dis my vrou se afdeling. Mens sukkel met betroubare 
dagoudkuikens, betr aflewering, iemand se dis sy kuikens maar het op ‘n ander plek gekoop. Ons 
weet hy lieg. Kuikens nie deiselfde nie. het nou ander voorsiener gekry. Self gaan haal by sy 
plek. Skakel baie vervoerkoste uit. Vir hom ook goed. Vervoer is nie sy werk nie. besig om 
waentjie daarvoor te kry. ‘n mens probeer koste spaar en verseker dat goeie produk kry. Dis ‘n 
moeilike een. Ons is mos nie permanent op die ou se plek om te kyk hoe maak hy nie. hy wil 
seker ook die beste gee, maar party ouens se beste is nie goed nie. 
Onderhandel in mate. Beste is om regte verkoopspersoon/besigheid te kry. Ou met wie goeie 
band mee kan bou. Goeie vrugteverkoper belangrik. Seun wat die bemarking doen. Afgelope 3-4 
jaar redelike sifting gedoen. Gebruik Capespan al my jare saam. Laasjaar uitgestaan as een van 
beteres. Bai happy met besluit geneem 30 jaar terug. So werk: 40-50% deur Capespan bemark. 
Ander 50% bemark deur 5-of 6 verskillende mense. Ons reel die logistiek, waarheen moet gaan. 
Meeste van die ouens met wie jy besigheid doen weet darem. Mgp =minimum guarantee price. 
Ouens so skelm hulle betaal net dit. Laasjaar mgp van R50 gehad. Met almal daarop reggekom. 
Ou wat dit nie reggekry het nie, gaan ons uitsny. 
Ouens weet wat hy wil he en weet wat hy moet kry. Nee hy moet worrie daaroor. 
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Hoekom het sekere boere uitgeval? Grootte speel ‘n rol. Die ou wat sy produkoste per ha of per 
karton so laag moontlik kan hou. Hoogste produksiekoste. In verlede het elke tweede ou ‘n 
pakhuis gehad. Kan nie meer ‘n pakhuis vir minder as 500 000 tot 600 000 kartonne he nie. jou 
krag is ding wat jou doodmaak, en arbeid. 
Ek het ‘n ou se plek gekoop hier oorkant. Hy het 80 000-100 000 kartonne uitgevoer. Hy’s uit. 
Kostestruktuur so dat nie meer kon maak nie. dink ek het hom ‘n goeie prys betaal. Weet nie of 
hy so dink nie. hy het dit aanvaar. 
Betyds begin? Party wil nie. ‘n vriend van my hier anderkant. Hy wil nie nog ‘n plek he nie. as 
hy dit nie daar kan maak nie, verkoop hy en gaan doen iets anders. Baie ouens sien nie kans vir 
meer werkers wat saam met groter skaal kom nie. Twee seuns en skoonseun. Hoekom het plaas 
toe gekom? Het nee gese vir ander geleenthede. Een skoonseun is ‘n gekwal. rekenmeester. 
Kwaliteit lewe wat hier kry nie in stad kry nie. sou daar meer geld kry, maar hier het ek darem 
meer van myself. Dan se dit vir my dat die dividend wat jy hier kry, is nie sleg nie. genoeg vir 
hom. Saam met verhoogde lewenstandaard. Ons bly hier in ‘n baie ? omgewing. 
Ou wat australie toe is, van hier af kom. Daar waar ek die baas is, rol speel en in beheer is, daar 
gaan dit goed. Wat buite aangaan, wat gaan dit my bekommer. Ek moet net sorg dat ek ’n goeie 
lewe vir myself en mense om my maak. Dis omtrent die antwoord wat almal hom gee. 
Australie is nie maklik nie, ook nie goedkoop nie. As jy aanpassing maak, moet jy weet 
aanpassing gaan jou indieselfde liga sit. 
Dink jy daar is ‘n kwessie van betyds verander? Een van die heel belangrikste goed. Sekere 
opofferinge maak. 
Soos mark ook verander. Ons het nou maar ‘n gewone pakhuis gehad wat goed gesorteer is op 
menslike oog. Jy weet maar hoe is menslike oog. Maandag na babbelas is hy nie so goed nie en 
Vrydag is hy moeg en het maar staatgemaak daarop. Begin ook maar elektroniese sizer en elek 
sorteerder verander. Met alles op een standaard regdeur dan kan ek ten minste vir ou aan 
anderkant se ek gee vir jou ‘n produk wat selle standaard regdeur is. Hy wil konsekwente 
standaard he. Dis wat ek hom kan gee, maar het ‘n moerse klomp geld gekos. Maar pakhuis sal 
kan betaal as jy ‘n klomp kartonne daar deur sit. Ek gaan hierdie jaar by 850 000 wees. Ek sou 
op eie op 750 000 gewees het. Ander voordeel van die plek is, ander seun het plaas toe gekom, 
moet vir hom huis gee. Huis R1-1,5 miljoen. As jy dit aftrek, besef jy jy het vir billike prys 
gekry. Dis maar hoe ‘n ou die som deesdae maak. As ander ou som moes maak sou nooit soos ek 
maak nie. elke boer se omstandigheid dwing om som op jou manier te maak. 
Nuwe plaas die bome pas mooi in by my, regte kultivars wat ek produseer. Daar’s genoeg water. 
Paar mooi boorgate, hy’t ‘n goeie toekenning. Hy’t nie te veel bome vir die water nie. vorige 
eienaar het pakhuis verkoop. Dis hoekom ek my pakhuis groter maak. Dis net oorkant die rivier. 
Nog nader as die plaas by Matuma. 
Koste wat toegeneem het, wat is groter? Kartonne so 6-7% op. Groot probleem met vervoer, 
hulle het mos ‘n tarief vir vervoer. Brandstof-deel hef op of af volgens brandstofprys. 
Kontrakteur wat Durban toe vervoer. My budget is op 7-8%-verhoging. 
Ander goed wat baie belangrik is dat jy jou kantoorwerk, jou logistieke baie opjack. Die RSA-
kostes binne die hawe. In verlede het agente dit hanteer, ons moet nou doen. Moes addisionele 
dame in die kantoor he. 
Was daar aan die begin veranderinge wat almal gemaak het? Ons moes. Het altyd baie 
staatgemaak op die agente. Maar ag, dit het jou op hoogte gebring van wat die kostestrukture is 
en waarheen gaan dit. 
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My bemarkings- en produksiebeampte elkeen speel sy spesifieke rol my skoonseun is fin 
direkteur, ander seun bemarkingsdirekteur, my boer-seun is die operasionele direkteur. Dan kom 
my ander seun ook plaas toe. Ek is besig om garage op te sit op die hoek. Besig om kontrakgroei 
vir Rainbow te doen. Hy gaan dit vir ons doen. Ek moes besigheid groter maak of uitbrei om 
voorsiening te maak vir hom. Anders moet nog grond koop. Daar is nie meer plase in die mark 
nie. die wat daar is, is bleddie duur. 
Enigiets is te koop teen ‘n prys. Glo daar sal wees ,maar is nie nou bewus van iets nie. fanie se 
plek was al vir twee jaar in die mark. Ek het eers verlede jaar na hom toe gegaan. Moeg oor nie 
antwoord van staat gekry het nie. hy het geld en is waar wil he. Hy’t ‘n wakker skoonseun wat 
goed is met karre verkoop. Ook ‘n franchise. Hy moet financials en admin doen. 
Waar nog moontlikhede vir uitbreiding of diversifikasie? Hoenders. Geleentheid dalk. Bush 
valley chickens slaghuis redelik uitbrei. ons is volgende in lyn om paar huise te kry. Ons is 
redelik in hoenders, dis hoekom ons die eerste geleentheid kry. Soos outgrower scheme. Ek 
maak dit net groot. Dis my huise. Hulle kom haal en slag. Hulle gee kuikens en voer, hulle gee 
vir jou alles. Die duurste item is die huise. 
Grondaankope met finansiering? Nee, die plase is te duur. Sekere ouens het sulke geld, maar is 
dom om so te doen. Geld nou so goedkoop. Doen dit deesdae oor 8-10 jaar. Net landbank wat 
jou 20 jaar gee. Handelsbank langste wat gee, is tien jaar. As dit baie styf is, miskien rek na 12 
jaar toe. As ek plaas wil koop deur handelsbank, tien jaar. Dis die norm. 
Strategiee om boerdery ekologies meer volhoubaar? Gebruik nie generiese gif, net geregistreerde 
goed van ‘n spesifieke agent. Ek gebruik ouens soos Bayer en Makhteshim. Ek gebruik nie 
hierdie generiese goed wat elke tweede ou in sy agterplaas maak. 
Slanggif? Gebruik dit nie. baie ouens wat hier aankom.ou se kennis deesdae so as by so iets kom, 
sien daar is ‘n belofte. CRI kan baie goeie raad gee. Ek betaal heffing op elke boks wat uitgaan. 
Hulle gee raad sal hierheen kom. Die ouens in omgewing, ek dink ons besef moet mekaar help. 
Daar is klein goedjies wat ou nie vir mekaar se nie. maar alg goed. Dis baie meer oop. Ons praat 
met mekaar. Ek en X of Y of Z. Dis baie makliker as eers. 
Kompos en beesmis? Gebruik dit, maar daar is al besighede wat dit versprei wat dit eintlik baie 
goedkoper kan vervaardig as wat ek dit self doen. Beesmis en saagsels aanry en gras sny. Dit kos 
geld daai ouens wat dit maak is ge”rig” om dit te doen. Ek verkoop die hoendermis aan ‘n ou wat 
‘n ander plan daarmee het. Plek waar sy daai mis neersit. As aflaai, morevroeg is klaar. Swart 
boere koop dit. Dis so vinnig weg as wat sy daar neersit. So vinnig verkoop sy dit. 
Wat gebeur op oorgedraagde gronde? Niks. Dis dood-dood-doodstil. 5 jaar terug iets gehoor. Hd 
transaksies van ons as dit ‘n probleem was, sou rgistrateur mos iets gese het, maar het niks 
gemaak nie. 
Nie bekommerd oor herdenking van 1913 Naturelle-grondwet.  
Baie gronde in staatskoerant gekom, maar daar het niks daarvan gekom nie. grond doer onder, 
naby die tuisland, ou Gazankulu, daai grond is lankal in swart boere se hande. Wit boere huur 
terug. Boer XYZ, hulle plant nie permanente goed nie. peppers, pampoene. Rypvry. Hulle sal 
nooit lemoene gaan plant nie. dis te maklik, hulle se more vir jou vat jou goed en loop as die 
lemoene  mooi is. Sit nieeens spilpunte op nie. gooi drupbesproeiing. As klaar is, vat pype en 
loop. Huurbedrag is nie baie nie. onderhandeling met hoofman. Hy soek geld. 
Wie’s die ouens wat oor tien/20 jaar nog hier gaan wees? Die ou wat bereid is om by 
omstandighede aan te pas. Jy moet kan groei of krimp met dit wat daarmee saamgaan. Nou nog 
so. As ek nie aangepas het van 20 jaar terug nie, sou ek nie meer aangaan nie. sou nie kds kon 
betrek nie. ons maak maar die besigheid ‘n familiebesigheid. 
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The X, the Y, all the Zs, AB, CD, we are here. Dis maar familiebesighede. As gaan kyk na groot 
besighede w-wyd, alles familiebesighede. Ons het ‘n trust. Elkeen is ‘n trustee. 
Doen julle almal dieselfde ding? Versk. Style? Tegnies alles reg wees om produksie te he. 
Kartonne per hektaar. Dit kom neer op kartonne uitgevoer per hektaar. Party ouens 60-65% moet 
darem by 65% + wees, gaan dit nie maak nie. 
Ou wat 80% oor sy plaas uitpak, hy is ‘n uitstekende boer. Hy moet ‘n bietjie luck ook he by 
alles, of sy sortering is bietjie swakker. Goeie gehalte produk ook he. Daar is jare wat almal beter 
uitpak. Nie baie windskade of goggaskade nie. dis nie ‘n 20%verskil nie. van 62% tot 66% of 
67%. 1 500 kartonne per hektaar, dan sal jy oorleef. Jy moet jou hektare vat en maal met 1 500, 
dis wat jy moet uitvoer. Nie net een blok of ander nie. jy moet al die bome vat. As tot op 3 jaar 
die bome uitsny moet opgaan tot 1 800 or 2 000 toe. Daai jong boom moet ook water kry, 
kunsmis kry,na gekyk word. Hy staan nie verniet nie. 
Orige na plaaslike mark, ook nog na sapfabriek. Gee ten minste 25-30% van jou produk vir die 
sapfabriek. Is voorsitter van houers en van LJ vrugte. Het ingekoop in bestaande maatskappy. Dit 
was eers Jan en Henk van den Berg toe nie genoeg produk gekry nie, vir boere sekere aandeel 
gegee. Boere het later uitgekoop nadat gevoel het van den bergs steel hul geld. Jy het ten misnte 
beheer oor daardie goed. Daai tyd het ons R300 of R400 per ton was dit baie. Laasjaar amper 
R1 000 per ton. En ons het beheer daaroor. Ons het amptenare wat dit vir ons doen. 
Houers was laasjaar 30 jaar gewees. 
Waaraan skryf jy sukses van die twee mpye toe? Voordeel van houers is sy kliente is sy boere. 
Daar is kliente wat nie aandeelhouers is nie. 90% vankopers is aandeelhouers. Hulle sorg dat 
besigheid werk en ondersteun hom ten minste 90% en dan ouens op direksie sorg dat daardie 
ouens sy werk doen. Ouens wat gehandpick is deur boere self. 
Alle direkteure is boere. 
Dit het ons gedwing om baie meer op hoogte te wees ente weet wat aangaan. Ons is niekenners 
van papier nie, maar ons het amptenare wat dit weet, maar gaan ons nie ‘n rat voor oe draai nie. 
Feit dat beheer oor gehalte van bokse is. 
Papierfabrieke op risiko. Die vakbonde, o liewe Vader! As jy nou wil kwaliteit ouens he, weet jy 
wat kos hy jou. Hulle wil nie hier werk nie. hy wil dalk hier werk,maar dan wil hy geld he. 
Grootste bedreiging vir ko-op soos houers? Arbeid 
Granor omtrent 80% van mark. Houers se omset: R400-500 miljoen. Granor s’n is meer. So 
R800 miljoen. R120 miljoen teruggegee vir die boere. Die twee saam. 
Mag van buitelandse supermarkte? Goeie sitrusstatistiek. Justin Chadwick. 
Strenger. Dit voel vir my as boer, elke jaar word dit meer. Standaarde word net hoer. Swartvlek – 
daai ouens net besig om eie mark te beskerm. Hoeveel proewe het hennie le roux al gedoen. Dit 
hou ons maar net uit. Dis net die wes-kaap wat nou kwansuis nie swartvlek het nie. temp ook te 
laag. Infestasietye nie warm nie. Baie beter voorspelling- en waarskuwingstegnologie. Wat 
wanneer, hoeveel om te spuit. Privaat lab ding wat uit Du Roi ontwikkel het. QMS. Verskillende 
spoorvangers. Letaba Estates. Realty property trust. Hulle is nie boere nie. uitlanders wat grond 
het. Was die grootste sitrusprod in die wereld. Nie meer nie. Milan v. Bosveld die grootste. TSB 
se sitrus afdeling gekoop.  

EINDE, 30 Maart 2013 
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3.2 Example of transcription of semi-structured interview: Namaqualand 
Wat doen anders as pa? Arbeid heeltemal weggevat. Ek arbei self. Niks werkers nie. As jy in 
nam op redelike klein grond boer, is arbeid ‘n taamlike faktor. Dis een groot ding wat ek gedoen 
het. Ek het begin stoet. Omdat my grond klein is, het ek gewonder wat kan ek doen om iets meer 
te probeer maak. Dit was die enigste logiese ding met selle hoev skape, die kwaliteit verbeter. 
Dit gaan nog met rukke en stote, maar dit kom so stadig aan die gang. Van 2002 af aan gang. 
Betaal baie skoolgeld langs pad en ouens gee jou nie altyd goeie raad nie. 
Ek het weggespring en “grand ramme” probeer koop. Nie gou verskriklike verskil gemaak nie. 
tot ek ooimateriaal begin koop. Nou weet een of twee ordentlike ramme, maar dis kritiek dat jy 
Opgeteelde ooie ook kry. My strat deesdae is om by telers gedekte ooitjies te koop. Op die 
manier kry jy goeie teelmateriaal, veral as jy nie kort-kort R20-R30 000 se ram kan koop nie. 
Ook omdat dit klein is, ek hou my hand verskriklik op my skaap. As ‘n ooi lam, is ek daar. My 
jong goed. Ek merk ramme se balls. As jong ooi dek, dan skryf ek datum op. Dan werk ek vier 
maande en drie weke vorentoe. Naweek voor daai datum, kom ooie huis toe. Ek staan twee keer 
‘n nag op, ek verloor nie een nie. oversize ramme en jong ooitjies. die ou mense het gese jy boer 
nie so nie. maar deesdae doen jy enigiets om ‘n ding te behou om hom anderkant uit te kry. 
Waarskynlik boer ons meer hands on. Daai manne het meer natuur  
Danksy farmer ABC het ek lupiene baie ernstig in my boerdery ingebring. Maak nogal ‘n groot 
verskil aan vermoë van lande vorentoe. Lupiene het hoe proteieninhoud. Deesdae lupiene en 
hawer gemneg gesaai as weiding. Sit vee in. Raak nie aan lupiene nie, net hawer. Lupiene kry 
rustig kans om te blom en peule te maak. As hawer opraak, vreet lupiene. Dorper is mos geneig 
alles wat daar is, moet op wees. Omdat lupiene bitter is, los hom eers. 
Sy pa het ook gesaai, hawer en gars. Het gou agtergekom in nam as nodige implemente en het 
lande, baat jou baie meer om daardie voer of kos of graan wat produseer in vleis te omskep. Vir 
ons net nie lonend. Trasport te duur. In die eerste 2-3 jaar amper alles verkoop. Nou as ek sien 
het surplus gee nog 20-30 ooitjies ram buite tyd. 
Het jan 2000 uitgekom. Die vader sy dank. Voor dit bitterftn toe jaag daar op trein gelaai. 
My pa het eintlik gehoop dat ek nie so dom sal wees nie. ek het maar moeg geraak vir die lewe in 
die stad. As ek nie daai eerste lewe gehad het, sou ek gechop het. Klein reserwetjie opgebou. Nie 
van die gelukkiges wat groot plaas geerf het nie. klein plasie wat ek gekoop het. 
Wat het verander vandat hier gekom het? Eers net weggespring en geboer volgens ou resep van 
pa, ooms, buurmanne. Baie moeite met my drade gedoen. Meeste drade in nam nou 40 jaar plus. 
Baie gepak. Eerste 2-3 jaar baie aan drade spandeer. Gedoen met geld wat gehad het. Sou dit nie 
in begin kon uitboer nie. 
Lupiene ingebring, stoet ingebring. Jy is anders as meeste ouens nog grond bykoop? 
Ek het my kampe bietjie geoptimeer. Kampdrade verskuiwe. Kampe meer ewe groot gemaak. 
kampe met lande getrou. Elke kamp het ‘n deel stoppelland en ‘n deel bossieveld. In verlede 
lande teogespan. As jy diere op stoppelland sit het opsie om ook veld te vreet. 
Wat verder doen? Sal nie kan grond bykoop nie. die grootte grond wat ek het nie manier wat sal 
kan bekostig om by te koop nie. ek sal maar hier klaarmaak. Marne wil grond hê. Verh met 
Callie se klong. Ek het gedink my grond is my pensioen. Hulle sal op stad wil grond he. Baie 
klein boere verkoop as kds nie wil boer. Verkoop grond. 
Dogter stel baie ernstig belang. 
Baie van die manne wat later grond gekoop het, het aanvanklik pa se plaas geerf sonder onkoste. 
Dan is baie makliker. Ouderdom speel ook ‘n rol. As ek darem tien jaar vroeer kon kom, dink net 
waar was my stoet gewees.  
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As geld het, dan gaan jy en koop die beste materiaal by die beste ouens. In my geval hier wag vir 
‘n lucky strike, so bietjie skinive. 
Was by veiling. Hennie human, carnarvon. Ooi wat marne verskriklik gefancy het. Nie verstaan 
hoe werk veiling nie. gaan bied die ou R5 000 vir ooi aan. Uit daardie ooi val die ramlam wat 
ons in die stadium nog die verste gevat het. 
Sy en ou gert was by nas veiling. Micky philips ooitjie vir R3 000 gekoop. Ongedek volgens 
hulle, maar daar lam die ooi, so nou loop hier ‘n micky philips ram, vars uit die oos-kaap 
As jy wil voorbly moet jy elke drie jaar ‘n tipe 5 ram gaan koop. Dis so R20 000. 
Die ram se naam is Arthur. Ons sal weer moet bloedlyn soek. Hoe gaan verkope hanteer. Mense 
wat my bel. So een of twee boereverenigings gevat. 
Die een ou se maar gewoonlik die ander ou. Ek het nie lus of tyd om te gaan skou. As marne 
eendag op plaas is. Ander groot probleem, dan wys ek en ou stel belang, wil 15 he dan se ek ek 
het net 12. Moet darem so 40 het 
Stoet het boerdery darem baie meer interessant gemaak. kan nie wag dat ooie lam nie. Groot 
stoetouens ander benadering. My goed moet veldaangepaste diere wees. Moet op veld 
grootword. My beste raad vir ou wat wil begin sal wees, gaan koop vir jou gedekte ooie. Kan 
nog steeds ram of twee nou en dan koop. ‘n gewone std dorper ooi as jy hulle vat en sit op hulle 
pedigree dorperram, vat jou jare om die regte ding te kry. 
Wat gedoen voor hiernatoe gekom het? Altwee by Sanlam gewerk. Produkontw, later projekte en 
programme. Baie gereis. 
Daardie onderving, nut vir nou? Finansiele bestuur, mensekennis. Ek hou nie mense aan nie, 
maar darem al ‘n bydrae gelewer by onderhandelings, bv. grondbelasting ek en Corrie. Daardie 
vermoe om met mense om ‘n tafel te gaan sit en op ‘n sinvolle manier met hulle te praat en beter 
uitkoms te kry.Wereld werk mos nie meer op boere se terme nie. 
Ek het geloop, ek moes nie loop nie. die ouens wat pakkette kry, is die ouens wat hulle nie wil he 
nie. Pakket kon kry, baie beter daaraan toe.As vroeer gekom het, sou seker op ander maniere 
geknor het, sou minder geld bymekaar gemaak het.Huis was afbetaal. Het verkoop en drie 
meenthuise op Springbok gebou. 
Eers begin met privaatskool soos afr is kon nie saamstaan nie. maar was beter, nie so geisoleerd 
skoolgegaan nie. 
Jy moet hands-on wees. Ander ding wat my verskriklik frustreer. Ek het nie bure nie. ek het bure 
op papier, maar albei sit in winkels. Ek wil ‘n buurman he ek wil vanoggend by lyndraad by hom 
verby ry, hom groet en vra hoe dit gaan se daar’s ‘n gat in gesien, daar’s kraaie, daar’s seker ‘n 
ding dood. 
Die wat ander dinge doen en met dit wat oor is, boer. Worry nie oor hulle drade nie. mense sal se 
ons is simpel. ek vrek oor ‘n draad. Ek worrie nie oor my buurman, maar ek worry oor sy draad 
Ons het 180 aanteelooie, elkeen het ‘n naam. Ooie vrouename, ramme het ramname. Marne gee 
vir hulle name. Sy onthou hulle. 
Vannag ‘n ooi van marne gelam. Kon nie lam nie. net kop kom. ander boer verloor daai lam. 
Agter daai lam was daar ‘n lam. Kry so nou en dan sulke goed. Eintlik moet jy hulle relentlessly 
weglaai. Daar is ongelukkig by ons sentiment in boerdery. Die ouens se daar moenie sentiment 
wees nie. maar ek dink nie dis reg nie. wat is daar dan oor. After all moet dit tog oor geld gaan. 
Die se-ding is deesdae dis net die groot man wat gaan oorlewe. Ek dink in Afrika gaan daar pol 
druk wees moet ‘n plek wees vir kleiner boere. Gaan net nie pol aanvaarbaar wees as boere 
tienvoudig verminder en almal net maatskappye 
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Ek streef na 150% speenpersentasies. Net dorpers, nie basterlammers nie. Ek wil nie eens ‘n bok 
he nie. het net een bok. Ons probleem kan nie skaap aanjaag nie. loop net. Moet hond hê. 
Ek vat bv die kant van plaas meer bergagtig. Skape weet waar is maklikste pad om te loop. Ek 
stroll net so agterlangs. As ek wil klim, waar ek wil klim,hulle wil nie. 
As kniee net sal hou. Grootste vrees dag wat ek nie self kan skeer en skaap kan dokter nie. 
Marne soek ‘n boer. Klink so ernstig dat ek benoud raak. 
Ou konvensionele implemente. Versien meeste daarvan. Sal nie ‘n trekker-enjin kan oordoen nie. 
Koste? Dit voel vir my of ons parasiete ‘n bietjie meer superagtig raak en asof hier vreemde goed 
ook inkom. Moet nou duur kombinasie-entstowwe spuit. 
Dis ‘n ding wat duur geraak het. Brandstof en voer uitverhouding duur geraak. Draad, 
staalpryhse. Vir boer om nou oor te span reg rondom gaan meer kos as wat grond werd is. 
Kleinerige draadprojekte doen self, maar vir buitedraad werkers van buite gekry. As hele trop 
skeer, kry ook mnese, elke twee jaar. As ramme skeer doen self met elektriese masjien. 
Meeste van die tyd werk ek en gerda die skape alleen. Omdat baie kampies is en klein, begin 
maandag en doen elke dag ‘n klompie. 
Ek laat keer ook nie ‘n skaap van een ou om nie. Maar of my rug sal hou, suster, weet ek nie. 
Sal seker boerdery moet verander, weet nie hoe nie. 
Nie goed wat ‘n ou so verniel soos skeer nie. hier rond baie moeilik om skeerders te kry. Dorper 
se vag te kort, moet met handskeerder skeer. Dorperwol ter wille van ooi, die koelte en om 
bosluise beter te beheer. Maak paaie reg met die wol. Kry nie regtig geld daarvoor nie. Ramme 
skeer plein dat hulle moet mooi lyk. 
Gerda se pa en ma het nog grond. Paar skapies vir slaggoed. Te oud om te boer. Skaap om hulle 
besig te hou. Hulle sal nie op dorp kan bly nie. my ma’s nog orraait. Sy moet die werke doen. Pa 
sal nie alleen kan bly nie. pa ry rond, loop met kieries. Hulle poer-poer maar daar so aan. Broer 
in die kaap. Dit sal sy grond raak. Hy sal nie hier kom bly nie. moet sommer aan die bure 
verhuur. Vir my maak nie sin om so ver van my af te huur nie. langs die park. Oorbosluis grond. 
Ding wat ‘n dier se kondisie gou opfoeter. 
Sou nie kon aangaan soos pa aangegaan het nie. die wereld het te veel verander. 
Ander ding wat kleinboere gedoen het, eie trasnport bewimple. Dubbelas sleepwaens gekoop. 
Kan met 1 ton-bakkie eie vee vervoer. Kan makliker bemark waar jy wil bemark. Vroeer moet 
maar saam met plek op lorrie gaan waarheen die lorrie gaan. Nie noodwendig beste prys nie. 
Waentjie – vee ry, lusern ry. Transport is mos verskriklike faktor deesdae. Verskriklik gewild. 
Sal nie meer ‘n plaas kry nie so ‘n waentjie het nie. vat ‘n bul na ‘n veiling nie. hoef nie meer in 
‘n poel jou goed mark toe te vat nie. 
Enablement gekom met sleepwaentjies. 
Boerderystyle? Sekere basiese patroon, maar dit kom neer op die ouens wat meer hands-on is en 
die ouens wat vat oor is. Sy vrou: Lam deur die jaar, haal glad nie ram uit nie. party net 
wintertyd lam. 
Ander groot euwel in ons wereld: Mense met boesmanland grond en hier in onderwereld. Mense 
hou soveel vee aan soos totale ha. dan reen nie in Boesmanland nie, bring alle vee na die 
onderwereld toe. Daai plase is op. Op papier werk daai, maar dan moet elke somer in b-land 
reen. Reen elke derde jaar daar. Meeste ouens wat nie reg bestuur nie, is stock net te veel vir wat 
hier onder kom indruk. Ek kan vir jou wys. 
Ander belangrike ding wat nam boer moet begin kop, droogtehulp is iets van die verlede. Moet 
hier so boer altyd in staat is om ekstra jaar self te onderhou. Gaan nie gebeur nie en maak nie sin 
nie. As jy die beroep gekies het, moet droogte ook kan manage. in nam en boesm sal altyd 
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droogte wees. Moet altyd so boer dat jy volgende jaar dalk kan voer koop. Die man dink nie aan 
die dag van more en nageslag nie.  
Al die goed van te groot gaan, jou omset is later iets fantasties op papier maar jou wins is 
peanuts. 
Omtrent nie verliese nie, omtrent nie brandstofonkoste, op daai manier survive jy darem. 
As als klaar gese het, en iem wil my more ‘n plaas gee, sal ek nie nee se nie. 
Le nie teen teerpad nie. ‘n boer moet weg wees van die groot paaie vir veilighede. Ander groot 
nadeel is alle inspekteurs kom na ons toe. Kan nie glo het nie werkers nie. 
Ander moontlikhede? Seker met dassies begin boer. Vreet alles op. Dink nie daar is nie. dink dis 
nou optimaal. Twyfel of nog vet in boerdery is. Miskien verwaand maar is nou op die been. Dalk 
minder ry. 
Ry soggens en drie-uur middag ry ons weer na die skape uit. Lammers net betyds gaan uithaal. 
Moet die som maak. Drie lammers is ‘n paar duisend rand en seker nou nie R40 se diesel uitgery 
nie. Sy vrou meen hy kan nog fiets ry of stap. Gun dan nou ‘n boer sy bakkie. Weet nie wat nog 
kan doen. 
Klomp van ou lande is gerehabiliteer. My pa het gelos en die kraalbos gekap. Nou baie 
fluitjiesbos, hier en daar peperbos, heelwat spanspekbos gevestig. Daardie ou lande het 
toegegroei met gras. Nie fantastiese gras, maar april as nog nie gereen het, dan dra daardie gras 
my deur. Net byvoeding bysit, soos melasse. Gras moet so nou en dan kan kneuse raak later 
verhout. So baie bosse tussenin. 
Wat gelees het ... kalorie 3000 maak met water aan. Vat spuitkar en spuit oor gras. Maak gras 
smaaklik vir diere. Seker iets wat ek nog kan kry. 
Met my luck sal ek net gespuit het kom reen die goed af. Kan seker bees in die gras sit. Ek is nie 
lief vir bees nie. te groot. Nuwe krale bou. Nam seker eintlik seker nie beeswereld nie. ken ook 
vir bees, sal bossieveld toe loop. 
Verder weet ek nie watter magic ek kan werk nie. ek moet nou maar my dae hier uitsien. 
Vleisprys. Is daar nie nou maar ‘n verbruikersweerstand nie. ouens kan glad nie meer bekostig 
nie. brandstof. Munisipale rekeninge verskrilik hoog. Waar moet ou later sny. 
Hulle het sonpanele. Sy vrou se die krag is te min. Het ding gemaak wat panele kan draai, nou 
beter. Moet krag bestuur. Al het ook windlaaier, sal altyd moet bestuur. Maar nou is sonkrag-
uitleg ook nie min geld nie. sowat R100 000. Ook maar nie vir altyd nie. batterye: 10-20 jaar 
leeftyd.Ouens naby teerpad het Eskomkrag. Eskom was nie altyd so duur nie. 
Boorgatwater en drinkwater is reenwater. Het twee lekker brak boorgate. Nie te brak nie. Die 
groot bemagtiger van boerderye in die verre platteland, die windpomp. 
So swaar om die opslag so te sien vrek. Sou nog baie beter gelyk het as nie so warm was nie. 
paasnaweek: 40 mm, tweede een 26 mm. Sy vrou: dit het tog gehelp, anders was daar nou nie ‘n 
bos gewees nie. die bosse is heel orraait. Opslag in elk geval net n tydelike ding, ja, maar die 
opslag maak die lammers groot. Die oostelug gaan in jou kop in . hier waai die wind jou 
moedeloos.Lang gesprek oor oostewind. Ons het amper hier versmoor. Krippe vol sand. Soos 
duine gelyk. Trekker en skraper vat. Trekker en ploeg nag op land gestaan. Trekker was gesand-
blast. So wind kom so een maal elke tien jaar. Is gewoond hier kom koue front. Dourie jare 
oostewind was gewoonlik voor die reen. 
Gebruik rekenaar vir belasting en btw. Nie internet nie. half onnodige koste. Vandat hier nie 
meer ‘n bank hier is nie, is dit moeilik. Kom gelukkig baie op Springbok. Sbok se infrastruktuur 
kan nie meer sy mense dra nie. As iets in bank wil gaan doen, moet jy twee ure uitsit. 

Onderhoud gevoer: 7 Mei 2013 
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3.3 Example of transcription of semi-structured interview: Overberg 
Het ‘n paar slagskape. 
Die Veebedryf, jinne tog, teen wat die voerpryse nou is, moet hulle seker swaar kry. Elke jaar so 
(herfs voer) Dan hou die somer so bietjie langer aan, dan voer hulle tot diep in die winter 
Veranderinge vandat met studie begin. Volstruisbedryf het gegaan. 
Ek sien baie ouens by ons wat nou, nogal snaaks, ouens hou mos aan met ‘n ding al weet hy wel 
voor sy siel dit maak nie geld, of bring nie vir hom geld in nie. 
Destyds het ek geboer met angorabokke en skape. Skape weggedoen, net met angorabokke 
geboer. Toe val die bokhaar se bodem uit. Skape, volstruise 
Graanboerdery oorheers die veeboerdery heeltemal. Heeltyd ‘n proses van verandering. 
Ou hier anderkant boer nog met al daai goed. Hy het nog angoras, skape, volstruise en hy melk 
nog en saai.daai bedrywe wat oor die jare gekom het, hy hou nog alles aan die gang. Dit moet ‘n 
verskriklike nagmerrie wees om met alles te boer. ‘n bietjie van dit en ‘n bietjie van dat. Ek dink 
die ding is jy moet kan verander. Reageer op wat die mark se. En jou somme maak voor die tyd 
en besluit. Kyk dit kos mos duur om te verander. Jy kan nie heeltyd net verander nie. dis ‘n 
moeilike ding om te besluit om te verander. Jy moet so half n bietjie voor die res van die mark 
wees. Antisipeer wat gaan gebeur en reageer saam met dit as wat jy vassit en vashou aan ‘n 
dinge nie wil afwyk van ‘n program 
Boerdery is by dit verby. 
Die ou mense het gese jy moet met soveel boer.  Ons wereld jy moet 50% saai en 50% van grond 
met skape boer. 
Ek sal vir jou se die mense steek vas by daardie wet. Vir dood. So bang soos duiwel vir slypsteen 
om oor daardie drupmpel te gaan. Hulle hou vas op daai patroon. Daar’s ‘n persepsie jy moet dit 
doen. Jy mag nie daarvan afwyk nie. 
Ek kyk die ouens wat wel afgewyk het, wat spesialiseer, wat sy mind daarop sit, doen goed. Of 
hy ‘n veeboer is of graanboer is. As dit sy liefde is en dis sy rigting en hy doen dit reg, dan gaan 
dit goed. 
Saaiery, plant is vir my vreeslik mooi. Ek hou eintlik daarvan om geld te maak. Dis vir my baie 
mooier as die ander. Ek sal met skilpaaie ook boer. Ek sal enigiets doen as return on investment 
reg is. Ek sal met bobbejane boer. Dit moet geld maak. 
Volstruise ... meeste volstruise geslag in suid-kaap. Terwyl hy daar was, het ons geld gemaak. As 
jy dit doen, doen ordentlik. Jy weet nie aan watter aandag gee nie. 
Met Kallie Schoeman van Delmas gepraat. Toe hy op plaas gekom het, sy pa 35 bedryfstakke 
gehad. Hy’t afgebring tot 5 of 6. Nie beeste nie. van ‘n ding wat in die nag vreet, het hy ontslae 
geraak. As hy slaap in die nag, moet dar nie ‘n ding wees wat vreet nie. 
Ek sien julle trek terug kolonie nie.  
As ek nou grond kan koop, koop ek grond in Caledon. Daai middelste deel van Caledon. Hule 
het weer ander probleme. Nooit die behoefte gehad om te verander. Nooit druk om te verander 
nie. op klein plasies kon hulle survive, tot by 300 ha gekom het. Ons het ook gedraai in die 
wereld met plasies van 300-350 ha. Weer begin groter word stelselmatig soos wat ouens begin 
onekonomies raak op kleiner plasies.  
Ten minste 1 500 ha plaas he om trekkers en planters te regverdig. Ek het nou die dag getel ek 
boer nou op 12 plase (eie en huur) ... ouens wat in my leeftyd uit boerdery uit verdwyn het. Dis 
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maar die ekonomie van skaal het groter geraak. Nou gaan daai Caledonplase ... nou praat die 
manne van R50 000. 300 ha x R50 000 – R15 miljoen, dan kan jy nog gaan aftree. 
Ons kaapse boere sal nooit daar aanpas nie. ek dink dis makliker vir ons om in Aus te gaan boer 
as daar bo. Oor oranjerivier gaan, daarvanaf op... ander mense. Kan nie dink mense in een land 
kan so verskil. Dis hulle wereld. Grootgeword, verstaan daardie besigheid 
Lyk of Mosambiek besig is om te ontwikkel.snaaks hoe boere is. Gee vir hom grond, maak dit 
vir hom bietjie maklik, dan boer hy. Draai ‘n land se landbou om. Gaan nou begin uitvoer 
Maak landboutoestande gunstig en die landbou kom weer aan die gang. 
Ek het altyd gese as jy hom tot niet gemaak het, bou jy hom nooit weer op nie. 
Gedeelte van die grond gereken as die beste grond in die Suid-Kaap. Dit is van die beste. Hulle 
wil die hele ding verkoop. Wil dit verkoop vir daardie mal prys, anders hou hulle dit. 
As ons boere in Afrika moet gaan boer, gaan daar ‘n fout kom, dan gaan ons die wereld 
produseer dan gaan daar te veel kos wees. Ons ouens hier onder gaan doodtrek. Ons wat hier 
tussen die klipbanke boer en kompeteer teen mense wat sonder kunsmis kan plant. grond wat so 
diep is 1000 mm reen kry in jaar.'Amerika sal soos ‘n grap lyk as Afrika regtig aan die gang 
kom. 
2012 goeie oes. Groot geskrik reen in oestyd. Amper geroot disaster. 250 mm in oestyd. Hele 
jaar se reen in oestyd. Bietjie skade gemaak nie naastenby wat ek gedink het. Ons al hierrond 
klaar platgesny. 3 dae aan’t oes toe kom die reen. Gelukkig met gars skade so wyd SAM die 
aanpassings gemaak. Die koring was gelukkig nog te groen. Hier rond die koring. Op die hond se 
stert. Met uitloop. Die res van die kampe was bietjie later.  
Opbrengs: koring diep in die 4 t/ha. 4,4 t/ha gemid. As altyd kry, gaan goed doen nie moet doen 
nie. gars nie so goed nie. kanola was uitstekend. Beste in menseheugenis. Ek het altyd gese 
mense lieg, kan ie wees nie. ek het kampe 2,8 t/ha gekry. 
Almal se dis die stelsels beter, dis die kultivar. Die groot ding ons reenval het net reg gekom, 
versprei. Ek sit nie geld daarop mense raak so ghrend nie. 
In droe jaar dan kom die system deur ouens wat kyk na bedekking, vogbewaring 
Hy glo reenval is maar die deurslaggewende faktor 
Ons saai sst88 ... steeds een van die beteres. Ons saai hom vanjaar nogal groterig. Streeproes, 
stamroes. Jy monitor en spuit hom voorkomend. Erica, Nemesia. 
Ons outydse clipper. Ek dink nie hy sou die hoe opbrengste gelewer het nie. al het jy hom ook in 
‘n blombak geplant en natgemaak. 
Grond hier en by Caledon, en Fairfield by Napier. 
Boer met skape en vyeprojek. Baie van die goed plaaslik verkoop. 
Dekgewasse. Laasjaar so bietjie. 2011 heelwat gedoen om onkruiddruk te verbreek. Vanjaar 
weer klompie skoon lupiene doen. Dekgewas doodspuit of oes. 
Baie goed gewerk met die hawer en lupien mengsel. Omtrent ¾ ton meer geoes op opvolggewas 
(koring). Daai org kunsmis. Kan nie uit sak uit nadoen nie. Groot onkruidprobleem is raaigras, 
steekgras. 
Glad nie meer volstruise nie. met siekte dan is in kwarantyn, dan is ons uit. Op ‘n stadium kon 
ons ook nie slag nie. uitgeslag en weggekry. Daar’s van hulle wat ons 4-5 maande langer hou as 
wat moet. Dan vreet hy sy wins op. Toe het ons baie voer gehad. Alle graan wat skoonmaak, 
sifsels. Ek dink volstruisouens wat in die game bly, kan geld maak. Ek het te veel verloor in daai 
bedryf. Dan verloor jy, dan maak jy weer. Te op en af. As jy goed doen, doen jy goed. Te 
riskante goed. 
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2 sulke jong mannetjies wat help spuit. Permanent hier. Operators. Plaaswerkers met ‘n goeie 
pay. Hulle bly op ‘n ander plaas. Kom van plase af. Familie boer. Een seun boer, ander een kan 
nie. gaan boer vir iemand anders. Oestyd en saaityd kry ek twee ouens wat grond verkoop het, so 
half semi-retired. Kom help plant, oes. 
Marge tussen koste en inkomste groot moontlik.HOE? 
Duurste ding. Meg. Koste is duur. Om dit in toom te hou. Jy oet ding ordentlik gebruik. Ten 
volle 110% nie 80%. Moet ding laat werk. Groter. 
Die skaal van ekonomie voordele begin inskop. Dan sien jy ok jy maak darem nou geld. 
Ons plant vanjaar baie na aan 6 000 ha. Laas so 5 800 ha. Volgende jaar oor die 6 000 ha. Ek het 
nog 2 plase bygehuu. 
Begin al meer op winsdeling werk. Baie probeer promote, maar ouens wil versekering he gaan 
seker bedrag kry. Met winsdeling kan jy beter doen. Later die ouens ‘n minimum begin waarborg 
met ‘n winsdeelsom. Nou meer eager. Met winsdeelsom. Haal die risiko vir almal uit. Kwessie 
van tyd. Ek dink die persepsie dat huurder ou se grond misbruik is nog vas in die ouens se 
gedagtes. Om dit omgedraai te kry dat die ouens begin glo in jou. Ek din kdit werk. Ouens kom 
al na my toe en se ek wil he jy moet my grond huur. 
Op Fairfield sekere kampe. Gee net die kamp vir my en jy hou die skape weg dan doen ons op 
winsdeling. Daardie kampe word nou meer. Winsdeling se inkomste tot R3 000 per ha meer.  
Ouens wat verhuur? Het te klein geraak om by te bly met nuwe tegnologie en implement. 
Verhuur is veiliger opsie. Party van hulle boer glad nie. ander boer nog met vee.  Hy wil stoppels 
he. Moet jy lusern insit na vier jaar. 
Hoe formeel? Dis ‘n vreeslik lang proses en dis kontrakte. 
As eers aan die gang het, probeer sy kop subtiel swaai van oorbelading. Beste is se gee vir my 
100 ha. Na drie jaar sien hy jy maak meer op die manier. Dis al manier.  
Ons probeer so vir 5 jaar. Party wil nie vir 5 nie.  
5 jaar net mooi plaas gedraai van ‘n gesukkel na iets wat die moeite werd is. 
Verkoop baie graan na oestyd. Koring moes vanjaar deur normale strukture hanteer omdat so nat 
is. Sou nie droging kon bekostig nie. hawerprys: nee, het glad nie prys nie. ek kry hawer verkoop 
omdat ek kan skoonmaak en versak. 
Verkoop uit hand uit, so vrag vir vrag. 
Die hawerbesigheid nie goed nie. lupiene verkoop uit hand uit. R3 000 per ton. Was altyd 
R2 500. 2t/ha. Jinne darem top wisselbou. Soetlupiene. Het altyd bitterlupiene in die weidings 
gebruik. Soetlupien het ‘n voermark. Nuwe voermark het baie lupiene by ons gekoop. By 
mosselbaai. De Haese. Internasionale voermaatskappy. Besig om groot plek op te sit by 
Kleinberg. Het silo’s by tuinroete agri gekoop. 
Nuwe koste-items? Bewerkingskoste het weggeval, brandstofverbruik minder gemaak. Wat 
besig is om op te tel, is chemiese rekening.  Ons sukkel met onkruid. Onkruidbeheer raak al 
duurder. Swambespuitings raak ook al meer.  Ek dink dis maar net ... swamme raak net gou 
weerstandbiedend teen middels. Bou weerstand op. Voor SAM ‘n kultivar vrystel, raak hy al 
klaar siek by hulle. 
Waar ek begin boer het, 1 swambespuiting gedone. Spuit nou al vier keer ‘n jaar. 
Waar koring een bespuiting gekry het, is ons al op twee swambespuitings vas. Abacus op koring. 
Het baie geloof in daai swamdoder as jy ‘n vroeg spuit. Beter opbrengs gee. 
Steun nie op kunsmis- en gifverteenwoordigers nie. 
Daardie eerste paar jaar op huurgrond, baie ‘n gesukkel. Kry mos nie ‘n huurplaas wat up and 
running is nie. daai ouens het belangstelling verloor. Dan gaan dit agteruit en agteruit. 
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Ek weet nie of jy nie lief is vir boer nie. ek wee tnie hoekom een ou boer en ander een nie. 
Kry indink gedurig verander, dinge vooruit sien en daarvolgens optree. 
Sy kosrekening raak groter as wins wat maak uit boerdery. Baie ouens te duur vir boerdery. Dis 
mos ‘n ding wat langdradig is. Vat lank voor ontdek hy is te duur. Volgende jaar gaan mos ‘n 
goeie oes wees,of die jaar daarna dan maak ek daai skuld dood. Maar dan wil die oes nie kom 
nie. 
58:35 min. Sukses of nie: Ek dink dis belangstelling. Boer moet belangstel in wat hy doen, 
anders maak hy dit net nie. Ek dink die ding van ‘n boerdery jy moet berekende risiko’s vat. 
Maar jy moet risiko vat. Kan nie in comfort zone gaan sit .. en se ek gaan nou net dit doe, hierdie 
wat voor my is, dis nou genoeg vir my, ek doen dit elke jaar ... ek doen net dit nie. dan kry jy die 
ouens wat te veel risiko vat, wat heeltemal ...  
Kan definitief nie net aangaan met wat jy het nie. die risiko vat is baie belangrik. Die ou wie se 
grond ek huur. Ons is ewe oud. Toe ek by hom huur nadat ons al 15-20 jaar huur. Toe ek grond 
by hom huur het hy nog presies die goed wat sy pa hom mee gelos het. Nooit vervang. Nooit 
vooruitgegaan nie. in 20 jaar se tyd hom ingehaal. 
Almal oorgeslaan na minimumbewerking , maar nie bewaringsboerdery nie. 
As jy net na graanboerdery kyk, die veefaktor nog heeltemal te sterk na my sin vir ou wat grond 
wil bewaar en regkry, maar dis nou daardie persepsie, jy mag nie oor ‘n sekere persentasie gaan 
nie. die geskiedenis het bewys. 
Hoe meer ek vir mense se op ‘n swak jaar koop jy jou skaap terug omdat jy moet voer. Dit voel 
nie vir jou so nie, want jy kry nog steeds geld in. Maar wat kos dit jou? As jy nie geld met graan 
maak nie, maak jy ook nie geld met vee nie. ? as jy die jaar nie jou insetkoste uit graan uit maak 
nie, maak jy ook nie geld met vee nie. 
Daai swak jaar dan vat hy die ton en half wat hy geoes het en voer dit vir die skape en verkoop 
die skape. Dan se hy my skape het darem geld gemaak. Maar waar kom die voer vandaan. Hy 
kon net sowel daardie voer aan ‘n ander ou verkoop het, en dieselle geld gemaak het as uit die 
skaap uit. 
Tien jaar gelede, wat anders doen? Ek sou vir my grond in Australie gekoop het. Ek sou grond 
gaan huur het in Aus en ‘n boerdery daar gaan begin het. Ek was laasjaar op pad. Suid-Aus of 
Victoria, maar daar’s die grond te duur. Wes-Aus het ‘n paar beter dele ... Esperance. Nou nie 
weer verder na die Nullarbor plain toe gaan nie. My kop het nogal baie soontoe gestaan. Hou van 
Suid-Aus en Victoria. Laat dink my aan ons wereld size gewys. Goeie reenval. Kry opbrengs. 6 
ton. Maar duur. R40 000/ha. Toe is ons grond nie so duur nie. R35 000-R36 000.by B/dorp.  
Lank bepeins. Toe se ek is te oud. 15 jaar terug sou ek die kans gevat het. As dit goed gaan met 
my ... nou moet ek my laaste tien jaar heen en weer vlieg en stres oor ‘n boerdery daar. 
Die jong manne wat by ons so werk soek en in Amerika gaan werk. Ek het my plan uitgewerk. 
Jong man vir n jaar by my, dan stuur ek hom oor. 
Hier by ons R3 seker per skaap vir ‘n skeerder 
By ‘n ou daar. Het beroemde ram ingevoer. My buurman hier langsaan vir jaar gewerk by die ou 
gewerk op die plaas. Sy boerdery en my boerdery size-gewys dieselfde. Saai dieselfde. My 
arbeid en sy arbeid kos presies dieselle. My 30 wat vir my werk en sy drie. Sy top-ouens kry 
R750 000 per jaar na belasting. En bly in huis verniet, kry ‘n slagskaap. Sy plaas lyk net soos die 
hond se stert, wnat daar is niemand wat iets kan optel nie. daai manetjies is asvaal gewerk. Ou 
man wil aftree, kds wil nie plaas toe kom nie. hulle wil nie so werk nie. ou mense wat daar is, 
gaan nie dood nie, want hulle is so fiks gewerk. Wil ophou werk, maar wil ook nie dood gaan 
nie. 
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Grootste boer in wes-aus nicoletti ... saai 90 000 ha. Van Esperance af oos. 
2de grootste boer saai 50 000 ha. Is ‘n ex-Saner. 20 jaar terug hier weg. Stroper gekoop. 
Kontrakwerk gedoen. Begin grond huur, later gekoop. 
Oestyd gegaan om te kyk hoe hulle oes. 
Sms – koringprys. Desember is R 3240. Verstaan ook nie die koringprys nie. ek wonder wat in 
die mark aangaan. 
Dwing om groot veranderinge temaak? Graanpryse. Relatief gesproke nie swak nie, maar ons is 
beter gewoond. Graanprys het groter invloed as opbrengs. ‘n goeie oes met ‘n swak prys is nie so 
goed soos ‘n swak oes met ‘n goeie prys nie.prys, nie opbrengs nie. 
By Kallie Schoeman ... lewer praatjies by boereverenigings 
Kyk net watter verskil maak bemarking van graan teenoor opbrengs. ‘n mens kyk dit baie keer 
mis, hoe belangrik ‘n goeie gemiddelde prys is. Ons raak mos maklik emosioneel oor ‘n mark. 
Dis die beste prys ... ons moet verkoop, dan raak hy nog hoer. Wat my bemarkingstrategie se ek 
moet nou begin koring verkoop, maar my verstand se nog nie. kan nog hoer raak. Hoor wil safex 
se verhandelingsprys verander na B2 toe. Hulle het maar vir ons oor jare in daardie kwaliteit in 
gedruk omdat dit vir die meulenaars belangrik was. Lyk my daar’s korings daarbuite wat baie 
hoe opbrengs het, kwaliteit bietjie laer. 
Boerderystyle? Geluk is ‘n ding wat jy moet gaan haal ernster. Geluk kom jou nie opsoek nie. jy 
moet klomp goed regdoen.Jonger geslag het al die energie, maar kanaliseer dit in dieselfde 
rigting. Hulle wil alles doen, te veel. Alles word ge-KI, gelaparoskopie. Nie juis ‘n verskil 
gemaak nie. 90% van dit was in die wind in gewees. Hulle is meer ontvanklik vir tegnologie. As 
hier ou kom, een of ander wondermiddel. Gaan maar swaar om ons te convince gaan werk. Die 
jonger geslag trai nog al daai goed deur. 
2012 was nog beter. Ook omdat prys beter was. 
Dekgewasse was ‘n koste vir alle gewasse 
Reenval vir die jaar per plaas. 2011 
Bewerkingskoste word bereken teen kontrakteursfooi. Vra kontrakteurs. Willem Burger by SSK. 
Ons oes-en planttyd is te kort en te druk, kan nie wag vir n ou om te help oes of plant. maak 
kontrakteurs ook nie baie lus om in werktuie te investeeer nie. dis jammer. Anders met kuilvoer. 
Die kv seisoen is lank.Raak ook nie die moeite werd nie. somme werk ook nie. hy kan nie ‘n 
nuwe stroper ekostig nie. en die vervoer om in noorde te gaan oes, raak te duur. Vra oor 
R100 000 om stroper af te bring hiernatoe. Dan oes jy darem ‘n hele paar dae voordat jy die 
transport betaal het. Ons is bietjie uitgelewer hier op die punt. In die noorde is anders. 
Ons kom al hoeveel honderd jaar aan, nog nooit sulke goeie jare gehad nie. ek het altyd gese as 
ek ‘n 3 ton oes kan kry, sal dit darem goed wees. Die magiese drie ton oes. Nou al los by dit 
verby. Dis vir my snaaks nie in die verlede sulke spikes gewees nie. het reenvalsyfers gekyk. 
Daar was ander sulke goeie jare gewees.Ek hoop dat die global warming en weerpatrone wat 
verander vir ons begin gunstig raak. 

Onderhoud gevoer: Woensdag, 13 Maart 2013 
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Appendix 4: Analysis of accumulation strategies of 32 farmers that participated in semi-structured 
interviews 
 
Appendix 4.1 Accumulation strategies of farmers in the Limpopo locality 

Farmer 
number 

1. Expand the scale or 
scope of production 

2. Expand the scale or 
scope of the enterprise 3. Increase economic efficiency 4. Political action to 

reduce uncertainties 
and/or establish 

preferential access to 
and control over key 
resource, markets or 

policy processes 

Develop & fund new 
sites & sources of 
production) 

Expand into new 
enterprises either up or 
down the value chain 

Lower the cost of 
commodity production 

Increase productivity 
(i.t.o. yield/ha) through 
technical and biological 
efficiency 

Organise workers and 
tasks to make workers as 
productive as possible, 
thus reducing labour 
costs while increasing 
output 

L1 * Bought land near 
home farm and 
elsewhere in province 
(together with other 
farmers) 
* Now also grow 
bananas & other citrus 
cultivars, e.g. mandarins 
* Replaced litchis and 
mangoes with citrus 
because the latter is 
more profitable 

* Have own tree nursery 
* Own packhouse 
* Macadamia shelling 
machine 
* Own marketing 
company to export part of 
production 

 
 

Meticulous monitoring of 
tree productivity 
Harvest more citrus per 
hectare 
Use water more 
productively because of 
irrigation system 
Use a gadget that 
measures the right time to 
pick citrus fruit 

Improved labour 
productivity in orchards 
Electronic sizers in citrus 
packhouse and pack for 
one hour longer each day 
(outcome: did not have to 
start up 2nd packhouse and 
could employ 200 fewer 
workers) 
Employ former unionist to 
organise labour matters 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
 Cousin is a director of 
Citrus Growers’ 
Association (CGA) 
Member of Letsitele citrus 
study group 
Member of CGA 

L2 Bought more land on 
own and when could not 
raise enough money to 
buy a farm, so bought it 
together with another 
farmer 
Various citrus cultivars 
macadamia nuts 

Own packhouse Take over more 
responsibility for export 
themselves to save on 
paying costly commission 
to “middlemen” 

Produce more per hectare 
 

Changed labour 
organisation for harvest to 
cut labour needs by 40% 

Member of Letsitele citrus 
study group 
Member of CGA 

L3 Bought land in citrus 
and cattle area  
Bought land together 
with another farmer 

Own packhouse Planted more trees per 
hectare & closer together 
to form a solid line of 
trees, thus preventing 

Harvest more citrus/ha 
(“The only trick left to us 
is to harvest as many 
boxes as possible from a 

Use workers from nearby 
village& save on 
travelling cost and time. 
Workers “more content” 

Member of Letsitele citrus 
study group 
Member of CGA 
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when bank would not 
finance only one of 
them to buy a certain 
piece of land 
Planted papayas, but 
pulled out + replaced 
with citrus 
Cattle 

wastage when spraying 
pesticides 

tree.”) 
Use water >productively 
because of irrigation 
system 

because they don’t have to 
leave home so early and 
get home earlier in 
afternoon 

L4 
Various 
avocado 
cultivars 

 Own packhouse Changed from wooden 
boxes to carton boxes 
 

Changed back to 
‘conventional’ farming 
because income from 
organic did not justify 
work, cost & lower 
productivity of avo trees 
Change irrigation from 
sprinkler to drip to 
achieve water use 
efficiency  
Change to higher yielding 
avo cultivar 

Employ fewer workers 
since changing from 
sprinkler irrigation to drip 
irrigation 
Electronic sizers and 
sorters in citrus packhouse 
Change irrigation from 
sprinkler to drip now need 
fewer workers 

Not member of Agri SA 

L5 
Citrus 
Pumpkin, 
Cattle 
chickens 

Buy more land to 
produce more 
New enterprise: 
chickens, but now about 
to become contract 
grower for big broiler 
company 
Cattle 
 

Own packhouse 
Filling station 

Employed consultant to 
help them to bring down 
electricity cost 

Seeks highest possible 
yield per tree 
 

Give lunch to workers in 
the field to make them 
more productive in 
afternoon 
Mechanise preparation of 
fields 
Fewer, versatile workers 
(“One has to do the work 
that three did in the past”.) 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
Member of Letsitele citrus 
study group 
Member of CGA 

L6 
Avocado, 
mango, 
litchi, 
guava, 
game 

Changed from citrus to 
avocado, then mango, 
lichee and now guava 
(“The most important 
thing is to have 
something to harvest 
every month to give you 
cash flow”) 

Own nursery 
Packhouse for mangoes 
and litchis 

Don’t pack own avocados, 
too specialised 
 

Increase yield per hectare Local labour: cash 
incentives to encourage 
workers to work harder 
Workers vote for or 
against changes in 
working conditions. 
Give “opportunities to 
earn extra money in spare 
time”, e.g. filling nursery 

Member of mango 
growers’ association 
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bags, taking seeds out of 
fruit for nursery or making 
& selling off-cuts from 
pruning for firewood  

L7 Bought and rent land 
His father grew 
tomatoes, but he and his 
brother found that they 
can make more money 
with different varieties 
of citrus and vegetables. 
Speculate with cattle 
Diversify into many 
different citrus varieties 
and vegetables 

Own packhouse 
 

Monitors costs 
meticulously 
Qualified diesel mechanic 
– service farm machinery 
and saves costs 

Yield/ha 
Replacement policy: don’t 
wait until the trees are too 
old before replace. 
Replace at the right time 

 
 

Not member of Agri SA 
Member of CGA 

L8 
 

Buy and rent more land 
Cattle, sheep, avocado, 
prickly pear, dragon 
fruit 
Busy developing a new 
cattle breed, Borguni (X 
between Nguni & 
Boran) 

Qualified vet who still 
help other farmers out 
Paid for research to find 
out what else can do with 
prickly pear leaves and 
fruit 

Feed prickly pear leaves  
to cattle and sheep 

 Fewer workers because 
changed from tomatoes to 
avocados, prickly pear and 
dragon fruit 
Do not replace workers 
that die, retire or leave the 
farm 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 

L9 
Cattle, 
citrus, 
mango, 
vegetables 

Citrus 
Butternuts 
Increase mango 
production because soil 
better suited for mango 
than citrus 

Established a packhouse 
for citrus and mangoes 
with other farming groups 
Established an ag. Econ. 
Consultancy business 

   Member of Letsitele citrus 
study group 
Member of CGA 
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L10 
Papaya, 
mangoes 
for achar 
brinjal 

Diversify within papaya 
enterprise (different 
cultivars, sizes, markets) 
Plant brinjals 
 

Select and develop own 
papaya breeding material 

Monitor costs 
meticulously, knows price 
of everything 
Only buys cash to get 
discounts 
Extensive mangoes for 
achar market. Now 
agreements with bakkie-
buyers to pick own, save 
on labour 
 

Increase production/ha 
 

Extensive mangoes for 
achar market. Now 
agreements with bakkie-
buyers to pick own, save 
on labour 
Increase productivity of 
labour by making it easy 
and fast to harvest tall 
papaya trees 
No longer full-time 
mechanic, one that works 
only a few days a week 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 

L11 Now also grow papayas 
because handle drought 
better than sweet 
peppers, some years 
plant butternuts 
mangoes 
Sunk more boreholes 
Cleared more land 
Breed exotic birds 

Own basic packhouse  Increase production/ha 
Change to micro irrigation 
in mangoes 

 Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 

L12 Grow citrus and 
vegetables 
Cattle  
Bought more land 

 Changed fertilisation 
programme to use less 
fertiliser and save on costs 
 

Changed to drip irrigation 
(improve water use 
efficiency) 
Change orchard 
replacement programme 
to increase productivity of 
citrus trees 

Fewer permanent workers 
Improve training of 
workers 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
Member of CGA 
Member of Letsitele citrus 
study group 
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Appendix 4.2 Accumulation strategies of farmers in the Namaqualand locality 

Farmer 
number 

1. Expand the scale or 
scope of production 

2. Expand the scale or 
scope of the enterprise 3. Increase economic efficiency 4. Political action to 

reduce uncertainties 
and/or establish 

preferential access or 
control 

Develop & fund new 
sites & sources of 

production) 

Expand into new 
enterprises either up or 
down the value chain 

Lower the cost of 
commodity production 

Increase productivity 
(i.t.o. yield/ha) 

Organise workers and 
tasks 

N1 
5000 ha 

Bought more land 
Dorper sheep 
Boer goats 

Bought a saw and install 
meat room to cut meat and 
package meat to sell to 
people in the nearby 
village 
Qualified diesel mechanic 
- fixes machines for other 
farmers 

Grow fodder crops to save 
on buying feed in dry 
season 
Transport lambs to market 
and save on transport cost 
Because qualified diesel 
mechanic can save on 
reparation costs 

Re-organised farm to 
increase productivity 
Farming more 
scientifically with better 
animals, stricter selection 
and more effective animal 
health programmes 
Improve fences to protect 
sheep and minimise losses 
due to predators 

Employ one worker that 
work for him during 
lambing season (April - 
June), but work for a grape 
farmer in Vredendal and a 
tomato farmer in Lutzville 
during the harvest there 
(December to March). 
Worker has a house on the 
farm and a house in 
Klipfontein (Act 9 land 
near Garies) 
Re-organise farm to 
minimise need for workers 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated to Agri SA 

N2 
7000 ha 

Rent extra farm with 
arable land 
Dorper sheep 
 

Shares in Namlam 
(abattoir) 

Grow fodder crops to save 
on buying feed in dry 
season 

Select only productive 
ewes 
Special treatment and feed 
for ewes during lambing 
season and for who bear 
twin lambs to help them to 
wean both lambs. 
Try to send as many lambs 
as possible to abattoir 
Keep less than half the 
sheep his father used to 
keep, but send a bigger 
proportion of his sheep to 
the market and get higher 
prices because of better 
condition of animals 

No workers. 
Wife helped him with farm 
work till son joined them 
in 2011 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
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N3 
21000 
ha 

Farm in winter rainfall 
region, but also bought 
grazing land in summer 
rainfall region Rent land 
Dorper sheep 
Keep goats to utilise 
mountainous areas that 
would not be used 
otherwise 
Grow wheat and fodder 
grains 

Owns shares in Nammeat 
(abattoir) and 
Plaasslaghuis (retail 
butchery) and receives 
dividends on shares 
Grow own fodder 
Keep and clean own seed 

Grow fodder crops to save 
on buying feed in dry 
season 
Save own grain seeds 

Crosses different breeds to 
improve productivity 
Maintain and electrify 
fences to minimise loss of 
lambs by predators, i.e. 
increase production 
 

 Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 

N4 
10000 
ha 
 

* Farm in winter rainfall 
region, but also bought 
grazing land in summer 
rainfall region 
* Dorper sheep 
* 2 wheat cultivars (one 
that qualifies for the 
official grading 
regulations and a second 
old cultivar that's good 
for stampkoring and 
"boermeel") 
* Fodder crops (oats, 
barley, lupines) 
 

Owns shares in Nammeat 
(abattoir) and 
Plaasslaghuis (retail 
butchery) and gets 
dividends on those shares 
Keep and clean own seed 
Has a mill to process 
wheat into flour and sell to 
public 
Process wheat into 
stampkoring and sell to 
public 
Sell feed grains to other 
farmers (as whole grains 
or ground coarsely to a 
feed for pigs) 
Sell rams to other farmers 
to improve their stock 
 

Grow fodder crops to save 
on buying feed in dry 
season 
Because shifting sheep 
between summer and 
winter rainfall region, 
stock health is maintained 
and savings made on 
medicine costs 
 

Conservation agriculture 
to improve fertility and 
water retention capacity of 
soil, give fertilizer 
Plant old wheat cultivar as 
well as new high-yielding 
wheat cultivar 
Crosses different sheep 
breeds to improve 
productivity 
Maintain and electrify 
fences to minimise loss of 
lambs by predators, i.e. 
increase production 
Three lambing seasons in 
two years, which means 
ewes lamb once every 
eight months, instead of 
once in 12 months 
Keep fewer sheep on same 
amount of land: easier to 
get relatively more lambs 
ready for market and 
realise better prices and 
veld in better condition 

He and one permanent 
worker do most of the 
work themselves. Wife 
sometimes helps on 
weekends and holidays. 
Employ a worker couple 
with fencing expertise to 
maintain fences and tend 
livestock on remote farms 
 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
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N5 
25 000 
ha 

Bought more land in 
different rainfall regions 
Rent more land 
Dorper sheep (main 
enterprise) 
Darmara sheep because 
they are able to utilise 
certain veld camps better 
than Keep goats to 
utilise mountainous 
areas that would not be 
used otherwise 
Keep more cattle 

Grow own fodder 
 

Grow fodder crops to save 
on buying feed in dry 
season 

"Finish off" lambs from 
the veld on stubble fields 
before taking to market 
Electrify fences to 
minimise loss of lambs by 
predators 
 

  

N6 
1 063 ha 

Dorper Sheep  
Cultivate lands and sow 
fodder crops, e.g. oats 
and lupines, which 
enables him to feed 
more ewes to get more 
lambs 
 

Registered Dorper stud: 
sell rams to other farmers 

Grow fodder crops to save 
on buying feed in dry 
season 
Bought small trailer for 1 
tonne-bakkie to minimise 
on transport costs 
(transporting lambs to 
abattoir or animal feed, 
etc. to farm) 
 

Very intensive 
management of small 
sheep flock. 
Aspires to weaning 
percentage of 150 
(extremely high for that 
area and difficult to attain 
under extensive 
conditions) 
Changed layout of grazing 
camps to optimise 
utilisation of pasture and 
improve lamb production 

No permanent workers. 
Have changed layout of 
camps on farm to share 
most of the farm work 
with his wife. 
Use temporary workers 
when need to work on 
boundary fences or shear 
sheep once in two years. 
 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 

N7 
10000 
ha 

Buy and sell land (Sold 
land to SA National 
Parks and use that 
money to buy land in 
other areas) 

Owns shares in Nammeat 
(abattoir) and receives 
dividends on shares 

   Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 

N8 
5574 ha 
+ 1100 
ha 

Bough more land 
Rent more land 
Installed irrigation 
infrastructure to grow 
lucerne, potatoes and 
sweetcorn (inherited 
land has good water 

Make wood from alien 
trees and sell to 
supermarket 
Owns shares in Nammeat 
(abattoir) and receives 
dividends on shares 
Harvest lucerne and press 

Grow fodder crops to save 
on buying feed in dry 
season. 

More lambs per year 
through three lambing 
seasons in two years, 
which means ewes lamb 
once every eight months, 
instead of once in 12 
months. 

3 permanent workers. His 
wife is quite involved with 
the potato enterprise and 
transporting to the market. 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 

 

 

 

 



 428

resource) 
Grow fodder crops 
Dorper sheep 
Goats 
Dairy cattle 

into bales (potential to sell, 
but mostly use for own 
animals). 

Farm-produced fodder 
makes possible to keep 
more animals. 
 

N9 
35 000 
ha 

Bought more land 
Keep cattle 
Keep goats 
Keep game on veld with 
vegetation that is 
"poisonous" to other 
livestock 
 

Owns shares in Nammeat 
(abattoir) en Plaasslaghuis 
(retail butchery) and 
receives dividends on 
shares 
 

Monitor cost and 
productivity meticulously 
Farm not mountainous,  
thus save on fuel by 
driving around on 
motorcycle 
 

Electrify fences to 
minimise loss of lambs by 
predators 
Try to select for 
productive ewes and 
maintain their productivity 
Because he keeps such 
thorough records, he 
calculated that he makes 
more money at a lower 
livestock loading (about 
half of the number of 
livestock that used to be 
kept on that land) 

 Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 

N10 
60000 
ha 

Bought more land in 
both summer and winter 
rainfall regions 
Consolidated land 
through a range of 
buying and selling 
transactions. It saves 
time and money 
Dorper sheep 

Owns shares in Nammeat 
(abattoir) en Plaasslaghuis 
(retail butchery) and 
receives dividends on 
shares 

To save on fuel, do not 
transport livestock 
between farms as 
frequently as in the past 

 Three permanent workers 
+ he and son. 
Get better workers when 
pay more. 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
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Appendix 4.3: Accumulation strategies of farmers in the Overberg locality 

Farmer 
number 

1. Expand the scale or 
scope of production 

2. Expand the scale or 
scope of the enterprise 3. Increase economic efficiency 4. Political action to 

reduce uncertainties 
and/or establish 

preferential access or 
control  

Develop & fund new 
sites & sources of 
production) 

Expand into new 
enterprises up or down 
the value chain 

Lower the cost of 
commodity production 

Increase productivity 
(i.t.o. yield/ha)  

Organise workers and 
tasks  

O1 
1305 ha + 
350 ha 
rent 

Bought more land 
Rent more land 
Wheat 
Barley 
Canola 
Oats 
Lucerne (for grazing) 
Lupines 
Woolled sheep (stud and 
herd) 
Mechanise 
Crop rotation system 
that increases 
profitability of livestock 
and grain enterprises 

Merino stud: sell stud rams 
and ewes as "inputs" to 
other farmers at annual 
auction 
Owns shares in Overberg 
Agri (ex farmers' co-op, 
now agricultural services 
company) and BKB 
(company to whom he sells 
his wool) 

Practice of minimum 
tillage save on fuel costs 
and crop rotation save on 
cost of weed and disease 
control 
Crop rotation with 
legumes, e.g. lucerne and 
lupines lower fertilizer 
needs 
Own animal feed 
Keep own seed 
Movable "lamhokkies" (a 
system of metal pipe and 
wire sides that can be used 
to make a small kraal) 
ensures that the chance of 
disease build-up is 
minimised 
Share "lamhokkies"with 
Farmer O3 and save 
because he only needed to 
make half of the number 
that he needed. 

Introduced conservation 
farming practices with the 
result that yields (and 
profits) are more certain 
and he gets reasonable 
yields even in dry years 
Mechanise 
Correct planting date to 
avoid frost damage to 
crops 
Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant cultivars 
Intensive system for 
lambing (synchronise ewes 
and inseminate through 
laparoscopy). This 
increases perc. of lambs 
that are weaned. 
Process is made possible 
with movable 
"lamhokkies" that he 
designed & had built by 
local engineering works. 

Six permanent workers 
 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
Member of Grain SA 

O2 
7000 ha + 
1200 ha 
rent 

Bought more land 
Rent more land 
Sheep 
Cattle (beef and dairy) 
Grains 

 Grow own animal feed 
Weed control with young 
oxen and hoggets. 
Save on reparation costs of 
implements and tractors 
because he can do it 
himself. 
Import implements and 
assemble it himself. Also 

Do what is right for his 
farm's circumstances 
(shallow sand on clay, salt 
water deeper) 
 

 Member of Grain SA 
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save a lot. 
Lower fuel costs because 
uses a disc planter to plant 
grains. 

O3 
1300 ha + 
700 

Bought more land 
Rent land 
Increased sheep 
numbers four to five-
fold since they got 
access to water from the 
Theewaterskloof Dam 
scheme. 
Mechanise 
Crop rotation system 
that increases 
profitability of livestock 
and grain enterprises 

 Produce own animal feed 
Erected storing facilities 
for feed 
Do variable rate fertiliser 
application 
Erected a feedlot to make 
own animals ready for 
market 
Practice of minimum 
tillage save on fuel costs 
and crop rotation save on 
cost of weed and disease 
control 
Crop rotation with 
legumes, e.g. lucerne and 
lupines lower fertilizer 
needs 
Own animal feed 
Keep own seed 
Movable "lamhokkies" (a 
system of metal pipe and 
wire sides that can be used 
to make a small kraal) 
ensures that the chance of 
disease build-up is 
minimised 
Share "lamhokkies" with 
Farmer O1 and save 
because he only needed to 
make half of the number 
that he needed. 

Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant grain cultivars 
Intensive system for 
lambing (synchronise ewes 
and inseminate through 
laparoscopy). This 
increases percentage of 
lambs that are weaned. 
Process is made possible 
with movable 
"lamhokkies" that farmer 
O1 designed and had built 
by the local engineering 
works. 
 

  

O4 Two 
brothers 
1620 ha + 

Bought more land 
Rent land 
Expanded dairy with 

 Keep input costs as low as 
possible 
Make silage for dairy cows 

Selected best-producing 
sheep and cows (5000 
litre/cow to 7000 

Fewer workers, better 
schooled, paid more 
 

Member of Grain SA 
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1620 rent 100 cows 
Seven times more sheep 
(meat and wool) 
Mechanise 
Crop rotation system 
that increases 
profitability of livestock 
and grain enterprises 

Member of SSK, an 
agricultural co-op, thus 
have access to "free" 
services of agricultural 
experts employed by the 
co-op 

liter/cow). 
Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant cultivars 

O5 
3000 ha + 
2500 ha 
rent 

Buy and rent land (profit 
sharing, not cash rent) 
Highly mechanised to 
cultivate and harvest big 
camps in a short time 
Introduced a crop 
rotation and cover crop 
system that increases 
profitability of grain 
enterprises 
Increased area under 
cultivation by selling 
sheep and ostriches. 

 Lower fuel costs because 
uses a disc planter to plant 
grains 
Member of SSK, an 
agricultural co-op, thus 
have access to "free" 
services of agricultural 
experts employed by the 
co-op 

Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant cultivars 
 

Fewer workers after 
getting rid of sheep and 
ostrich enterprises. 

Member of Grain SA 

O6 
2353 ha 

Had quite a lot of land, 
utilise it better 
Sheep 
Wheat 
Barley 
Canola 
Oats 
Ostriches introduced to 
utilise marginal land on 
farm, e.g. kloofs. 
(created new productive 
space on land that sheep 
could not utilise) 
Mechanise 
Crop rotation system 
that increases 
profitability of livestock 

Built automatic incubator 
for ostrich eggs, to breed 
and raise ostrich chickens. 
It can be considered inputs 
because most other farmers 
buy chickens at three 
months and just raise them 
to sell. 
 

Maintain a fodder bank 
Make oat silage 
Can give less fertilizer 
because of conservation 
farming 
Do own "books": see 
where money is made and 
on what it is spent 
Practice of minimum 
tillage save on fuel costs 
and crop rotation save on 
cost of weed and disease 
control 
Crop rotation with 
legumes, e.g. lucerne and 
lupines lower fertilizer 
needs 

Selected only the best 
sheep to keep them in 
flock 
Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant cultivars 
Reap the productivity 
benefits of conservation 
farming 

He employs 12 workers. 
Many different 
enterprises demand more 
workers than average on 
farms in area. 
Convenient to have a 
good complement of 
workers. 
 

Member of Grain SA 
Member of Heidelberg 
Kleingraan study group 
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and grain enterprises Own animal feed 
Member of SSK, an 
agricultural co-op, thus 
have access to "free" 
services of agricultural 
experts employed by the 
co-op 

O7 
2 
brothers 
1500 + 
650 

Bought more land 
Rent more land 
Wheat 
Barley 
Canola 
Oats 
Lucerne 
Lupines 
Dual-purpose sheep 
Dairy cattle 

 Crop rotation and 
minimum tillage 
Own grazing for sheep 
Make oat silage in covered 
round bales for dairy 
cattle. Can take the bales 
with a tractor and lift to 
cattle in the veld (fewer 
workers? cows more 
productive?) 

Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant cultivars 
Reap the productivity 
benefits of conservation 
farming 
Crop rotation system that 
increases profitability of 
livestock and grain 
enterprises 

Employs 16 permanent 
workers - more than in 
the past 
All live in the nearby 
village 
Employ contract workers 
to shear sheep and install 
and maintain fences 
Mechanise 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
Member of Grain SA 

O8 
Father 
and son 
1500 ha+ 
700 ha 
rent 

Bought more land 
Rent land 
Small dairy  
Speculated with 
ostriches for about 10 
years  
Highly mechanised 
Crop rotation system 
that increases 
profitability of livestock 
and grain enterprises 

 Crop rotation and 
minimum tillage 
Own grazing for sheep 
Make silage from barley in 
rented fields infested with 
weeds: get feed for 
animals and get rid of 
weeds 
Replacement regime for 
implements such that 
excludes cost of interest 

Conservation farming 
(minimum tillage, max 
retention of crop residue 
and rotation of crops). 
Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant cultivars 
Cull dairy cows to keep 
only the best producers 

Fewer permanent 
workers. 
Employ contractors to 
shear sheep. 
 

Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
Member of Grain SA 
Member of Heidelberg 
Kleingraan study group 

O9 
Father 
and son 
1700 ha 

Began to farm with 
ostriches (meat, hides 
and feathers) 
Keep more sheep 
Wheat 
Barley 
Triticale 
Coriander 
Cattle on odd pieces of 
land (uitvalgrond) and 

Raise ostrich chickens Planted pastures for 
grazing by animals and to 
produce fodder 
Barley and triticale for 
ostriches 
Oat hay for sheep 
Member of SSK, an 
agricultural co-op, thus 
have access to "free" 
services of agricultural 

Some aspects of 
conservation farming 
(minimum tillage and 
rotation of crops) 
Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant cultivars 
 

 Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
Member of Grain SA 
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hilly land 
Mechanise 
Crop rotation system 
that increases 
profitability of livestock 
and grain enterprises 

experts employed by the 
co-op 

O10¹ 
manager 
4000 

Mechanise 
Crop rotation system 
that increases 
profitability of livestock 
and grain enterprises 

 Allow seed companies and 
Dept of Agriculture 
(Western Cape) to do 
cultivar trials on his land, 
and saves because he 
observes for free which 
cultivars are good and 
which not (on the land he 
manages) 
Save on mechanisation 
costs by using contractors 
to plant and harvest crops 

Higher-yielding, disease 
resistant cultivars 
 

 Active member of local 
farmers' association that is 
affiliated with Agri SA 
Member of Grain SA 
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Appendix 5: Typology tool for classification of farmers who only participated in the questionnaire 
survey 
 
Legend for tables 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3 
1 = Simple commodity producer 
2 = Struggling reproducer 
3 = Successful reproducer 
4 = Accumulator 
5 = Difficult to categorise 
 
 
5.1 Typology tool for classification of farmers in the Limpopo locality (n=36) 

N=36 1 2 3 4 5 
FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

1  X    LS4 260 ha of land, only water for 90 ha. Bought more land. 120 000 boxes of citrus (small), mangoes. 43 permanent workers. 

2     X LS6 
Sold farm to government. Waiting for money at time of survey, but was still farming. Admitted that he has always been a 
struggling farmer. Reps for ag.chem company. 7 perm workers. 

3   X   LS7 

Own export company. Other small farmers pack at his packhouse and export through his company. He has team of workers 
that picks. Processes mangoes for achar and sell. 150 000 boxes of citrus ("small"). 35 cattle. He and son. Wife cuts & dries 
oranges and exports to EU as decorations. 35 perm workers. 

4   X   LS8 
80 000 boxes of citrus (v. Small) bananas, macadamia. Mangoes for achar. Has a 25% share in packing, marketing exporting 
company. Sleeping partner who supplied capital. 24 perm. workers. 

5  X    LS9 105 ha. Irrigate 50 ha. Did not buy more land.. 60 000 boxes of citrus (small). Oranges and grapefruit 10 perm workers. 

6   X   LS10 

Irrigate 80 ha of 300 ha. Farm w father. 170 000 boxes of citrus (small). Father had to sell part of family’s land to raise 
money for non-farming reasons. 20 cattle, chickens (sell 25 000 to 30 000 per month). Busy “building” cattle and chicken 
enterprises. 80 perm workers 

7    X  LS11 900 ha. Bought more land. 450 ha citrus. 700 000 boxes. Irrigates 450 ha. 55 ha vegetables.68 cattle 200 perm workers 

8    X  LS12 

Farms on a cash basis, no debt. Bought more land. Vegetables in winter when prices on markets v. High. Only fresh prod 
markets, no contracts w. supmkts. 130 ha irrigate. Sweet pepp, tomatoes, bnuts, cabbage, aubergines.  Property in town + 
earthmoving machine that he rents out. 120 perm workers 

9     X LS13 Sold farm to Farmer L5. 
 

 

 

 

 



 435

N=36 1 2 3 4 5 
FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

10   X   LS15 
20 ha + 33 ha rent. Contract work for Telkom. Macadamia, avocado, vegetables. Does not have own packhouse. 7 perm 
workers. 

11   X   LS18 

Dairy (one of only two in Limpopo). 60 ha irrigated pastures. Produces own feed. Fresh milk (processes + transports and 
sells milk directly to retailers, gets higher price than corporate dairies, e.g. Parmalat or Nestle), yogurt and fruit juice. Does 
own distribution. 80 perm workers. 

12   X   LS19 
4 families. Own packhouse. Sank more boreholes. Improved irrigation infrastructure. Tomatoes, green pepp, cabbage. Busy 
building a cattle herd. 200 perm workers 

13   X   LS20 

3 families. 1000 ha land. Irrigate 160 ha tomatoes. 900 000 X 6kg tomatoes. Some sweet peppers and 4 ha lemons for which 
they get a good price because harvest 1st wk in January. Grow tomatoes in tunnels and nethouses = yield per hectare higher. 
Have packhouse for tomatoes. Special packaging get higher price. 440 perm workers. 

14     X LS21 
Game farm owned by couple of Johannesburg business people. Sell rhinos, giraffes, zebras, wildebeest and impala at 
auctions.700 head of game. 12 perm workers 

15     X LS22 
One of earliest white farming families in area. Sold farm with Eucalyptus plantations. Agreed to sell home farm for land 
reform. Brahman stud. Bought land in Eastern Cape for Brahman commercial herd. Son operates that.  20 perm workers. 

16    X  LS23 

Avocado and wood. Bought more land. Indigenous wood on farm. Irrigate small proportion, (14 ha), 530 ha Eucalyptus 
plantations. Own wood treatment plant. Sell wood wet and treated to building, furniture manufacturing and mining industry. 
190 perm workers. 

17    X  LS24 
850 ha, but irrigation water for less than quarter of that. Bought more land. 250 000 boxes of citrus (medium). Still growing 
citrus enterprise, mangoes, cattle, chickens (outgrower). Markets 20% of citrus himself. 85 perm workers. 

18    X  LS25 
Family company. 3 000 ha. Bought more land. 800 000 boxes of citrus and growing. Avocado, mango, added macadamia 
nuts, litchis 400 Brahman cattle. 100 perm workers. 

19    X  
LS26 

5 000 ha. Large proportion used as cattle grazing. Father and 2 brothers. Do forward cover, increase productivity of 
orchards. Export 60% of fruit themselves toget higher prices. Do forward cover for exchange rate. Expanded business to 
Mpumalanga. Export 1,5 million boxes citrus. Cattle stud. Game farming together with other farming family. 350 perm 
workers. 

20    X  
LS28 

Large family company. 3 500 ha. 42% black shareholding (farm's own workers). MD says the business is “positioned to 
obtain scale through co-operation with other citrus farmers”. Own export company: Komati Fruits. 1,7 million boxes of 
citrus, bananas, avocado. 220 cattle. At time of survey they were busy building a juice factory in Nelspruit. 350 perm 
workers. 

21    X  LS29 

Diversified, but specialised management for each enterprise. Citrus, bananas, nursery (local and export), insectarium (local 
and export). Relatively small landholding (600 ha), but high value commodities, e.g. young trees and insects. 600 perm 
workers. 

22     X LS30 
Sold farm after survey.  Own land was 1200 ha. Bought more land. Exported 250 000 boxes of citrus (medium). Owned and 
operated plant for drying mangoes. Employed 55 perm workers. 
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N=36 1 2 3 4 5 
FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

23   X   LS34 
150 ha. Bought more land. Used to be a mango farm, but added guavas, avocados and litchis. Also started a fruit tree 
nursery. 25 perm workers. 

24   X   LS35 
5 yrs on farm. 85 ha. Irrigates 20 ha. Mango, avo, guava, vegetables (green pepp and cocktail tomatoes). Income from non-
farming sources. 10 perm workers. 

25     X LS36 Mangoes, guavas, 70 cattle. He is a professional hunter, wife a teacher. 13 perm workers. 

26   X   LS37 
87 ha. Irrigates 15 ha. Software developer: gets an income from that + tourism/guest house. 15 ha irrigate. Avocado, mango, 
macadamia, vegetables in greenhouse, small Euc. Plantation. 7 perm workers. 

27     X 
LS38 

350 ha, of which 150 ha is Eucaluptus plantations. Bought more land. Farm manager for MacNoon and Scotmark Timbers. 
Avocado, citrus only for local market (low price),. macadamia. Euc. plantation supplies mining industry. Many plans, busy 
developing land, but not really sufficient water to expand. 52 perm workers. 

28    X  LS39 

145 ha. Avocado and macadamia. V. High rainfall area. Increased mechanisation, e.g. pruning, slashing, weed control. Do 
not have own packhouse. Accommodate old women, e.g. work in separate teams at slower pace than other workers. Filling 
station and 2 fast-food restaurants in Tzaneen. 26 perm workers. 

29  X    LS40 

160 ha. Two families. Avocado and macadamia Tried kiwis, apples. Made many changes to present enterprises, but seems 
more desperate than entrepreneurial. Grandfather had sawmill & made tomato kissies for other farmers. Tried many other 
things, but complained a lot. Two families. 46 perm workers. 

30     X 
LS41 

 Father + 2 brothers. Legendary farming grandmother. Buy and sell land. One son a professional hunter. 81 ha in Limpopo 
locality, 400 ha cattle farm in region adjacent to Lim locality. Doesn't use the water registered. Litchis, bananas, avocado. 
Cattle. Euc. Plantations. Manufacture pallets and sell to other farmers. 58 perm workers. 

31  X    LS42 
334 ha, but only use/irrigate 40 ha for oranges and lemons. Rest of land unused. Not own packhouse. Pack at Letsitele citrus 
co-op. Sold his cattle. 5 perm workers. 

32  X    LS43 

 Citrus, tomatoes and peppers. 48 000 boxes of citrus (v. Small). Hippo damage; destroyed whole pepper field in one night. 
Own and operate a general dealer shop in town. Exports through farmer LS7's export company. LS7's team of pickers picks 
his citrus fruit. 11 perm workers. 

33  X    LS44 

70 ha. 100 000 boxes of citrus. No other enterprises. Says still improving productivity of orchards. Pack at Letsitele Co-op. 
According to rumours he sold his harvest on the trees to other farmer in 2012. Electricity business in town. 10 perm 
workers. 

34   X   LS45 
750 ha own land. Rent 1 500 ha for cattle grazing. Operate own packhouse. Export 400 000 boxes of citrus (medium), 
Brahman stud. Make fodder for cattle. 67 perm workers. 

35     X LS46 
 680 ha. Bought more land. Irrigate only 20 ha. Farm “biologically”, but not certified. Avocados and timber. 65 perm 
workers. 

36    X  LS48 
 450 000 boxes of citrus (medium), 60 ha of peppers and butternuts, avocados. Bought more land. Rents in land from tribal 
authority in former bantustan of Gazankhulu. 100 perm workers 

 0 6 11 10 9    Frequency 
 0 16,7 30,6 27,8 25 

 
Percentage 
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5.2 Typology tool for classification of farmers in the Namaqualand locality (n=35) 

N=35 1 2 3 4 5 
FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

1 X         NS58 
2500 ha + 2000 rented land. < avg. Did not buy land.water supply, smaller camps. 430 ewes. Sandveld only (relatively dry 
winter rainfall area). No workers. 56 yrs 

2  X     
 

  NS70 

11 000 ha, of which 3 000 ha is in v high rainfall area. Same as avg land. 14 ha supplementary irrigation. Lucerne and oats 
bale. 1000 ewes, 25 cattle. No permanent workers, only “contract workers” who live in Leliefontein communal area.Own 
land in summer (8000 ha) and winter (3000 ha) rainfall areas. bought more land 

3 X         NS72 7000 ha. Sandveld only. < avg. Did not buy more land. 550 ewes. No permanent workers. Made herd smaller. 
4 X         NS78  200 ha. < avg. Retired school principal. 45 ewes. 80% of income non-farming. No workers. 
5         X NS64 No longer farming. Rented and then sold his land to other farmers (14 000 ha in summer rainfall area) 

6   X       NS57 
500 ha own (Sandveld), 1200 ha rented land (hardeveld). < avg. 320 ewes. 20% of income from other non-farming source. 
One worker 

7         X NS66 
3200 ha own land (Boesmanland: summer rainfall area), rents in 3 200 ha in hardeveld.< avg. 300 ewes, 120  goats. One 
permanent worker. (Land heavily stocked) 

8   
 

    X NS67 

1208 ha on Kamiesberg (high rainfall area with good water). < avg. 3 ha planted pasture, 200 ha arable land. Grow fodder 
for sheep and cattle. 10 cattle, 150 ewes, 40 goats. 60% of income from non-farming sources. One worker. (Land heavily 
stocked) 

9     X     NS73 
6000 ha own land (only Sandveld), 2000 ha rented land. < avg. Did not buy more land. 20 cattle, 700 ewes, 100 goats. One 
worker. (Land heavily stocked) 

10   
 

X     NS83 7000 ha. Boesmanland. < avg. Did not buy more land. 700 ewes. One worker.  
11     X     NS86 13000 ha, Boesmanland only. Bought more land. 800 ewes. One worker. 

12         X NS62 
 660 ha, Kamiesberg only. < avg. Did not buy more land. Irrigate 4 ha. Makes hay for sheep. Fruit and vegetables. 15% of 
income from non-farming sources. Do mechanical work for other farmers. 

13         X NS68 4157 ha total (3457 ha Hardeveld, 700 ha Kamiesberg),< avg. arable land.. 420 ewes. 
14   X       NS76 7500 ha (4 000ha Boesmanland, 3500 ha Kamiesberg). 550 ewes. Bought more land. < avg. He and father. 

15         X NS77 
Own 500 ha Kamiesberg + rent 500 ha. < avg. 98 ewes. Do contract work for Eskom (90%) of income. Part-time farmer? 
One permanent worker. 

16   X       NS81 
 8000 ha  (5000 ha Boesmanland, 3000 ha Kamiesberg), did not buy more land. 950 ewes (too many for available land). 
One worker. (Land heavily stocked) 

17     X     NS85 
 5500 ha own land Boesmanland. + rents in 4400 ha. < avg. One worker. Income from non-farming sources. 9 cattle. 600 
ewes. 
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N=35 1 2 3 4 5 
FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

18 
  

X 
  

NS84 
 10 000 ha Boesmanland + rents in 5500 ha Own land less than avg Hardeveld.bought more land. 1450 ewes. One worker. 
Shares in Nammeat and Plaasslaghuis. 

19 
  

X 
  

NS61 
4488 ha land Kamiesberg.<avg. 450 ha arable land. Produce fodder for livestock. 3 cattle, 450 ewes. 140 goats. 30% of 
income from shop in town. 2 workers. Wife works at post office in town. 

20 
 

X 
   

NS71 

 Owns 7000 ha (3260 ha Boesmanland, 3740 ha Kamieskroon, 4000 ha rent Kamiesberg). <avg. Sold Boesmanland land 
since. 12 cattle, 1800 sheep (too many), 300 goats. Shares in Nammeat and Plaasslaghuis. Wife owns and runs a restaurant 
& coffee shop on busy flower tourism route. 

21 
   

X 
 

NS82 
10 000 ha own land (5000 ha Boesmanland, 5000 ha Kamiesberg), + rents 5 000 ha. <avg.Bought more land. Produce oats, 
lupines, barley as fodder for livestock. 800 ewes, 100 cattle. (Land heavily stocked) 

22 
   

X 
 

NS87 
7500 ha own land (Boesmanland) + rent 12 500 ha (part in Kamiesberg). Own land < avg, but all land > avg. Bought more 
land. 1400 ewes. Get income from non-farming sources. 

23 
  

X 
  

NS50 
15 796 ha (half Boesmanland, half Kamiesberg). > avg. Did not buy more land.45 cattle, 500 ewes, 60 goats, 25 game. One 
permanent worker. Shares in Nammeat. 

24 
 

X 
   

NS74 
8302 ha own land, Boesmanland only. < avg. Rent land, but don't say how much. Only bought family out. 1000 ewes and 
100  goats. Shares in Nammeat. 

25 
   

X 
 

NS89 
21 000 ha. Almost double avg land. Speculate with sheep and goats. Sows grains for animal feed. Shares in Nammeat.1600 
ewes. 3000 goats.  

26 
  

X 
  

NS91 

10 000 ha (7000 ha Kamiesberg, 3000 ha Boesmanland). < avg land. Arable fields, some irrigation. Can make enough 
fodder for animals. 1200 ewes, 12 cattle, 200 goats (stud). No permanent workers, only contract workers. Live close to 
Rooifontein & Nourivier communal areas. Shares in Namlam. 

27 
 

X 
   

NS51 
566 ha own land, 11 100 ha rented land (8800 ha Boesmanland, 2300 ha Kamiesberg). 750 ewes, but sell only 360? 
Unproductive sheep enterprise? 2 workers. 

28 
  

X 
  

NS52 

68 yrs old. Scaling down. Sold land to WWF, rent out land. Own 22 000 ha of land, all Boesmanland. Double avg land. 550 
ewes, but sell 700 lambs (many multiple births? Very productive?) . 30% of income from non-farming sources. 2 workers. 
Shares in Nammeat and Plaasslaghuis. 

29 
  

X 
  

NS56 

8500 ha Sandveld. Bought more land. < avg land. More intensive. Improvedwater infrastructure. Animals don't have to walk 
so far. Better rams, so progreny produces more meat. Planted soutbos (Atriplex nummularia) as fodder for livestock. 750 
ewes, 70 goats. sell about 1 000 lambs. 20% of income from non-farming sources, (he is the author of 5 books & engaged in 
farm tourism). 

30 
  

X 
  

NS53 
18 000 ha (12 500ha Boesmanland, 5500 Kamiesberg), > avg land. 5 ha prickly pear for animal fodder.  Bought more land. 
Rents in 1 500 ha land. Sells 1600 lambs, and 100 kids.  

31 
   

X 
 

NS79 
26 000 ha own land. Bought more land. Renst 4 000 ha. (access to 30 000 ha of land) 18 000 ha in Boesmanland, 12 000 ha 
in Sandveld. Double avg land. Sells 3200 lambs. Shares in Nammeat. 3 workers. 
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N=3
5 1 2 3 4 5 

FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

32 
  

X 
  

NS93 

17 000 ha own land (13 500 ha Boesmanland, 2 500 ha Hardeveld). Bought more land. > avg land. Sows 1 000 ha wheat, 
barley, oats and lupines for animal feed. Sell 1400 lambs. Own 100 Springbokke. Speculate with livestock. Get income from 
renting out property in town. Own shares in Nammeat.  

33 
  

X 
  

NS90 
10 000 ha (4000 ha Boes, 6 000 ha Hardeveld), bought more land. 70 ha arable fields and 80 ha saltbush for grazing. Sell 
1000 goats and sheep. Planted a few hectares of olives, makes and sells olive oil. Guest house. Just below avg. 

34 
   

X 
 

NS80 
20 000 ha own land (14 000 ha Boesmanland, 6 000 ha Kamiesberg), bought more land. Rents in 4 000 ha. Almost double 
avg. Sell 2400 sheep, produce oats, wheat and lupines, mostly for animal feed. 50 cattle. 

35 
  

X 
  

NS88 
60 000 ha of land (11 000 ha Boesmanland, 49 000 ha winter rainfall area). 6 x avg. No arable fields. 800 cattle, 2500 sheep, 
100 goats. Shares in Nammeat, Namlam and Plaasslaghuis. Business a registered company. 

 4 6 14 5 6   Frequency 

 
11,
4 17,1 40 14,3 17,1 

 
Percentage 

 
 
 
5.3 Typology tool for classification of farmers in the Overberg locality (n=38) 

N=38 1 2 3 4 5 
FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

1 
 

X 
   

OS94 
> avg land bought more land and sold again. Dairy cattle, crossbreed sheep, better meat rent out arable land to other farmer 
bec not making money from grain enterprise 2200 sheep abt 1 shp/ha 80 Keeping more livestock 

2 
   

X 
 

OS95 

7500 ha land. > 3x avg land + rent &bought land. Grain, sheep intensive: feedlot 5000 ewes (increased stocking) , dairy, 
flowers. Believes a farmer should produce something that he can sell. He uses the agent that can give him the best price. 
Began with dairy when many other farmers in the region stopped milking. Climate change: “looks as if the seasons are 
moving”. Complains about cost of water R6/m3 high. Only 25% scheme water. 22 windpompe. Bought land: 1999: 
R2000/ha, 2002: R2500/ha, 2003: R3000/ha, 2010: R20000/ha. Increased no. of workers. 

3 
  

X 
  

OS96 

4500 ha. farming together with two other farmers. Dairy "now a total disaster" growing vines and making wine. Dohne stud 
annual ram auction <avg land, but because three, 4500 ha. Not his land, belong to his wife. Land part of Special 
Management Area. wheat, barley, canola, oats, lucerne, medics, veld flowers.8 permanent workers. 

4 
  

X 
  

OS97 
 2000 ha. > avg. Dairy and 1 000  woolled sheep. Did not buy more land. Irrigate 20 ha. Do not grow cash grains. Lot of 
pastures and grow grains and grasses to make silage. 4 permanent workers.   

5 
  

X 
  

OS99 

822 ha land. < avg. Mentors black farmers, co-operation gives his farm scale. Rents more land. Bought more land. Grain, 
woolled sheep, cattle. Is of the opinion that land reform will create new opportunities for farmers who are prepared to adapt 
and change. 
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N=38 1 2 3 4 5 
FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

6 
 

X 
   

OS101 

760 ha own land. Farms abt half avg farm, but rents 2x farm size. Bought more land. Grow wheat, barley, canola, oats, 
lucerne and lupines. 1800 ewes: abt 1 sheep/ha. 10 permanent workers. Debt & age of tractors and implements place 
"immense" pressure on his business. Sells fodder to other farmers, does transport work and contract work for other farmers. 

7 
  

X 
  

OS102 

1500 ha land.  <avg land, but high rainfall area. Did not buy more land. Pays cash for new machines, certain section of 
arable land always under cover crops in order to improve soil fertility and control weeds. 1200 ewes + 110 cattle; big 
proportion of farm=pasture. wife teaches. 7 permanent workers. 

8 
   

X 
 

OS103 

Owns 2000 ha, rent 1000 ha. >avg land. Formed company together with brother and other farmer, each in charge of an 
enterprise high rainfall area. Bought more land. Dohne merino stud. Grows wheat, barley, canola, oats, lucern, 
lupines.Makes own silage and other animal fodder. 13 permanent workers.  

9 
  

X 
  

OS105 
3000 ha. >avg land, high rainfall area 4000 ewes bought more land. Was interested in buying farm O10. He and son on 
farm. Made wool and grain enterprises more productive. Farm in high rainfall area. 6 permanent workers.  

10 
  

X 
  

OS107 
800 ha. <avg land (half) farm on intensive basis with sheep (feedlot) hybrid sheep can sell lambs at 4 months 1100 ewes AI 
began to milk. 

11 
 

X 
   

OS108 

1000 ha. <avg land.  did not buy more land. Says he struggles to find land to rent. Relatively high rainfall area.  bale and sell 
straw, but have to buy in fodder too during droughts. Also sell ag chemicals to other farmers. 1200 ewes more than 1 sheep 
per ha 150 beef cattle. Debt & age of tractors & implements put extreme pressure on business. 

12 
  

X 
  

OS109 

600 ha own land. Rent 600 ha. looking to buy more land (300-400 ha is small, 1 000 ha big), high rainfall area + relatively 
high grain yields. Breakfast oats, grow seed oats for Agricol, sell straw bales for cash) 1300 ewes. bought more land. He and 
father and 6 workers.  

13 
   

X 
 

OS110 

730 ha own land <avg land. Rent 330 ha + 185 ha.  Only grain farming with his brother. Rel high rainfall + rel high grain 
yields. 3 workers. Bought R160 m farm together with brother and farmers OS129 and OS139. Farm managed as a separate 
farming company. He and brother responsible for production. 

14 
 

X 
   

OS111 
Rent 1200 ha <avg land. 1200 ewes, 360 beef cattle 1 sheep/ha want to enlarge livestock enterprise (bec cannot keep up w 
cost of ch grain mach?) 

15 
   

X 
 

OS112 
1500 ha own land. < avg. dairy, grain, wool 1500 ewes beef cattle. rumours that he has not stopped buying land, has bought 
biggest new planter and tractor (cash windfall. Sold land to establish national park). 10 workers. 

16 
  

X 
  

OS113 
1400 ha own land.  <avg land.  bought more land rent land sell barley and wheat grain and straw.250 dairy cattle. 2800 
sheep 2 sheep/ha. Changed to CA in 1999. 10 workers. 

17 
   

X 
 

OS115 
2200 ha own land. > avg. Bought  more land. Hi tech. Grow wheat, canola, lucerne, field peas. 4250 ewes bought land. 12 
workers. Store grain on farm & sell when price is right. 

18 
  

X 
  

OS116 
1900 ha own land = avg. bought more land. expanded dairy.  makes own fodder. 900 ewes. 1 sheep/2 ha. Beef cattle. Wheat, 
barley, canola, oats, lucerne (pasture). 16 workers 

19 
   

X 
 

OS117 3300 ha. >avg can afford to keep wheat till price is right. Bought more land. 3600 ewes 
20 

   
X 

 
OS118  just under avg land bought more land. Irrigate 280 ha (rare for area) dairy, grow own cattle feed, 5100 ewes.  
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N=38 1 2 3 4 5 
FARMER 
NUMBER CRITERIA 

21 
  

X 
  

OS119 dairy sheep 160 ha irrigate 20-25 ha can bale lucerne wife teaches in town 

22 
  

X 
  

OS120 
<avg land bought more land change from dairy and fodder production to grains as well son returned. Holds licence to sell 
Australian grain planter with 2 other farmers 

23 
  

X 
  

OS121 <avg land bought more land 200 ewes 1 sheep per ha  
24 

   
X 

 
OS122 >avg land bought more irrigate 140 ha 3000 ewes dairy financially savvy  

25 
  

X 
  

OS124 < avg did not buy land son with him sow decreasing proportion of farm. 2200 merinos and 200 black Angus  

26 
 

X 
   

OS125 
<avg land did not buy land crop failure 1996-2001 only switched to CA after drought of 2003 > one sheep/ha moan abt 
conditions, govt, etc. 

27 
  

X 
  

OS126 marginal area <avg land did not buy more land 45 ewes 450 dairy cattle 
28 

  
X 

  
OS128 >avg land did not buy land 2000 ewes, 100 beef cattle, grain  

29 
   

X 
 

OS129 
>avg land bought more land. Highly mechanised. Will soon get rid of all his sheep to do continuous cropping. 1800 ewes > 
ha per sheep. One of partners who bought farm O10. 

30 
   

X 
 

OS130 

just under avg bought land. Dairy, sheep (755 ewes) beef cattle. Wife makes charcuterie. Renosterveld conservation: 
conservation stewardship agreement with CapeNature. Has since formed a company with other farmer. He manages grain 
enterprise, other farmer manages sheep enterprise and his son manages the dairy. 

31 
  

X 
  

OS132 > avg land bought more 800 sheep used to slaughter 3500 ostrich per year 
32 

 
X 

   
OS135 land small 750 ha grain beef cattle wooled sheep 2000 ewes 2 sheep per ha 

33 
  

X 
  

OS136 <avg land irrigate 60 ha dairy, ostrich canola sheep 1300 ewes abt sheep/ha 

34 
  

X 
  

OS137 
>double avg land (him & brother) bought more land, Said they are buying more land, but later on he said he is “done buying 
land”,  

35 
   

X 
 

OS138 
just under avg  diversified grain farming (continuous cropping). Father was pioneer of conservation farming in Western 
Cape. Got rid of livestock enterprise. Bought more land since survey. Continuous cropping. 

36 
   

X 
 

OS139 

>avg land, bought more. Made many changes in past 10 yers. Sheep enterprise more intensive, conservation agriculture, 
more sheep. Cultivate abt 2000 ha, which can be considered big. He and brother own 25% of Hessekwa Abattoir, 4500 
ewes. One of four partners who bought farm O10. 

37 
  

X 
  

OS140 < avg land him and father grain, sheep, cattle 1100 ewes 1 sheep/ha 
38 

    
X OS141 <avg land rent a lot more bought more land grain and dairy cattle  

 0 6 19 12 1    Frequency 
 0 15.8 50.0 31.6 2.6 

 
Percentage 
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