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1

1 Introduction

Aims and overview
As good a place to begin as any is this excerpt from a 1908 publication: 

There are no districts of South Africa more exquisite to the senses nor 
invested with greater romance than the lands in the Northern Transvaal 
which are the demesne of the Bawenda. This tribe was the last to 
surrender its independence. It comprises about one-third of the entire 
population of the Zoutpansberg district. The tribe’s terrain is the whole 
of the rugged mountain country between the Levuvu and the Limpopo 
rivers. These mountains are still clothed with rich green and wholly virgin 
forests. It is a land of flood withal; for numerous rivers flow down from it 
to the plains, and still await utilisation for the profitable development of 
the country, which is of exceptional fertility, and famous for such fruits 
as oranges, lemons, bananas, and the mango. In addition to these, rubber, 
vine, sugar cane, coffee plants, cotton, rice, earth-nuts, and maize are 
abundantly in evidence. The last-named is the general food-stuff of the 
natives, and is cultivated in large quantities. (Wessmann 1908: 9)

Into this Eden-like land of plenty, white settlers first spilled, then pushed and shoved. 
The economic, political and social upheaval was beyond what anyone could have 
imagined. By some accounts, this change was one of development – Wessmann 
speaks approvingly of the European-led process of ‘the development of Africa’, that 
is, colonialism. But African polities were weakened and then destroyed, and the local 
populations were dispossessed of their land.

Agriculture was at the forefront of these changes. The dispossession of land was 
effected by demarcating and allocating commercial farms. To create space for these 
farms, ‘natives’ were relocated in ‘reserves’, putting pressure on the ‘wholly virgin 
forests’ in a way that destabilised weather patterns over much of the area. While 
commercial farming initially boomed in this part of what is now Limpopo, by the 
mid-20th century it had already begun to decline, and with it the significance of farm 
jobs. Within this ‘land of plenty’, poverty became the norm.  

Since 1994, South Africa has pursued a programme of land reform of which one 
of the main objectives is poverty reduction. From the vantage point of nearly two 
decades later, what is arguably most striking about South Africa’s land reform is 
that on the one hand there is near-consensus that it has performed poorly, and on 
the other hand we observe a startling lack of agreement about what ails it and what 
remedies to administer. Poor performance shows in the fact that few people have 
benefited from land reform, and those who have benefited have tended to benefit 
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too modestly or briefly, or by some accounts have tended to be the ‘wrong people’. 
At the same time, there is a lack of agreement between government, civil society and 
academia, but also within each of these, about where the key problems lie: Weak 
post-settlement agricultural support systems? Lack of linkages to input and output 
markets? Excessive focus on subsistence production? Excessive focus on commercial 
production? Inappropriate delivery mechanisms? Lack of access to credit? Over-
reliance on the land market?

While each of these explanations may have some merit, this book argues that the more 
fundamental problem is the South African government’s stubborn commitment to 
the large-scale commercial farming model of agriculture, notwithstanding the fact 
that some policy documents embrace smallholder agriculture and the fact that the 
preference for the large-scale commercial farming model is generally implicit.

The study demonstrates that commitment to the large-scale commercial farming 
model is subtly but powerfully evident in the ways in which land reform 
implementation systems are designed and deployed. Where the application of the 
approach functions at all (that is, where land reform beneficiaries manage to ‘farm 
productively’, the meaning of which phrase is explored in detail below), the poverty 
reduction benefits are typically insignificant; this merely reflects the manner in 
which the characteristic capital-intensity of large-scale commercial farming is out of 
sync with the fact that South Africa is facing a rural unemployment crisis. 

Generally, however, the commercial farming approach does not work, partly because 
it fails to take local realities into account – not least the abilities and aspirations 
of rural dwellers – and partly because it results in land reform projects which are 
intrinsically unworkable and prone to collapse. While planners’ collective devotion 
to the concept of ‘viability’ is possibly the most tangible manifestation of how the 
large-scale commercial farming model informs the implementation of land reform, 
it is also, ironically, the lens through which the deficiencies of land reform policies 
are viewed by policy-makers. Thus, for example, when it became evident in the 
late 1990s that the land redistribution programme was plagued with problems 
of project collapse and idle land, government concluded that the cause was an 
inadequate adherence to the principle of viability, rather than a misapplication of 
the principle itself. And yet, as we also seek to demonstrate, close inspection of land 
reform projects reveals instances where beneficiaries have managed to work outside 
the restrictions imposed by policy; these hint at ways in which the government’s 
approach to land reform could be usefully revised. 

This book presents the South African component of a broader three-country study 
(which includes Zimbabwe and Namibia) on Land Reform and Livelihoods (LRaL). 
The key research objectives of LRaL are to generate insight into how land reform has 
performed with respect to reducing poverty; why it has performed as it has; what one 
can realistically hope to accomplish with it; and how to proceed in future.1 Thus the 
aim of LRaL is to gauge the impact of land reform, but above all it is to understand 
that impact – how and why impacts materialise or fail to materialise, in relation to 
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different circumstances, distinct implementation approaches and diverse types of 
intended beneficiaries. 

For the case of South Africa, our attention is mainly directed at the post-apartheid 
government’s land reform programme, and in particular at redistributive land reform, 
in other words excluding tenure reform. In South Africa, redistributive land reform 
has two distinct components, namely ‘land redistribution’ and ‘land restitution’. 

In exploring the implications of land reform for livelihoods and for poverty reduction 
in particular, LRaL explores a number of themes that relate in different measure to 
how we conceptualise the aims of land reform and how we assess its impact. Among 
these themes we highlight three: 

1 ‘Viability’ and ‘success’ – As land reform seeks to provide opportunities to 
create or enhance livelihoods, who or what determines what one of these 
livelihood opportunities should look like? This question is often presented as 
being about the minimum threshold above which the opportunity is ‘viable’, 
and policies are often operationalised in such a way that this threshold is 
meant to be observed. But what criteria are used to determine what the 
viability threshold is? What factors must be taken into account to determine 
viability in a specific context? Similarly, overtly or otherwise, the performance 
of a policy is often interpreted in relation to the concept of viability; failure 
or collapse is taken as evidence that the opportunity was not viable after all, 
and that therefore the policy must be adjusted to correct this error. Many of 
the adjustments to the land redistribution programme can be understood 
as responses to changing perceptions of viability. One way to challenge the 
policy-makers’ tendency to focus on viability is to question our criteria for 
‘success’. Do policy-makers have too rigid an idea of what constitutes success 
in a particular instance? What benchmarks does one draw upon to define 
success? Moreover, regardless of what may define success or failure in respect 
of a particular land reform farmer, what ‘rate of success’ is it reasonable to 
expect for the general approach to be regarded as acceptable? For example, 
should it be in excess of what is regarded as normal for small business? Does 
it depend on the type of land reform activity?

2 Change and adaptation – A second theme that runs through LRaL is change 
and adaptation. Land reform programmes operate in an environment 
characterised by flux, not least of the agricultural sector, the macro-economy 
and demographic trends. How must or can land reform cater for these 
changes? Are these adjustments made in order to accommodate these changes, 
or to compensate for them? Or is land reform seen as a vehicle for altering 
the broader reality itself? The prime example is the trend according to which 
large-scale commercial farming has changed in the region, towards fewer, 
larger and more capitalised units. Must land reform mimic this trend in 
order to succeed? Or must it instead compensate for the loss of farm jobs by 
creating opportunities for labour intensity elsewhere? Or, indeed, must land 
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reform operate on such a scale that the dominant trend is diluted or halted, in 
other words that the structure of the agricultural sector is itself substantially 
challenged? Similarly, from a livelihoods perspective, is the object of land 
reform to diversify livelihoods to include land-based activities, or is it more 
strictly speaking to create ‘farmers’? 

3 Targeting – who is land reform for? Consideration of this theme tends to 
gravitate towards the tension between need and opportunity, whereby it 
is often felt that the ‘poorest of the poor’ are the most deserving but not 
necessarily the most able or qualified to make a success of opportunities 
created via land reform. If so, does the land reform programme make tough 
choices, does it attempt to assist different types of people in different ways (for 
example, according to their ‘potential’), or does it proceed agnostically without 
drawing any such distinctions at all? However, there are other contrasts to be 
drawn apart from simply poor/unable versus less-poor/more able, such as 
between women and men, between farm workers and farm dwellers versus 
others, and even rural versus urban. 

The South African component of LRaL focuses on Limpopo, and within Limpopo on 
the north-central area. Are the insights generated here generalisable to the rest of the 
country? That is not entirely clear. Certainly there are some types of land reform activity 
that don’t occur in northern Limpopo (for example farm worker equity schemes and 
commonages), about which we must remain silent. However, most land reform efforts 
in Limpopo appear to have much in common with land reform elsewhere in the 
country, not least because South Africa’s land reform policy is fairly uniform. 

Having said that, a more fundamental point is that, according to the spirit of LRaL, 
land reform is best understood in the local context, in terms both of how it functions 
and of appreciating its potential. For us, that meant focusing on a single province, 
and indeed on a part of that province, but in principle it could have been otherwise. 
The reader will ultimately have to rely on his or her own judgement to determine 
the generalisability of the findings. However, this is assisted somewhat by the fact 
that, as mentioned above, the approach to the South African component of LRaL 
is largely qualitative, in the sense that the findings are less to do with determining 
by how many rand the average land reform beneficiary is better off than with 
identifying and understanding patterns of inclusion and exclusion, of satisfaction 
versus abandonment, of perceived progress versus regression. 

To the extent that the book is based mainly on project case studies, a reasonably 
large number of these (13) was conducted in order to be able to search for these 
patterns, and to distinguish the idiosyncratic from the essential. Moreover, the case 
studies are fortified by quantitative data of various kinds (such as enterprise analyses, 
household survey data, secondary household data), and are backed up by a project 
census which establishes an overall picture of what is happening with land reform 
in the area studied.

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   4 3/20/13   7:11 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



I N T R O D U C T I O N

5

It is largely this methodological approach that defines LRaL’s contribution relative 
to the existing literature on land reform in South Africa. First, the relatively large 
number of in-depth case studies, complemented by quantitative and historical 
perspectives, allows a more solid and yet profound grasp of how land reform 
functions on the ground than do research initiatives confined to few and/or brief 
case studies on the one hand (for example HSRC 2003; Lahiff et al. 2008; Aliber et 
al. 2010), or those based mainly on statistical analyses, on the other (for example 
May et al. 2008; Valente 2011). And second, the rigour of the analysis is based not 
so much on objectivity – on the contrary, we as authors have not sought to wear 
the cloak of ‘objective detachment’, but often assume a reflective tone and exhibit 
no small amount of empathy with our respondents – but instead on the fact that so 
many layers of analysis are combined, including those of individuals and households, 
of enterprises, of projects, and of geographical areas.

The study is presented in three main parts: 

Part I consists of a number of contextual chapters that provide different perspectives 
on or relating to land reform in South Africa and Limpopo. This includes a brief review 
of the literature on land reform and livelihoods, an overview of South Africa’s agrarian 
structure, a summary of the agrarian history of Limpopo and northern Limpopo, and 
an overview of land reform in Limpopo and northern Limpopo to date.

Part II consists of the 13 project case studies. The chapters group the case studies 
by project type, in effect two types of redistribution projects, plus restitution. Part II 
concludes with an analytical chapter that draws together how projects tend to evolve 
over time and how different types of people tend to be involved and affected in 
the process. 

Part III examines the operation of land reform in relation to prevailing value chains 
and from the perspective of the local economy. These chapters attempt to deepen 
our understanding of the implications of land reform for the development of 
local economies.

Finally, the Conclusion summarises the findings of the study and contemplates their 
implications for policy. 

Methodology and analytical approach
The core of the methodology for the study was case studies of land reform 
projects. Thirteen case studies were conducted in all (see Table 1.1 for a summary), 
drawn from Makhado local municipality in Vhembe district and Molemole local 
municipality in Capricorn district (see Figure 1.1). Each case study involved 
up to six different fieldwork activities: land use mapping, household surveys, 
in-depth individual interviews, focus group discussions, enterprise profiling and 
key informant interviews (including where possible with former owners). However, 
the mix and intensity of fieldwork activities varied from one case study project to 
another, largely because of the differences in the projects themselves. For example, 
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Table 1.1 Overview of project case studies

Project name Location Main activities
Official 

beneficiaries
Active members in 
May 2009

Redistribution – SLAGa (1995–2000)
1 Makhamotse Morebeng area Avocado, guava, timber 121 8
2 Fanang Diatla Morebeng area Vegetables 49 3
3 Marobala Chicken Morebeng area Vegetables 88 4 + 5 non-beneficiaries
4 Mmatshehla Morebeng area Vegetables 60 6 + 1 non-beneficiary

Redistribution – LRADb (2001–2008)
5 Springkaan Morebeng area Vegetables 6 1
6 Sadiki Cattle Elim area Cattle 4 1
7 Karishume Near Makhado town Broilers and vegetables 3 2
8 Goedgedacht Estate Elim area Cattle and field crops 3 1

Restitution
9 Munzhedzi Elim area Settlement and small-

scale gardening
600 Approx 170 + 800 non-

beneficiaries
10 Mavungeni Elim area Settlement, small-scale 

maize, orchard crops, 
poultry, cattle

200 Approx 10 + 20–40 
non-beneficiaries

11 Manavhela Elim area Tourism 600 Approx 20
12 Levubu cluster Elim area Fruit orchards 1 121 Approx 200
13 Morebene Morebeng area Field crops and small-

scale maize
590 Approx 150

Source: Authors
Notes:  a Settlement/Land Acquisition Grant 

b Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development

the types of fieldwork activity conducted for Munzhedzi – a project directly 
involving almost 1  000 households – were necessarily quite different from those 
for a single-household project, such as Springkaan.2 Moreover, some projects were 
studied in relatively little depth because they have been well covered in other studies, 
and would have stretched our study unduly; the main example of this is Levubu, 
which in fact is not a single project but a cluster of five large, complex restitution 
projects in the Levubu Valley, which has received attention from, for example, Fraser 
(2007) and Derman et al. (2010).

In addition to the in-depth project case studies, we undertook the following activities:
•	 Analysis	of	secondary	data,	relevant	literature	and	government	documents.	This	

included the use of data published by the national statistical office (currently 
Statistics South Africa, or Stats SA), such as historical official statistics on 
agriculture and population, as well as more recent household surveys. It should 
be noted however that agricultural data are reported according to the old 
magisterial district boundaries; for the purposes of this book, we focus especially 
on the Soutpansberg district (see Figures 1.1 and 1.2).
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Figure 1.1 Location of the focal district and local municipalities 

Source: Authors

Figure 1.2  Location of Soutpansberg district (shaded) in relation to Makhado local municipality 
and other local municipalities 

Source: Authors
Notes: The boundaries of Soutpansberg district encompass small shares of Musina and Blouberg local municipalities, and a 
major share of Makhado local municipality. Fortunately, it includes most of the Levubu Valley. The non-shaded area in the 
middle of Makhado is Dzanani, consisting of a series of dusty villages on the flats below the mountain, to which people fled or 
were relocated through the process of land dispossession.
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•	 Interviews	with	key	 informants	other	 than	 those	with	direct	knowledge	of	 the	
projects selected for the case studies. These included government officials, local 
farmers, agribusiness dealers, shop managers and academics.

•	 A	census	of	all	land	reform	projects	(including	both	restitution	and	redistribution	
projects) in Capricorn and Vhembe districts. This exercise employed a structured 
questionnaire and resulted in a dataset comprising 117 records and about 100 
fields. For the most part it preceded and informed the selection of the 13 projects 
that became the subject of the in-depth case studies.

•	 Casual	 tracking	 of	 four	 or	 five	 projects	 other	 than	 the	 13	 main	 case	 study	
projects. The purpose here was to acknowledge that 13 case studies did not do 
justice to the diversity of land reform experiences, even within the selected local 
municipalities, but that we did not have the capacity to conduct further in-depth 
case studies.3

•	 Value-chain	mapping	of	key	commodities,	namely	beef	and	poultry.	This	was	to	
help appreciate both the relationship between land reform and the agricultural 
economy and the degree of inclusion or exclusion of land reform beneficiaries in 
value chains.

The strategy for appreciating the direct implications of land reform for livelihoods in 
our sites involved first and foremost an attempt to derive a qualitative understanding of 
how and why land reform involves and/or affects people in different ways,4 and second 
an attempt at quantitative measurement, in particular of the economic significance 
of land reform for those it touches. The reason for giving primacy to the qualitative 
understanding is that in many land reform situations, the contrasts are quite stark – for 
example, some people benefit a fair amount and others do not benefit at all – and our 
priority is to understand what determines this. Moreover, our key objective is to arrive 
at practical lessons for policy and implementation, which is best assisted by a focus 
on explanation.5 There are other studies that have excelled at measuring the impact 
of land reform, most notably the Department of Land Affair’s (DLA) well-resourced 
national household survey of land reform beneficiaries (May et al. 2008).6 Perhaps not 
coincidentally, these measurement-focused studies tend to shed little light on what 
accounts for the outcomes, and still less on how to redesign land reform to improve 
these outcomes. However, aspects of our methodology also involved quantitative 
measurement, motivated by a desire to put figures on the economic significance of 
land reform activities, but equally by a wish to complement the qualitative analysis.

In terms of deriving a robust qualitative understanding of the significance of land 
reform for livelihoods, the strategy we employed here had three steps:

1  Tracing ‘project trajectories’, that is, typical ways in which land reform projects 
tend to change over time. In South Africa’s land reform programme up to now, 
people have been involved in land reform via projects, and how projects function 
has had an enormous bearing on who is involved in land reform, whether or not 
they benefit, and in what way they benefit. Key to understanding how projects 
function and their implications for those directly involved is appreciating how 
they change over time, that is, their trajectories. This in turn is facilitated and 
enriched by distinguishing between different project types, of which there are 
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three main ones, defined in terms of the administrative components within the 
land reform programme.7 Thus analytically we exploit the differences between 
project types as well as the variation within types, to distil idealised project 
trajectories for each of the main project types. Part II of this report is largely 
organised according to these main project types.

2  Defining ‘person types’, that is, categorising the variety of different sorts of 
individual who are affected by land reform in some way. Many of these will be 
official beneficiaries, and some not; some will be among government’s official 
target groups, and others not. Our purpose is to account for the fact that 
people’s opportunities to be involved in land reform, and benefit from it, are 
conditioned by who they are, where they are from, what they need, and the skill 
sets and resources they bring with them. We posit these merely as analytically 
useful categories or ‘ideal types’, mindful of the risk of descending into well-
worn stereotypes. The criteria for identifying these ‘person types’ is that they 
should have explanatory power and relate faithfully to people we met in real life 
in the course of the study. 

3  Mapping the intersections of, and teasing out the interactions between, the 
project trajectories and person types. By ‘mapping the intersections’ we mean 
the straightforward process of identifying what kinds of people are involved in 
different types of project, which may vary with different stages of the project 
cycle. By ‘teasing out the interactions’ we mean attempting to understand the 
underlying logic of this mapping, as well as of the two-way interaction between 
people types and project trajectories. This process helps us appreciate livelihood 
outcomes of land reform, and simultaneously positions us to consider the 
implications of policy choices regarding the design of land reform for different 
potential target groups. 

The steps sketched above were followed largely in order to understand the direct 
implications of land reform for livelihoods; however, it was also an ambition of this 
study to understand the more indirect implications, in particular the implications 
of land reform for the local economy, and of the local economy for land reform 
(see Part III). This was approached in the spirit of Hart’s critique of regional 
growth linkage modelling (Hart 1998), where the idea is to move beyond statistical 
associations and look for the context-specific pathways and connections that tie or 
fail to tie changes in local agricultural production to other aspects/developments 
within the local and broader economy. 

We pursued this in two different but complementary ways. First, we selected two 
geographical areas within our broader research area which have experienced relatively 
significant amounts of land reform to date. For each of these areas we conducted a locality 
study in which we attempted to develop narratives about their economic development 
over time, and then hypothesised the implications of land reform for these developments, 
and vice versa. We say ‘hypothesised’ because the analysis is more suggestive than 
conclusive, but we regard this as a useful avenue for contemplating what land reform 
means and might mean for rural/spatial development, and vice versa. 
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Figure 1.3 Location of the case study projects

Source: Authors. 
Notes: The numbered and shaded areas are the 13 land reform case study projects covered in this book, where the 
numbers correspond to those appearing in Table 1.1. However, the extent of land belonging to the ‘Levubu cluster’ (12) 
and the Morebene restitution claim (13) are approximations. Light gray lines are farm boundaries, and lighter gray lines 
define farm ‘portions’. To convey a sense of scale, the distance between Makhado town and Matoks is 55 kilometres.
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The two areas in question are the area around the town of Elim, which is an 
amalgamation of black8 villages near the border between the former bantustan of 
Venda and white rural South Africa, and which has experienced rapid growth over 
the past two to three decades; and the area around the town of Morebeng (formerly 
Soekmekaar), which until around 2000 was a stable, white farming community 
(see Figure 1.3). While these two areas do not exhaust the different configurations 
of space where land reform takes place, they do provide a useful glimpse into 
two contrasting configurations that together at least raise some of the important 
questions about land reform and the local economy.

The second way in which we tried to understand the connections between land 
reform and the local economy was through value chain mapping. The reason for 
using value chain mapping was to understand how local areas are linked to value 
chains over space in respect of particular commodities, and then to see whether 
land reform preserves these linkages or changes/disrupts them somehow. However, 
in practice we found that the value chain mapping also helped us appreciate the 
logic (or lack thereof) of the agricultural economy of northern Limpopo, which 
would appear to have significant implications for the environment within which land 
reform beneficiaries will find themselves in the long term.

A final note on the methodology relates to confidentiality and privacy. The case 
study approach of the book, combined with the inclusion of biographical detail, 
farm descriptions and project names, makes the protection of confidentiality near 
impossible. Confidentiality was neither promised nor offered to interviewees, except 
for those people interviewed as part of the Munzhedzi and Mavungeni household 
surveys, and all of the various focus groups.

While the names of interviewees used in the report are by and large fictitious, the 
names of farms, villages and towns were neither invented nor altered except where 
noted (that is, a handful of project names were invented where the actual project 
name happens to bear the surname of the main beneficiary). We rely on the good 
judgement of the reader not to use the details provided in this book to try and 
discover the identities of the respondents; if readers recognise certain individuals 
or families anyway, we ask them to use this knowledge responsibly and with 
consideration for others. 

Notes
1 LRaL does not particularly focus on the question of the pace of delivery, i.e. it is not our 

purpose to assess the relative merits of expropriation versus market-led land acquisition, or 
of different forms of expropriation. However, we acknowledge that the mode and scale of 
delivery constitute an important background issue, not least because they have implications 
for the nature of the opportunities created through land reform.

2 For Munzhedzi, we conducted a census of allocated plots to establish basic facts such as 
the total number of demarcated plots, the number of plots that had been settled, and the 
share of settled plots with agricultural activities. The plot census served as a sampling frame 
from which was drawn a sample of 135 households for a household sample survey, which 
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was used to collect more in-depth information. These exercises were unique to Munzhedzi 
because of the uniqueness of Munzhedzi itself. Some other restitution projects did also 
have large numbers of claimant households, but only in Munzhedzi were there more than 
a handful directly involved in the restitution project as such, apart from the Levubu cluster, 
where the involvement was mainly in the capacity of wage workers.

3 These projects included Vele, an LRAD-based redistribution project on the western part 
of the Soutpansberg range; Makgato, a restitution project involving a vast amount of land; 
Shimange, a restitution project involving two modest-sized farms; and Kranspoort, a 
restitution project also on the western part of the Soutpansberg range, but involving land 
that had been appropriated in order to establish a mission station.

4 The case study chapters seek to convey much of this qualitative data by means of a large 
number of condensed ‘selected biographies’.

5 The approach can broadly be described as ‘inductive’, which is one of the main modes of 
reasoning that can be employed within the cluster of case study methodologies (Yin 1994). 
Put descriptively, the essence of this inductive approach is to produce a sample of case 
studies that are similar and at the same time diverse across a number of distinct dimensions 
such as project type, location, degree of success/failure and organisational structure. The 
next step is to identify areas of similarity and difference in terms of outcomes, and then to 
attempt to understand what accounts for these observed patterns by tracing back to the 
particularities of the case studies. The advantages of this approach are, first, that it facilitates 
the generation of insights that were not necessarily anticipated, not least because it does not 
abstract from the complexity of the phenomena being studied; and second, that it naturally 
lends itself to practical policy-oriented conclusions. Of course, we are open to the charge 
that the qualitative detail we have chosen to highlight is tainted by various kinds of bias, for 
example in terms of selection and representation.

6 In 2006 the third round of fieldwork for the DLA’s Quality of Life (QoL) study began. It was 
paid for by a combination of donor money and the DLA’s own budget, for a total amount 
in the order of R15 to R20 million. The study consisted of a large survey which included a 
‘pipeline’ design (i.e. it included applicants who did not yet have land to serve as a control 
group for those who had land), and also used advanced techniques in order to control for 
the impact of land reform statistically (‘propensity score matching’). The study’s principal 
finding was that beneficiaries earn R100 more per year than comparable non-beneficiaries 
(May et al. 2008).

7 These are restitution projects and two types of redistribution projects, namely SLAG-
based and LRAD-based (in effect, early and late), which will be explained in detail below. 
Alternative typologies that were considered were ‘single household projects’, ‘group projects’ 
and ‘joint ventures’. Each of these approaches has its advantages, but the difficulty with the 
latter is that it does not take into account that some projects may change from one category 
to another over time; this makes it unsuitable and awkward for purposes of understanding 
project trajectories.

8 In common South African usage, ‘black’ is inclusive of ‘black African’, ‘coloured’ and 
‘Indian/Asian’ population groups. Land reform for the most part seeks to redress the racial 
imbalance of land ownership between blacks and whites. In north-central Limpopo most, 
but not all, black people are African.
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2 South Africa

South Africa’s agrarian structure
Understanding the implications of land reform for livelihoods requires some degree of 
appreciation of the existing agrarian system, which is the context within which land and 
agrarian reform are meant to operate. This is a large, controversial topic. Our purpose 
here is to offer a simple – and admittedly simplistic – descriptive account of South 
Africa’s current agrarian structure, with some indication of current patterns of change. 

The facts of South Africa’s dualistic agrarian structure are well known: there is a 
relatively small number of large-scale, mostly white-owned commercial farms, 
occupying the majority of the country’s agricultural land, and a large number of small-
scale black farmers largely confined to the ex-bantustans. This latter group is, however, 
quite diverse, both in scale and in commercial orientation. We can roughly distinguish 
between those who produce mainly for subsistence purposes, and a smaller number 
who produce mainly in order to derive an income. While drawing this distinction is 
not necessarily the most analytically useful or appropriate approach (Cousins 2010), 
its advantage is that it is informed by the data that we happen to have on hand thanks 
to Stats SA’s national surveys. A similar point can be made, for that matter, regarding 
large-scale commercial farmers: according to the 2002 agricultural census, about 5% 
of commercial farming units accounted for about half of aggregate gross farm income, 
and for more than 60% of aggregate net farm income (Stats SA 2005).

Table 2.1 reports estimates of the numbers, changes in numbers, and remuneration 
of different types of livelihood related to agriculture, including the different types 
of primary production and secondary activities. The detail serves to confirm the 
familiar skewed picture mentioned above, that is, between large-scale and small-
scale farmers. However, it also suggests the relative importance of livelihoods in 
the retail sector, and the relative unimportance – at least at this point in time – of 
land reform. 

The third column shows the change over the recent period, where this is defined 
relative to the availability of data. One striking contrast is that livelihoods associated 
with large-scale commercial farms are in decline, while those in ex-bantustan and 
other areas are on the increase, particularly among subsistence-oriented farmers.

The right-hand column reports estimates of average and aggregate incomes derived 
from agriculture, that is, net of input costs but including the imputed value of non-
marketed products, or ‘own consumption’. The average remuneration figures in 
particular reveal the extreme differences between different livelihood types.1
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Table 2.1 Overview of livelihoods in agriculture 

Form of livelihood
Approximate number

(year)

Absolute/percentage
changes
(period)

Average/total remu-
neration p.a. in rand 

(year)
Large-scale commercial farm sector (a)

Regular employees 414 000
(2007)

−234 000/−36%
(1993–2007)

R19 322/8.0 bn
(2007)

Casual/seasonal employees 357 000
(2007)

–88 000/−20%
(1993–2007)

R4 144/1.4 bn
(2007)

Farmers 40 000
(2007)

–18 000/−31%
(1993–2007)

R820 000/32.7 bn
(2007)

Agriculture in ex-bantustans and coloured Reserves (b)

Commercially-oriented black 
smallholder households

150 000
(2010)

+34 000/+29%
(2002–2010)

R35 000/5.3 bn
(2010)

Subsistence-oriented black 
households 

2 600 000
(2010)

+510 000/+24%
(2002–2010)

R1 000/2.6 bn
(2010)

Agricultural employees 90 000
(2010)

– R9 000/0.8 bn
(2010)

Land reform (c)

Active redistribution 
beneficiary households

30 000
(2008)

+30 000
(1995–2008)

R8 000/0.2 bn
(2006)

Active restitution beneficiary 
households

75 000
(2008)

+75 000
(1995–2008)

R6 600/0.5 bn
(2006)

‘Agribusiness’ (d)

Agro-processing – formal 380 000
(2010)

−210 000/–36%
(2001–2010)

–

Agro-processing – informal 65 000
(2010)

+35 000/+116%
(2001–2010)

–

Agro-retail – formal 178 000
(2010)

+32 000/+22%
(2001–2010)

–

Agro-retail – informal 664 000
(2010)

–569 000/–46%
(2001–2010)

–

Sources and notes: (a) Stats SA 2009a, CSS 1998 and own calculations; there is a minor issue of non-comparability between 
the 1993 and 2007 censuses, in that the latter included commercial farms in ex-bantustans while the former did not; however 
employment on newly included farms appears to be minimal. The number of commercial farm units is not synonymous with 
the number of commercial farmers, but is a reasonable proxy.
(b) Stats SA 2002, Stats SA 2007a, Stats SA 2008, Stats SA 2011 and own calculations.
(c) DLA 2009a, PSC 2008, May et al. 2008 and own calculations; extrapolations were made to compensate for missing 
beneficiary numbers and estimations to convert individual-level data to household-level data after 2001. 
(d) Stats SA 2002, Stats SA 2010 and own calculations. Numbers have been rounded.

The analysis in Table 2.1 is used to compare the returns to agriculture in different 
farming regimes, namely large-scale commercial, land reform and ex-bantustan. The 
comparison has its share of challenges (for example, regarding the value of gross 
agricultural income for 2006/2007, the 2007 Census of Commercial Agriculture 
(Stats SA 2009a) differs dramatically from the Abstract for Agricultural Statistics 2012 
(DAFF 2012); also, the figures do not control for land quality, except to the extent 
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that our estimate for commercial farmland is done both inclusive and exclusive of 
the Northern Cape, which accounts for 34% of South Africa’s commercial farmland, 
but typically only 6% of its gross domestic product in agriculture. It nevertheless 
offers a useful order-of-magnitude rendering of an elusive and ignored reality. 
Table 2.2 provides comparative figures.

These figures must be interpreted with care, not least because they do not control for land 
quality. The fact that the average value of remuneration per hectare for land reform land 
is so low could be a reflection of the poor performance of land reform, or it could say 
something about the relative (lack of) worth of the land acquired for land reform – much 
of the rest of this book attempts to clarify these and related issues. The relatively high 
value for ex-bantustan farming could reflect the relatively good land quality of some of the 
ex-bantustans relative to, say, the Karoo; but the comparison is still telling because it does 
not adjust for the fact that much of the arable land within the ex-bantustans is underutilised 
(for example, the denominator is not the hectarage actually used but that which is 
available), meaning we can be pretty certain that the explanation is not due to higher 
land-use intensity in the ex-bantustans driven by the application of abundant labour, in 
the sense of the inverse relationship. Indeed, there is quite a lot of evidence to suggest that 
labour is scarce in the ex-bantustans, to the extent that its absence is a constraint to farmers 
there (Monde 2009; Fay 2004). A more probable explanation is that subsistence-oriented 
producers and those who sell to local, informal markets internalise the margins that would 
otherwise accrue to the formal marketing and distribution system (Lipton 2010).2

Still, many observers and members of the agricultural sector will find the comparison 
between ex-bantustan agriculture and large-scale commercial agriculture counter-
intuitive, in that they would expect the latter to be far larger. In an article entitled 
‘Fixing land reform’, Ernest Pringle, the head of the Eastern Cape’s commercial 
agricultural union (Agri-EC), wrote: 

South Africa is a modern industrialised country that needs commercial 
farming to feed the population, and to provide much-needed foreign 
exchange. To achieve this, agricultural land has to be kept in the hands 
of commercial farmers, away from communally-based subsistence 
agriculture … Land reform must therefore apply itself to establishing a viable, 
non-racial and sustainable commercial farming sector, and stop squandering 
land on doomed communal farming ventures. (Pringle 2011: 47)

Table 2.2 Average remuneration per hectare by livelihood type, 2007

Farming regime Average rand/hectare

Large-scale commercial
– excluding Northern Cape

370
550

Land reform 170

Ex-bantustan 520

Sources: Numerators derived from Table 2.1; denominators (land areas) taken from DAFF 2012. Figures normalised to 2007.
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An interesting aspect of Pringle’s message is that it appears to conflate agriculture in 
the context of land reform with that practised in ex-bantustans (‘communally-based 
subsistence agriculture’). As we will discuss in greater detail below, the reality is far 
more complex, not least because land reform has by and large attempted to embrace 
commercial farming but failed, to the extent it was often on the basis of group-
based (‘communal’?) projects, while agriculture in the ex-bantustans is generally not 
communal, except in the limited sense that rural dwellers’ livestock frequently graze on 
‘the commons’. In other respects, however, Pringle is correct: the large-scale commercial 
farming sector does account for the bulk of the surplus that feeds urban dwellers, and 
to a large degree rural dwellers as well. And commercial agriculture does, in most 
years, contribute significantly to South Africa’s trade balance: during the four-year 
period of 2004–2007 when South Africa ran a trade deficit, in the absence of positive 
net exports from agriculture the trade deficit would have been 6% to 50% worse.

As for Pringle’s argument that the function of land reform should be to deracialise the 
commercial farming sector, one reason this is so challenging is that the commercial 
farming sector is changing in a manner that is widening the agricultural dualism noted 
above, as commercial farms tend to become fewer, larger and more capital intensive. 
Table 2.3 conveys a sense of this change over the period 1971–2007. Over this period, 
the average number of employees per farm tended to remain the same, but average farm 
sizes were increasing more or less commensurately with the decline in their numbers; 
in other words, the workers-per-hectare figure has logically declined.3 At the same time, 
real wages paid to agricultural workers have risen, and faster than the number of workers 
has declined, such that the wage bill has also risen in real terms, in total and per farm. 

And yet, by and large, the expenditure on fixed improvements and machinery has 
kept pace with the wage bill; but because these investments result in cumulative 
increases in the amount of capital per farm (only partially offset by depreciation), the 
overall result is a significant increase in the ratio of capital to labour on commercial 
farms.4 The rising wages presumably relate to the fact that the skill level of workers 
has tended to rise as they are increasingly responsible for operating advanced 

Table 2.3 Indicators of the changing structure of the large-scale commercial farming sector 

Year
Commer-
cial farms

Employ-
ment

Average 
employees/ 
farm

Average 
remuneration/ 
employee
(R/worker/year)

Wage bill
(R bn)

Average 
wage bill/ 
farm (R)

Average expend 
on fixed 
improvements & 
machinery/farm

1971 90 422 1 516 013 16.8 3 586 5.4 60 126 85 786 
1985 65 880 1 323 694 20.1 5 385 7.1 108 200 116 142 
1993 57 980 1 093 265 18.9 5 985 6.5 112 856 89 281 
2002 45 818 940 820 20.5 8 219 7.7 168 773 177 729 
2007 39 982 796 806 19.9 10 807 8.6 215 378 211 060 

Sources and notes: DS 1974, CSS 1986, CSS 1998, Stats SA 2005 and Stats SA 2009a
All rand figures are in constant 2007 rand.
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machinery. This is despite the fact that, in recent decades, the number of regular 
workers has declined more rapidly than that of casual and seasonal workers.

The downscaling of the agricultural labour force is closely related to the process of 
farm consolidation. For example, if you compare the 1993 and the 2002 agricultural 
censuses, you find that the districts that suffered the most significant decline in the 
number of farms tended to be those where regular employment decreased most. 
What we observed at ground level is that when one farmer buys out a neighbour’s 
farm, he or she generally doesn’t ‘take over’ the selling farmer’s employees.5 This 
process appears to especially affect smaller commercial farms. From the 2002 census 
of commercial agriculture, for instance, we saw that farms with a gross income 
of less than R1  million accounted for only a quarter of all income earned in the 
commercial farming sector, but at the same time for 40% of farm jobs. Just as small 
business accounts for a large share of jobs in private enterprise, smaller commercial 
farms account for a high share of farm jobs. However, the number of farm units is 
declining, especially among these smaller commercial farms. 

Although the total area in commercial agriculture may have changed little in recent 
decades (see endnote 3), there is evidence that the area under arable production 
has declined. Figure 2.1 shows trends in area planted and tons produced for what 
are by far South Africa’s two main field crops, namely maize and wheat. In both 
cases the area planted has tended to decline, while overall production has remained 
more or less stable, presumably owing to the adoption of higher-yielding varieties 
and increased use of chemical inputs. This is a feature common to countries 
dominated by large-scale capitalised agriculture, and in part reflects the relative 
decline in transport costs, such that proximity to markets tends to matter less than 
agricultural potential. 

Figure 2.1 Trends in maize and wheat planted and produced, five-year moving averages 
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History of state assistance to ‘white’ agriculture

No overview of South Africa’s dualistic agricultural sector would be complete without 
reference to the role of the state. State assistance to white commercial agriculture goes 
back at least to the early 20th century and has taken diverse forms. One of the first 
milestones of state support to white agriculture was the founding in the years just 
before Union (1910) of publicly-supported land banks. Land banks were founded in 
both the Orange River Colony (ORC) and the Transvaal around 1907–1908, later to 
be amalgamated into the Union Land Bank in 1912. The main reason for creating 
the land banks was to restore poor whites to the land as a means of addressing 
the ‘poor white problem’. The ORC Land Bank was originally founded on the 
recommendations of the Poor Whites Commission of 1908, which simultaneously 
persuaded the ORC colonial government to donate finances to the Dutch Reformed 
Church for purposes of establishing agricultural settlements (Keegan 1986: 34). 
One of the main problems was that large numbers of white farmers who had taken 
on private mortgage capital (for example from insurance companies and wealthy 
businesspeople) could not meet the onerous lending conditions and thus defaulted 
on their loans. The land banks were meant to offer an alternative.

The next major milestone in terms of state support to white agriculture – and one 
far more significant in its effects than the creation of the land banks – was the 
passage of the Natives Land Act in 1913. The Act ‘legitimised’ land dispossession 
of blacks by whites, thus making more productive land available to the latter, and 
it simultaneously outlawed sharecropping, which until then had been one of the 
main ways in which black farmers had been able to operate semi-independently and 
often prosper on land ‘owned’ by whites, often as absentee landlords (Bundy 1988). 
In fact, the Act was a response to multiple interests: many white farmers struggled 
to compete with their black counterparts in terms of productivity and market share; 
many of these same white farmers were short of labour and wanted easier access to 
inexpensive black labour, which would be possible if sharecropping was forbidden; 
and the mining sector also wanted to free up black labour in order to maximise its 
profitable expansion. 

Over time, the forms of support to white agriculture proliferated: marketing boards 
with guaranteed prices, protectionist trade barriers, state investment in transport and 
storage infrastructure, state investment in irrigation infrastructure, subsidised credit 
through the Agricultural Credit Board, advantageous rules for counting machinery 
purchases against income tax obligations, and various drought relief schemes. These 
forms of assistance, however, also had other objectives, such as ensuring national 
food self-sufficiency in an era of trade sanctions and modernising agriculture with 
the aim of lowering reliance on black labour (Lipton 1975). 

The extent of state support is often credited with creating the conditions through 
which the sector grew and white farmers became wealthy (Bernstein 1996). In fact 
this is the prevalent narrative regarding the history of the white commercial farming 
sector, and a rationale for why under a democratic government the same can and 
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must be done for the benefit of black farmers. However, notwithstanding the large 
number of schemes aimed at supporting white agriculture, and the sometimes 
large amounts of money spent on these schemes, agriculture was generally a risky 
and difficult business. The history of white commercial farming from the late 19th 
century to the 20th century is a succession of booms and busts, where typically the 
booms were not the result of state support, but the busts coincided with sharp drops 
in state support because the same economic conditions that led to the bust also 
forced cutbacks in government budgets (Keegan 1986). Another pendular aspect of 
state support to white agriculture over its history was the swing from an emphasis 
on saving marginal farmers (often those with debt they could no longer service) to 
fostering a cadre of successful, modern farmers at the expense of the weaker farmers. 
In any event, the analysis of Kirsten et al. (2007) of the period 1980–1992 – arguably 
the peak of white farmer assistance – shows that the bulk of such financial support 
during this time was to assist farmers in trouble, notwithstanding which the decline 
in the number of farms continued more or less unabated.

State assistance to black agriculture

As for state support to black agriculture, for most of the 20th century there was abject 
neglect. The ‘independent’ homeland states did have agriculture departments, and in 
addition to these were created in due course agricultural parastatals (typically called 
‘development corporations’, of which there was one for each homeland). Over the 
period 1979–1989, total budget support to black agriculture was on average about 
one-fourth of that to white agriculture (De Klerk 1991). The agriculture departments 
offered extension services, while the parastatals were largely preoccupied either with 
the establishment of smallholder irrigation schemes, or with the creation of capital-
intensive farms that the parastatals actually managed. The irrigation schemes are 
still very much part of the landscape of Limpopo and Eastern Cape, and to a lesser 
extent KwaZulu-Natal and North West. Their infrastructure has in most instances 
been poorly maintained, and their farmers negatively affected, by the withdrawal of 
various types of support and subsidies during the transition to democracy, but they 
have remained operational to different degrees (Van Averbeke & Khosa 2009). 

In recent years provincial agriculture departments have attempted to recapitalise and 
reorganise some of these schemes, with variable results (Tapela 2009; Van Averbeke 
& Khosa 2009). However, the parastatal-run farms, which were meant to modernise 
agriculture, absorb the unemployed, and contribute to the financial independence of 
the homeland governments, overwhelmingly performed poorly and became ongoing 
economic liabilities (Catling 1996). These were largely closed down by the end of 
the 1990s, around the same time as or not long after the agricultural parastatals 
were themselves disbanded, although some of their facilities have found life in 
new initiatives.6
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Market trends

Two other aspects of South Africa’s agrarian structure bear mentioning at this stage. 
First, in respect of agro-food markets, South Africa has followed the international 
trend whereby increasingly concentrated supermarket-linked value chains have 
tended to gain dominance over time (Du Toit 2009; Greenberg 2010), mirrored by 
a similar concentration of agro-input supply chains such as those for fertiliser and 
seed (Greenberg 2010). While to some extent this trend may have been exacerbated 
by South Africa’s liberalisation of its agro-food markets since the early 1990s (which 
involved, inter alia, the very tangible step of eliminating the statutory marketing 
boards which managed the marketing of some but not all agricultural commodities), 
the trend was observable earlier (for example because of export orientation) and has 
carried on subsequently. 

Somewhat counter-intuitively, South Africa’s agricultural sector is slightly less export-
oriented now than it was in the 1970s, though the share of total farm income derived 
from exports has recovered relative to the 1980s.7 What is different, however, is that, 
with the lowering of tariff barriers across agricultural and food imports, South African 
producers in some subsectors find themselves competing against cheap imports, either 
those from countries with low cost-of-production structures (for example, Argentina 
and Brazil) or those which heavily subsidise their farmers (USA and EU). The 
argument has often been made that these processes further prejudice the chances of 
small-scale farmers, and by extension land reform beneficiaries (Magingxa & Kamara 
2003; Jacobs 2009), though some analysts also point out that small-scale farmers are 
rendered worse off when they do succeed in linking to formal value chains through the 
process of ‘adverse incorporation’ (Du Toit 2009). 

Be that as it may, to anticipate a later discussion (Part III), a number of Limpopo’s 
significant formal value chains appear to be under enormous strain for various 
reasons, including the relative marginality of Limpopo’s production environment; 
this opens up the ironic possibility that, if these chains snap in future, further 
opportunities may be opened up for smallholders who have been less dependent on 
formal marketing networks.

Agro-ecology in South Africa

The final issue we touch on is this question of the production environment, and in 
particular changing agro-ecological conditions and the growing competition over 
scarce groundwater resources. Much has been written about the implications of 
climate change for South African agriculture, with the common theme being a hotter 
and drier future despite some specific areas of likely greater rainfall (IPCC 2007), 
and a possible overall improvement for livestock production (Turpie et al. 2002). A 
salient theme in discussions of climate change and agriculture is the concern that 
small-scale farmers will be disadvantaged disproportionately, for instance because 
they have less capacity to mitigate the impact of negative shocks and/or adjust by 
changing their production strategies (Madzwamuse 2010).
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While the evidence for existing climate change affecting South African agriculture 
is somewhat ambiguous (most of what is written is not evidence but anticipatory 
modelling of future effects), for northern Limpopo there has been a marked and 
sustained trend towards dryness over the past 20 years or more. This raises the 
question whether northern Limpopo is a harbinger for much of the rest of the 
country. If so, casual observation suggests that, indeed, declining rainfall impacts 
on large-scale commercial farmers, but it seems that small-scale farmers do not 
suffer as much. One reason may be that small-scale farmers have generally had less 
opportunity to rely on groundwater resources in the first place, and thus are more 
accustomed to the vagaries of the weather. Another may be that small-scale farmers 
are already well diversified out of agriculture. And a third may be that the returns 
on low-input subsistence production are relatively robust, thanks in large measure to 
the fact that subsistence production short-circuits the agro-food distribution system, 
which otherwise accounts for a large proportion of the value of food products that 
end up on supermarket shelves.

Land and agrarian reform in South Africa – a livelihoods perspective
At the onset of South Africa’s multiracial democracy in 1994, the thinking of the 
incoming ANC government was bold and reasonably clear: they would pursue 
agrarian reform that would reconstitute the agricultural sector, replacing the then 
dominant large-scale commercial farming sector with smallholders.8 This aspiration 
was part and parcel of the ANC’s Reconstruction and Development Programme 
(RDP). Two brief excerpts from the RDP’s 1994 Framework Document convey 
this intention:

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 … [I]n 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. 
(ANC 1994: §2.4.2)

[The improved quality of rural life] must entail a dramatic land 
reform programme to transfer land from the inefficient, debt-ridden, 
ecologically-damaging and white-dominated large farm sector to all those 
who wish to produce incomes through farming in a more sustainable 
agricultural system. (ANC 1994: §4.3.8)

The excerpts are unambiguous about the superiority of small-scale farming, 
making subtle but clear references to two economic precepts, namely the ‘inverse 
farm-size/productivity relationship’, and what we shall call the ‘improved local 
multiplier argument’. 
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The inverse farm-size/productivity relationship – about which much has been 
written, pro and con9 – contends that, in the absence of various market distortions, 
small-scale farmers use land more intensively and thus more productively, and 
moreover use more labour (per unit area) in doing so. The key mechanism 
underlying the relationship is the ‘supervision problem’; the larger the farm, the more 
difficult the supervision (especially given that more workers typically implies more 
hired workers than family members), compelling farmers to introduce machinery 
and other labour-replacing technologies, thus coming to resemble South Africa’s 
typical, large-scale white commercial farm. While the impetus to increase one’s farm 
size is earning higher income, this results in a collective (‘social’) inefficiency, as 
the second-best solution of tractors and pesticides implies the lower overall use of 
labour; in a context of high unemployment such as characterises most of southern 
Africa, this is especially unfortunate.

The reference in the RDP document to building ‘the economy by generating large-
scale employment [and] increasing rural incomes’ conjures the ‘improved local 
multiplier’ argument. This argument holds that when income streams are diverted 
from well-off people (such as a large-scale commercial farmer) to poorer people 
(such as the new small-scale farmers to whom the commercial farmer’s land is 
redistributed), then the local or even domestic economy is likely to benefit because 
the pattern of spending of the poor favours locally/domestically produced goods and 
services. The argument is based on the generally convincing observation that people 
with high incomes spend a larger share of their income on imported goods, and/or 
goods with high import content.10

Beyond the stated intentions of the RDP, it is evident that at least part of government’s 
incipient land reform programme was indeed geared towards helping small-scale 
farmers. Thus the original funding modality for the redistribution programme 
consisted of a grant of R15 000 per household, whereas the average price of land on 
the market at the time was about R900 per hectare. Apart from the fact that this sum 
conveniently matched the new grant for subsidised housing, it was informed (or 
justified?) by background work undertaken on behalf of the Department of Land 
Affairs (DLA), which sought to arrive at an appropriate grant size, entirely based on 
the assumption of small-scale farming (LAPC 1994). 

Redistribution: SLAG – why did it fail?

Up to 2000, this Settlement/Land Acquisition Grant (SLAG) remained the primary 
funding mechanism for redistribution (though at one stage it was increased modestly 
to R16 000, and was also complemented by a grant to cover planning costs, that is, 
consultants’ fees), and the way redistribution ‘looked’ was fairly homogeneous over 
this period. However, oddly enough, the way it looked had little to do with small-
scale farmers. Instead, land redistribution projects tended to consist of beneficiary 
groups who pooled their grants in order to acquire land, and who after the land was 
acquired generally attempted to farm as groups. 
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Why did this happen? Lahiff observes, first, that the nature of existing land-holding 
patterns meant that appropriately-sized small properties were generally not available 
on the market, compelling the pooling of grants that would otherwise not have been 
necessary. He furthermore asserts that ‘A conservative coalition of state and private 
sector interests has successfully resisted the break-up of large farms’ (Lahiff 2010: 
60). This reflects an important truth but overstates the case: the reality is that hardly 
any resistance was necessary, because no one was actively pushing for subdivision 
in the first place.11 The most that had been done to facilitate subdivision was the 
passage of the Provision of Certain Land for Settlement Amendment Act 26 of 1998, 
which amended the Provision of Land and Assistance Act 126 of 1993 to provide 
for automatic exemptions to the Subdivision of Agricultural Land Act in cases of 
land redistribution; in other words, since 1998 there has been no legal impediment 
to effecting subdivision on land acquired for redistribution, or rather there were 
only normal procedural requirements (such as surveying new boundaries and 
registering them with the Surveyor General’s office), and yet subdivision was still 
only undertaken in exceptionally rare cases. There was no directive from national 
government that subdivision should be considered, nor that relevant capacity should 
be boosted, nor that agro-economic guidelines for effecting subdivision for land 
reform should be developed.12

Whatever the reason, the absence of subdivision meant that by and large 
redistribution projects consisted of groups, often large and unwieldy ones. There 
is now almost universal agreement that this was a mistake, and accounted for 
the widespread collapse of SLAG-financed projects (Pringle 2011; Lahiff 2010). 
In any event, the implications of redistribution for livelihoods were called into 
question, which ultimately meant the end of SLAG as the primary funding vehicle 
for redistribution. One estimate of the number of SLAG beneficiaries is 86  000 
households (PSC 2007: 44); however, this is in terms of those who officially received 
the grant rather than those who continued somehow to derive material benefits 
from the acquired land. For the latter we have no hard figures, but it is likely to be 
between a tenth and a quarter of the official number. Apart from the roughly 50% 
that collapsed altogether, the SLAG projects from Limpopo we present and analyse 
below convey an idea of the often dramatic shrinkage that these projects tend to 
undergo as their grand plans begin to falter, usually within the first year. 

How can one reconcile this (doomed) approach to implementation with the 
smallholder ethos of the RDP? That is not clear. One possible interpretation is that it 
is one thing to design a programme in the abstract, but another to implement it; the 
latter requires far greater numbers of people, who in the absence of clear direction 
go about their business in the manner to which they are accustomed. This is the 
essence of the argument of Aliber and Mokoena (2003), who claim that, faced with 
the daunting challenge of implementation, the DLA deferred to the expertise of 
agricultural engineers and other consultants who helped to draft project business 
plans, which typically contrived to maximise income by means of elaborating upon 
(rather than replacing) the previous farm owner’s production strategy. A similar 
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formulation is provided by Hebinck et al. (2011), who capture the idea nicely with 
the phrase ‘caught by continuities’ in showing the stubborn persistence in thinking 
between pre-1994 agricultural priorities and post-1994 land reform, largely because 
the state ultimately relied on the existing fund of ‘expert knowledge,’ which was 
constructed around those pre-1994 priorities. As for these priorities, a key tenet 
of the relevant ‘expert knowledge’ appears to revolve around rigid ideas of what 
constitutes ‘viability’, typically understood as a minimum feasible farm size (Cousins 
& Scoones 2010).

Redistribution: is LRAD an improvement?

In fact, the abandonment of the small-scale farmer vision of the RDP becomes more 
or less complete at precisely the moment when SLAG was declared dead.13 Not long 
after Thoko Didiza took over from Derek Hanekom as Minister of Agriculture and 
Land Affairs in 1999, she placed a moratorium on redistribution projects, pending 
the development of an improved redistribution policy. In 2001 this new policy 
was launched, and was called Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development 
(LRAD). The new LRAD policy sought to be non-prescriptive, allowing for group 
projects as well as subdivision, but stated that group projects ‘will be discouraged’ 
(MALA 2001: 4). However, the discouragement of group-based production projects 
was not balanced by a favouring of subdivision; instead the policy allowed for a far 
larger grant, with the aim of making it possible for family units to acquire entire 
farms. In 2008, when the LRAD grant scheme still proved inadequate for this 
purpose, the LRAD grants were revised upwards.14

How did LRAD projects fare relative to SLAG? A census of redistribution projects 
commissioned by the DLA found that of projects delivered between 2001 and 
2006, 29% could be described as ‘failed’ (no agricultural production and generally 
deserted) and another 22% as ‘in decline’ (possibly some production, but neither 
income nor ‘real benefit’) (Umhlaba Rural Services 2008: 46).15

The 2005–2006 Quality of Life Study commissioned by the department found that 
among LRAD beneficiaries, 49.7% derived no (cash) income from agriculture, which 
strangely enough was effectively the same as for the control group, which consisted 
of individuals who had reached some stage in the LRAD application process but 
who had not yet received assistance (May et al. 2008: 76). But beyond this, because 
LRAD was expensive, there have been very few beneficiaries, whether successful 
or otherwise. Between 2001–2002 and 2005–2006, there were only about 3  900 
households benefiting per year, while between 2006–2007 and 2008–2009 there 
were fewer than 2 000 households benefiting per year, despite annual expenditure in 
excess of R1 billion. In 2008, the LRAD policy was amended to allow for grants in a 
range from R111 000 per adult to R431 000. This latter shift was ostensibly to catch 
up with rising land prices, but in reality it represented an increase far greater than 
land prices over the intervening period.
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In a sense, this pathway through which redistribution policy developed is deeply 
ironic. The story begins with a declared intention to focus on small-scale farmers, 
followed by a failure to implement this vision properly because of a lack of buy-
in among ‘experts’ in tandem with a lack of strong guidance from policy-makers. 
This failure was taken as evidence that the small-scale farming approach was 
misguided, whereupon the policy was adjusted in favour of medium- and large-scale 
redistribution beneficiary farmers. The consequence appears to be a programme that 
is more expensive, benefits far fewer people and has a failure rate not unlike that of 
the poorly implemented initial programme.

Restitution projects

The trajectory of the rural restitution programme reveals a less dramatic change 
in approach, seemingly in part because there is less latitude in how to define a 
‘restitution project’. This is because the identity of the beneficiaries and the land are 
mainly governed by the nature of the dispossession, rather than by government’s 
prevailing development model. Indeed, whereas in redistribution there was a 
concerted attempt to move away from group farming projects, in restitution this was 
not a meaningful option because the group nature of most rural claims is a given. 
The question remains whether government might have considered subdividing 
restitution projects, at least as an attractive menu option, but there is no evidence 
that this has happened. Indeed, many rural restitution projects have such a large 
number of claimant members that subdivision is impractical even by the standards 
of most hardcore smallholder enthusiasts.16 Among other things, this simple 
observation reveals the extent to which the world has changed in the intervening 
decades between dispossession and restoration.

Even so, there have been some relevant policy changes regarding restitution policy. For 
example, from around 2000 the Commission on Restitution of Land Rights (CRLR) 
significantly increased expenditure on the Settlement Planning Grant, and in that year 
also introduced the Restitution Discretionary Grant of R3 000 per household. Around 
2001–2002, the CRLR set up a central Development Planning and Facilitation Unit, 
which was then replicated in the commission’s regional offices. In 2003, a development 
grant was introduced, set at a maximum of 25% of the land value.

As for assessments of the livelihoods impact of restitution, the most ambitious 
survey to date was that commissioned by Land Affairs and undertaken by the 
Community Agency for Social Enquiry (CASE) in 2005–2006. The CASE study 
is noteworthy in that it covered all 179 restitution projects involving a settlement 
and/or development component at the time. It was thus able to quantify patterns 
of success and failure based on qualitative assessments at project level. One of the 
study’s main findings was: 

Of the 128 projects with agricultural developmental aims, 83 percent have 
not achieved these developmental aims. Approximately nine percent (12) 
have partially achieved their agricultural developmental aims but are not 
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generating any income. A further five percent have partially achieved 
their agricultural developmental aims and are generating income. 
However, these five percent of projects are not making a profit and are not 
sustainable yet. (CASE 2006: 21)

The study thus provides a valuable bird’s-eye view of rural restitution in general and 
the majority of projects whose developmental goals centre on agriculture in particular. 
The study does not focus on the implications for livelihoods; instead, it is implied 
that successful projects will contribute positively to livelihoods and unsuccessful 
projects will not. Analytically, the study seeks to identify factors that contribute to 
success or failure at project level. In respect of failure, the usual suspects are fingered: 
lack of money and equipment; lack of skills (both technical and managerial); lack of 
‘post-settlement support’; lack of appropriate legal structures; and infighting. 

Apart from the failure or inability to subdivide, the two other main explanations that 
have been offered for the poor performance of land redistribution and restitution are 
inadequate post-transfer support (Jacobs et al. 2003; Manenzhe 2007) and inadequate 
beneficiary skills (CRLR 2004). The inadequacy of post-transfer support cannot be 
doubted, but this goes well beyond support to land reform beneficiaries to include 
the generally thin agricultural extension support given to the vastly larger number of 
low-income households practising agriculture in the ex-bantustans and elsewhere.17 
However, the question remains whether, given the nature of redistribution and 
restitution projects that were put in place, any amount or type of post-settlement 
support could have made a difference. Extension officers interviewed for this study 
said that the design of these projects compelled them to devote their energies to 
trying to resolve often intractable problems related to group dynamics, rather than 
offering technical support for farming and marketing. 

Similarly, it has been argued that the supposed skills deficit is also a function of project 
design; beneficiaries may well not have the skills to operate large-scale commercial 
farms, but if there had been subdivision and support for small-scale farming in its 
own right, a fair number of beneficiaries would have had an opportunity to make 
use of the skills that they do have (Aliber & Mokoena 2003). An attractive argument 
as far as it goes, but our study casts doubt on such a simple explanation; the skills 
question is vexing indeed, not least because beneficiaries are highly heterogeneous. 

PLAS

In 2006, the DLA introduced the Proactive Land Acquisition Strategy (PLAS). The 
main purpose of PLAS, which had been in development for several years, was to 
accelerate delivery of land and provide government with more flexibility. PLAS would 
enable provincial land reform offices to acquire land for which beneficiaries could be 
identified after the fact, most or all of whom would be allocated land on a lease-to-
purchase basis. PLAS was not meant to replace the prevailing demand-led LRAD grant 
programme, but to complement it. So successful was PLAS as a vehicle for facilitating 
land acquisition that by 2007–2008 it had surpassed LRAD in terms of hectares 
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acquired.18 However, it also raised eyebrows, not least with the Office of the Auditor 
General, which felt uneasy about the DLA’s inability to account for all of the assets 
that were being acquired and legally becoming state property. 

The Auditor General’s report of July 2008 for the fiscal year ending 31 March 2008 
painted a bleak picture of weak management, though in fairness much of this 
was inevitable teething problems related to the introduction of an ambitious and 
complex new redistribution vehicle, combined with some technical confusion on 
the part of the Auditor General’s staff. An incidental effect of the Auditor General’s 
report was to draw attention to a longstanding practice of the DLA, namely using 
public funds to acquire non-land assets including machinery and livestock on behalf 
of redistribution beneficiaries. Concerns started to be raised whether the main 
enabling legislation for redistribution, namely the Provision of Land and Assistance 
Act of 1991, technically allowed what had been going on for years. Thus in addition 
to addressing the accountability concerns raised by the Auditor General’s report, 
the DLA quickly drafted a new Provision of Land and Assistance Amendment Bill, 
which greatly expanded the minister’s powers and which passed into law in late 2008.

In July 2008 the DLA’s Directorate: Redistribution Implementation Systems drafted 
a memo entitled ‘General conditions for all land reform grants’. In the preface to the 
memo, the director general at the time was quoted at length:

History will judge us. Democracy not only comes with rights but 
responsibilities. We need to encourage all South Africans to be responsible 
with these assets [received through the aid of state grants]. The state is 
often blamed for created pockets of poverty. Land is a liberation tool but 
some people have been using it to add to their poverty. These conditions 
will motivate people to use these assets responsibly. (DLA 2008: 1)

The memo goes on to elaborate a number of new policy guidelines applicable to all 
aspects of redistribution: i) right of first refusal (whereby if a beneficiary wishes to 
sell the land he has acquired with DLA support, he must first offer it to the DLA); ii) 
a policy on absentee landlords (beneficiaries are forbidden from acting as absentee 
landlords on land acquired with DLA assistance); iii) a policy on ‘subleasing of 
agricultural land’ (this is allowed provided permission is granted by the DLA and 
preferably whereby the lessee mentors the lessor/beneficiary; and iv) the ‘use it or 
lose it’ principle (the DLA will visit beneficiaries’ farms over a three-year period and 
if they find the land is not being used at any point in that period and that this ‘was 
done intentionally’, the land will revert to the state). The ‘use it or lose it’ principle 
came to prominence in about April 2009 when the minister tried to take an ostrich 
farm in Gauteng away from beneficiaries (in this case, they were lessees in terms of 
PLAS), resulting in a legal tussle that ended in the beneficiaries’ favour.

Also in early 2009 the ANC released its election manifesto in preparation for the 
election that was eventually scheduled for 22 April. The manifesto seemed to give 
more prominence to rural development than did those of the previous two elections, 
to an extent that some media and academic observers regarded as ‘significant’. There 
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was much speculation about the reason for this change; one reason presumably was 
the dramatic rise of food prices that had taken place over the course of 2007–2008, 
which among other things contributed to a perception that South Africa was not 
food secure.19 The new focus on rural development was further manifested in the 
renaming in May 2009 of the DLA as the Department of Rural Development and 
Land Reform (DRDLR). The renaming signified that the department was meant to 
carry on with the implementation of land reform on the one hand, but on the other 
was now charged with a massive coordination function to ensure that the various 
threads of service delivery (water, electricity, healthcare, education, job creation and 
so on) were woven together to the benefit of rural communities. 

Somewhat later in 2009, the newly appointed Minister of Rural Development and 
Land Reform, Gugile Nkwinti, stated to the media that 90% of land reform projects 
had ‘failed’ (Boyle 201020). At more or less the same time, LRAD was quietly 
cancelled in favour of PLAS, seemingly on the grounds that it did not make sense to 
give beneficiaries private ownership of land when such a high proportion of them 
failed to make use of it. Maintaining this land as state land via PLAS would allow 
government more manoeuvrability, because beneficiaries would begin on a short-
term lease, following which those who were deemed successful would be granted 
long-term leases. This was in stark contrast to the earlier policy position whereby 
the government would seek to alienate appropriate existing state land to land reform 
beneficiaries as quickly as possible, ultimately reducing the amount of land owned 
by the state.

However, in one important respect, PLAS signifies the continuation of a trend in 
South Africa’s approach to land redistribution, namely where more assistance is 
concentrated on ever fewer beneficiaries. The shift from SLAG to LRAD around 
2000–2001 was the first instance of such a shift. The increase in the LRAD grants in 
2008 was the second. Under PLAS, there is in fact no limit to how much can be spent 
to acquire a farm, presumably because in any case the farm does not become the 
property of a beneficiary, but instead of the state. Based on data from the 2010/2011 
annual report of the DRDLR (DRDLR 2011a), we estimate that for that year, the 
average per beneficiary household was 500 hectares or more, at an average expense 
in the order of R2 million.

Notes
1 It is worth noting, however, that among large-scale commercial farmers, the median 

remuneration for 2007 was probably less than R200 000.

2 The estimate for the ex-bantustans does not take into account the value of natural resources 
from which rural people benefit, such as firewood and building materials. Shackleton et 
al. earlier estimated that on the basis of accessing such natural resources and small-scale 
agriculture, land use in the ex-bantustans had a higher payoff than that of commercial areas 
(Shackleton et al. 2001).
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3 For the second half of the 20th century, the total land area in agriculture was fairly 
unchanging, and thus average farm sizes were clearly increasing; however, the last two 
censuses of commercial agriculture (for 2002 and 2007) did not report any hectarage figures, 
so we can only surmise that average farm size kept increasing.

4 A related point is that over time the tractor fleet is made up of larger and more powerful 
tractors; in 2010 the average tractor bought in South Africa had an 87-kilowatt engine, a rise 
of 20% relative to tractors bought in 2002 (SAAMA 2010: 2). 

5 See Simbi & Aliber 2000.

6 One of these, in fact, survives in the form of farm operated by the H Family, the circumstances 
of which are described in Chapter 5.

7 During the 1970s, earning from the export of unprocessed agricultural products was on 
average 17% of the gross value of agricultural production; for the period 2000–2008, the 
average ratio was 13% (calculated from DAFF 2012).

8 This section does not attempt a comprehensive account of the history of post-apartheid land 
and agrarian reform in South Africa. There are a number of excellent, in-depth expositions 
of land reform policy and practice to which we can refer the reader, such as Ntsebeza & Hall 
2007, Lahiff 2007, Walker 2008 and Hall 2008.

9 See Lipton 2010, and Sender & Johnston 2004, for contrasting treatments.

10 A similar argument has been used, for example, in support of South Africa’s social grant 
system, which in effect redirects income from taxpayers to social grant recipients – see 
EPRI 2004.

11 Lahiff ’s argument is an example of a pastime among critics of South Africa’s land reform 
across the political spectrum, namely the ‘hermeneutic of blame’, whereby the cause of 
undesired outcomes is sought in the avarice or incompetence of various role-players. 
Such explanations are not always misplaced, but here as in other instances they tend to 
oversimplify complex realities. 

12 Furthermore, while this is difficult to demonstrate, there is little evidence that those 
applying to the redistribution programme tended to demand subdivision. One reason may 
be that, as will be explored in more detail below, the SLAG phase of the redistribution 
programme tended to involve farm workers or farm dwellers, who themselves wanted to 
carry on with the farming approach of the previous owner.

13 To be precise, SLAG was not discontinued after 2000, at least not immediately; instead it was 
downscaled and used for a small number of disparate settlement-oriented projects.

14 LRAD introduced a complex grant formula, whereby different amounts were available 
within the range of R20 000 to R100 000, depending on an own-contribution requirement 
which rose disproportionately according to the grant level (from R5 000 to R400 000). The 
other significant change was that under LRAD the ‘beneficiary unit’ was the adult individual 
rather than the household. However, multiple adult members of the same household could 
apply for and then pool their LRAD grants, and indeed this practice was encouraged. 
This means that official statistics in general do not give us any idea how many different 
households have benefited from LRAD over the years. However, the 2004/2005 Annual 
Report of the Department of Land Affairs (DLA 2005) happened to report both household 
and individual beneficiary numbers for two provinces. For Free State, the ratio of individual 
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to household beneficiaries was 3.7:1, while for KwaZulu-Natal, the ratio was 2.2:1, giving for 
the sake of argument an average ratio of 3:1. 

15 As will be shown below, the census we conducted in 2008 of all land reform projects in 
Capricorn and Vhembe district municipalities of Limpopo found much the same. 

16 Moreover, as Aliber et al. (2010) point out, the fact that someone wishes to claim land 
of which they or their ancestors were deprived does not imply that they have an interest 
in farming, and in fact restitution groups have been shown to have highly differentiated 
preferences and needs (Atuahene 2010).

17 Recent evidence from the 2009 General Household Survey shows that, in the 12-month 
period before the administration of the survey, only 2% of agriculturally active black 
households had received a visit from an extension officer, while only 13% received any 
assistance of any kind. This is despite the fact that, between 1996–1997 and 2009–2010, 
the annual consolidated expenditure on agriculture (exclusive of budgets for land reform) 
increased in inflation-adjusted terms by 73%.

18 However, it is worth pointing out that it has generally not been used according to its original 
purpose. Rather than identifying large tracts of land which could be subdivided among yet-
to-be-identified farmer tenants, it has been used to assist applicants who approach the DLA 
but for whom the LRAD grant is too small to acquire the land they have identified.

19 In fact the statistical basis for claims that South Africa had begun importing more food 
than it exported in recent years is obscure, not least because the manner in which statistics 
are compiled does not allow such a statement; in fact ‘food’ is not a clear category for 
agricultural trade. In any event, half of South Africa’s maize production is fed to livestock.

20 Boyle B, South African land reform: 90% of redistributed farms are now unproductive, 
The Times, 31 March 2010.
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3 Limpopo

History of land conquest and agricultural development
The history of white land conquest and agriculture in northern Limpopo is 
complex, but can be summarised by saying that it was a process of slow ‘progress’ 
with many pauses and not a few reversals, in which the various colonial and post-
colonial governments played a large role according to vacillating and sometimes 
contradictory aims.1 The process also had a strong geographical dimension, in 
that white settlement proceeded from south to north – north being further away 
from significant white population centres, from markets, and from transport and 
communications infrastructure, as well as being further into arid zones and, at the 
same time, into areas where there was a perceived threat of disease (for example, 
malaria and trypanosomiasis).2

White hunters, the ZAR and speculators

The first white settlement in the northern part of Limpopo was at Schoemansdal, 
the ruins of which lie some 20 kilometres west of Makhado town (previously Louis 
Trichardt). This first significant episode of white conquest in the area revolved 
not around land for agriculture, but around ivory. Still, it makes for an interesting 
– if ambiguous – parable on the relationships between different peoples, the 
environment, technology and power.

In short, initially the white hunters based at Schoemansdal focused on elephant in 
the immediate area; they were plentiful, and the absence of tsetse fly (the ‘tsetse belt’ 
started about 150 kilometres to the north) meant that the hunters could use horses 
for transport. As the hunters hunted out these elephants, they had to extend into the 
tsetse area. To do so meant that they needed to reorganise their work method: ‘When 
the retreat of elephant into the fly and into ever more remote regions beyond it forced 
even the Boers on to their feet, they became assimilated to the Delagoa Bay mode 
of hunting with African “contractors” ’ (Wagner 1980: 330). This is effectively the 
hunting economy analogue to what in agriculture are commonly called ‘outgrowers’. 
The tools (implements/rifles) are provided by the principal, who disposes of the 
harvest or catch, generally on his own terms. The difference of course is that in the 
case of hunting, the tool (rifle) has other potential uses:

By the 1860s so many Africans had acquired guns in the north that a 
distinct stratum of the jagtergemeenskap [‘hunters’ community’] arose, 
composed of swart skuts – literally ‘black shots’ or ‘black marksmen’. The 
Venda in particular so benefited from this proliferation that they were 
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able to turn it to effective political use. In 1865, 1866, and 1867 the whites 
asked for their guns back and the Venda said ‘no’. And in refusing they 
were led by a man who was himself a swart skut, Makhado. (Wagner 
1980: 330)

The balance of power had shifted; increasingly irritated by the whites’ mounting 
demands for labour and tribute, King Makhado’s followers attacked Schoemansdal 
in 1867, leading to the hasty retreat of the jagtergemeenskap, or at least its white core 
(Mulaudzi 2000: 35). 

It was several decades before whites penetrated into northern Limpopo again 
to any significant degree. The process was led – initially quite tentatively – by 
a series of government interventions. In the decade following the retreat of the 
jagtergemeenskap, the Transvaal Boer Republic (ZAR) (which maintained a few 
officials in the fortress at Goedewensch, near the site of the future white settlement 
of Louis Trichardt), went through the motions of demarcating and allocating ‘farms’, 
but in reality had few willing candidates to take advantage of this, and of these most 
were towards the south of the district close to the Pietersburg end of Zoutpansberg 
district (which at that time extended further south and was larger) (Mulaudzi 2000: 
38). Most of these allocated ‘farms’ were neither occupied nor farmed by whites, 
but were effectively still within the control of African chiefdoms. In 1885, the ZAR 
began the process of surveying and allocating native reserves, but seemingly on a 
loose basis with virtually no genuine attempt to enforce settlement patterns as such: 

Locally, Africans experienced state power more in the form of occasional 
tax raids and the expropriation of livestock, rather than as a modern 
bureaucracy … [T]he power of the state to remake the countryside 
without resorting to the commando and military was severely limited. 
Even when it scored military victories, the Transvaal Republic still lacked 
the means to transform African chiefdoms into reserve-dwelling servants 
or farm labourers. (Mulaudzi 2000: 41)

In 1886, the ZAR introduced ‘occupation farms,’ whereby white individuals were 
given land in return for a promise to render military service. A key condition of 
these arrangements was that the settler promised to occupy his land for the majority 
of the year; without this condition they were neither present to ensure the territorial 
integrity of their particular piece of land, nor were they available to provide military 
service at short notice so as to promote the integrity of the territory more broadly. 
While there appears to have been a reasonably strong response among those taking 
advantage of what was effectively free land (though under ambiguous tenure), many 
or most of these either did not abide by the occupation requirement, or did not 
bother to go through the formalities of registering their ownership; in fact many sold 
‘their land’ to speculators. 

Ironically, these speculators, among whom were both individuals and land companies, 
emerged as the largest non-state landowners, and they were not keen on evicting 
blacks because they wished to collect rent from them, thus defeating the whole 
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rationale for the occupation farm approach. Larger landowners and the rural elite 
similarly had little real interest in ensuring the enforcement of the 1987 Squatter 
Law, which limited to five the number of black families allowed to live on a farm; 
this was intended to ensure that farmers on smaller properties who were genuinely 
attempting to farm could access sufficient labour. Blacks preferred to be rent tenants 
on larger farms held by absentee landlords, where the demands were far less onerous 
and the disturbance to their lifestyle relatively minimal.

Exasperated by this unimpressive string of half-measures, the ZAR launched a 
serious military campaign from 1890–1898, in the course of which the major African 
chiefdoms were defeated and fractured, and their leaders killed, imprisoned or forced 
into exile. Significantly, this included the most powerful of the Venda polities – that 
under Mphephu (one of Makhado’s sons) – which controlled the western part of the 
Soutpansberg mountain range as well as the fertile land below. Upon Mphephu’s 
defeat, the town of Louis Trichardt was established. The South African (Anglo-
Boer) War of 1899–1902 briefly created a power vacuum during which some of the 
chiefdoms reasserted their territorial control; but soon after the war the colonial 
government of the victorious British pushed ahead subjugating black inhabitants 
and more aggressively opening up the territory for the expansion of white farming. 
This included specific efforts to promote farmers of British descent, as well as the 
conversion of occupation tenure to freehold.3 It also included the introduction of 
various subsidy schemes and investment in infrastructure, especially the railroad, 
which reached Louis Trichardt by the end of the 19th century. Still, even having 
subjugated the African chiefdoms, the process was slow and halting. Full white 
occupation of northern Limpopo took another 30–40 years. 

‘The last frontier’: eight themes

First, it is significant that white settlement in northern Limpopo happened relatively 
late. Northern Limpopo was effectively South Africa’s ‘last frontier’.4 The town of 
Louis Trichardt was established only in 1899 and Messina in 1904, compared to1886 
for Pietersburg, 1851 for Rustenburg, 1850 for Ladysmith and 1812 for Grahamstown. 
In terms of land and agriculture, this lateness had significant implications. By some 
accounts, for instance, the early white inhabitants were not ‘real farmers’ so much 
as ‘adventurers’: 

The nature of the climate, the absence of markets, the insufficiency of 
the water, and the presence of large numbers of natives still more or less 
unsubdued, prevented these districts from attracting any considerable 
number of permanent farming settlers in the early years of the history 
of the Transvaal. On the other hand, the large quantities of game which 
found it easier to survive in the bush than on the open plains of the High 
Veld, and the constant possibility of native wars, which brought with 
them free food and clothing and the chance of getting land for nothing, 
made this unsettled territory the natural resort of the more adventurous 
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and restless spirits. The early inhabitants of this part of the country were 
therefore mainly those who disliked the more settled conditions which 
had developed to the south and who preferred to live as squatters and 
hunters in the new land, free from the restrictions imposed on them by 
civilisation. (Transvaal Colony 1908: 14)

It would be inaccurate to suppose that this situation ended with the retreat of the 
jagtergemeenskap in 1867. However, when eventually more and more whites did seek 
land for farming in northern Limpopo, it was largely poor whites who were squeezed 
out of the more advanced capitalist agricultural development further south,5 who 
lacked capital and business acumen, and who by the estimate of officials at the time 
were ‘backward’; they were commonly referred to as ‘pap and game farmers’:

They have fallen behind in the march of civilisation, and are, generally 
speaking, without any real knowledge of farming or of any skilled trade. 
They have formed no habits of industry, live a hand-to-mouth existence, 
and accumulate no reserves, so that any sudden misfortune, such as the 
failure of a crop, at once brings them to the brink of starvation … When 
they do come to grief they generally drift into the towns and become poor 
whites … (Transvaal Colony 1908: 4)

The relative lateness of white settlement in northern Limpopo also helps explain why 
in the contemporary context such a high percentage of Limpopo’s agricultural land 
is under claim – because a large share of the dispossession of land took place after 
1913, the cut-off date for the Land Restitution Act. While there are no hard or official 
figures on the extent of claims, one set of estimates puts the amount of white-owned 
commercial farmland under claim at about 90% for Limpopo, 60% for KwaZulu-
Natal and less than 10% for Free State and Eastern Cape (SDC 2007).

A second important theme is the ambiguous role of government. Our general 
observation is that the white government over this period played an increasingly 
central and effective role in promoting land access for white settlers and farmers, and 
although it also tried to support the emergence of a successful commercial farming 
sector, in this area it performed poorly. Another ambiguity is that government’s 
interests in promoting white farmer settlement in northern Limpopo varied; to some 
extent the different interests were sequential and could be traced to the outlook of 
particular leaders or officials, but just as often they were felt contemporaneously 
with one another and thus were sources of tension or conflict. As mentioned above, 
early on the predominant interest was to use the settlement of farms as a means of 
securing territorial control. When this ultimately failed and brute force was applied 
instead, two other (generally competing) motivations came to the fore: on the one 
hand, affording opportunities to poor whites (lest they drift into urban areas, which 
was regarded as undesirable), and on the other promoting ‘progressive agriculture’ 
and the food or commodity surplus that it was assumed to imply. 

Accordingly, depending on which was the greater priority at the time, there were 
different phases as to how generous government was and to whom; most poorer 
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white farmers were established as lessees on what was declared crown land, 
generally on soft terms, which from time to time were made softer depending on 
agricultural conditions and the sympathy of the authorities of the day. Other forms 
of government support included subsidised cattle, soft loans, irrigation development 
in some areas, extension services, and eventually the regulation of commodity prices. 
And yet, as indicated above, on the whole these interventions were not effective, 
either individually or collectively; those farmers who succeeded generally did so 
on the strength of their own resources or skill or good luck; many more failed and 
eventually left the sector after all.6

A vivid example is the British colonial administration’s attempt to establish a 
settlement scheme called Pisangkop, which was specifically targeted at what we would 
today refer to as ‘emerging farmers’, but those of British descent. About 15 kilometres 
east of Louis Trichardt, it was well located ‘crown land’ that had excellent soil and 
rainfall, and the 22 farmers were carefully selected and well supported. The scheme 
began in 1903 and was abandoned in 1910. However, the farmers encountered a 
variety of problems, including malaria, livestock and crop diseases and poor access 
to infrastructure. The consequence was failure:

Unable to make ends meet and without any markets, the yeomen failed to 
raise agricultural productivity, or to diminish the Afrikaner domination 
of the countryside. In the face of all these difficulties and an uncertain 
political future, the settlers became discouraged with agriculture and 
abandoned all hope of producing agricultural crops commercially. 
(Mulaudzi 2000: 84)

What is interesting about this account is not only that the farmers failed despite 
what had appeared to be auspicious circumstances, but that they failed in effectively 
the same environment in which at least some previously settled Afrikaner farmers 
had managed to survive and some even to thrive. The establishment of farmers was 
effectively a process of survival of the fittest, in which direct government support 
might have helped farmers get started but ultimately counted for little in keeping 
them there.

A third important theme is what today we refer to as ‘multiple livelihoods’. Although 
government was especially interested in seeing the establishment of progressive full-
time farmers, it recognised that weaker farmers often needed to supplement their 
incomes through non-agricultural activities. A practical manifestation of this was 
that where ‘occupation farms’ were concerned, government eventually grudgingly 
agreed to relax the occupation requirement to allow farmers to pursue these other 
activities, which often required being off-farm regularly or for long periods. Off-
farm income sources included managing others’ farms, hunting, mining (a copper 
mine was established in Messina in the late 19th century), and ‘transport riding’, 
meaning transport of produce and goods by means of ox wagon.7

A fourth and related theme is that of the early and widening disparities between poor 
and non-poor farmers. To put it crudely, as of say the 1920s, the white farming sector 
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of northern Limpopo comprised one or two exceptionally well-off farmers, a handful 
of reasonably successful farmers, and a large number of essentially subsistence 
(‘pap and game’) farmers. For this reason, many allocated plots were abandoned, 
re-allocated and abandoned again in a repetitive cycle. To explain this diversity, there 
appear to have been three main factors.8 First, most white farmers who thrived were 
those who were already well-resourced when they first went to Limpopo – successful 
commercial farmers relocating from somewhere else. Second, some farmers who 
began with modest means managed to improve their circumstances through shrewd 
business skills. Much of the literature of the era suggests that poor ‘backward’ 
farmers remained poor due to lack of initiative or business acumen, related in part 
to their lack of education:

A low standard of living, the absence of any stimulus to effort, either from 
the climate or their neighbours, and a profound ignorance of improved 
methods of farming, have prevented them from realising the value of hard 
labour intelligently applied, and made it easy for them to acquiesce readily 
in existing conditions. (Transvaal Colony 1908: 57)9

Also in this vein, a fifth theme that emerges is the relationship between viability 
and farm size. One reason offered to explain why some farmers struggled was that 
their farms were too small, what we today would describe as ‘unviable’. The concern 
about uneconomically small farm size was especially voiced in the 1930s in relation 
to cattle farming. Interestingly, the solution was the creation of the Levubu irrigation 
scheme, the purpose of which was to give those farmers who were ‘rationalised out’ 
of cattle farming a place to go. The hope was that as some erstwhile cattle farmers 
took up the opportunity to resettle at Levubu (made all the more attractive by 
government’s erection of a three-bedroom house for each settler on the scheme), the 
remaining cattle farms could expand and thereby become viable units.

A sixth theme is the role of land markets and land speculation. From the beginning 
of organised efforts to settle white farmers, these efforts were exploited by individuals 
and land companies whose interest in acquiring land was largely speculative. This 
frustrated government’s efforts in at least two respects: first, it was a major reason 
why many allocated farms were not in fact occupied in the initial decades of farmer 
settlement, meaning that their allocation did not serve the purpose of increasing the 
population of whites. Second, it tended to drive up land prices (even though land 
remained inexpensive relative to comparable agricultural areas further south), which 
had the general effect of discouraging acquisition and settlement.

The seventh theme we touch on is the integration into the wider economy. Despite 
its relatively remote location, and despite the fact that many early white farmers 
were in essence subsistence producers, northern Limpopo was always part of the 
larger economy. This was true of course even in the mid-1800s, when those whites 
living in the area were mainly involved in the ivory trade. Later on, this was evident 
in the fact that agricultural prosperity in the area tended to be related to the wider 
booms and busts of the South African economy, not least the booms associated with 
war years. Interestingly, one of the wealthiest farmers in northern Limpopo in the 
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early 20th century earned much of his fortune producing off-season vegetables under 
irrigation in the far north of the district. The integration with the wider economy 
became all the easier with the expansion of the railroad to Louis Trichardt and then 
on to Messina.

We conclude this list of themes with one that is less tangible but which ultimately 
has the most profound implications, namely the underlying racist beliefs that white 
individuals and governments used to justify their conquest of the bushveld and its 
peoples over a sustained period, and the role of labour tenancy. A chillingly detached 
expression of the former comes from the same German missionary quoted at the 
beginning of this book. This passage, among other things, dehumanises black people 
by portraying them as robust, well-adapted beasts of burden that must and can be 
harnessed to advance the aims of the European:

For the development of Africa the black is a very important factor, as the 
European needs him, and without him can hardly attain his aims. The 
black possesses, moreover, the necessary physical strength, staying-power, 
and hardiness. All his natural advantages help him to employ his physical 
strength. The hard soles of his feet enable him to walk on the hot and 
stony, sometimes thorny roads. His tough skin renders his body immune 
against the sudden changes of the climate. Thorns do not easily hurt him, 
and his strong neck enables him to carry big burdens for miles; whilst his 
whole muscular system leaves nothing to be desired. In all domestic and 
other work he is very apt, and becomes quickly skilful if he is properly 
taught by the right teacher. (Wessmann 1908: 101)

However, while brute force was used to secure the presence of white landowners, 
the actual process of land dispossession tended to be slow and insidious. Land was 
surveyed and allocated to white farmers. Over time, those blacks residing on the land 
were either absorbed as labour tenants or regarded as trespassers. A vivid example 
comes from the Morebene project files held in the Office of the Regional Land 
Claims Commissioner (RLCC) in Polokwane (see Chapter 5): 

The said area is a tribal land. We were forcefully removed by the 
voortrekkers … without any compensation when they started claiming 
the land as theirs … The pockets of voortrekkers upon arrival on our 
land were hospitably received by our great grandparents as destitute 
people, and were even provided with food, milking cows, and helped on 
humanitarian [grounds] to plough fields, not knowing their mission of 
disowning us of our land. The registration of farms in 1910 onwards was 
the start of problems faced by the tribe to the present day. The actual 
dispossession of land manifested itself fully in 1918, after the First World 
War. Boers were simply given portions of our land as individual farms. 
Tribesmen and women were forced into labour tenants. (RLCC n.d.) 
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Agriculture and agricultural policy
Limpopo is often described as South Africa’s most rural province. This is primarily 
a statement about the relatively high share of its population that lives in what – 
correctly or incorrectly – are defined as rural areas,10 namely 87%, relative to 45% 
for South Africa as a whole. However, it is therefore often supposed that Limpopo is 
an agricultural province. The official Provincial Growth and Development Strategy 
(PGDS) of 2005, for example, speaks of ‘our competitive edges of mining, agriculture 
and tourism’ (Limpopo Provincial Government 2005), even though later in the same 
document it is revealed that whereas mining accounted for 24% of GGP in 2002, 
agriculture only contributed 3%.

To be fair, the PGDS singles out agriculture at least as much because of its perceived 
potential, that is its potential to contribute to future growth. And much of this 
potential it locates in the fruit and vegetable cluster:

During the investor conference held in August 2003 it was decided that 
the development of the fruit and vegetable potential of the Vhembe, 
Mopani and Bohlabela districts should be prioritised. This includes the 
development of a fruit and vegetable processing facility that should form 
the anchor project for this cluster … The cluster value-chain should 
be extended up-stream to include the local production of inputs for 
the growing of selected fruit and vegetable commodities, such as plant 
material production, nurseries, pesticides and fertilisers (including 
organic fertilisers). The value-chain down-stream includes processing, 
packaging and exporting industries. (Limpopo Provincial Government 
2005: 31) 

However, the fact that the PGDS singles out horticulture has a lot of appeal. It builds 
on what is ostensibly the most vibrant of Limpopo’s agricultural subsectors, and it is 
inherently labour-absorbing. And yet, horticulture is also a water-intensive activity, 
and the province’s water resources are increasingly under pressure. Accordingly, 
the PGDS quite sensibly acknowledges the importance of promoting water-saving 
technologies. However, a technical report for the Limpopo Water Management 
Area found that for 2003 the local yield for Limpopo (excluding water brought 
in from outside the province) was 453 million cubic metres, while the local water 
requirement for that year came to 595 million cubic metres (DWAF 2004a: 54), 
implying a very sizeable deficit.

How does land reform feature in this scenario? Tucked away in an appendix to 
the PGDS is the following proviso: ‘The emotive dimension of land claims should 
be balanced with the need to retain and even improve productivity in agriculture. 
Models that provide win-win solutions for all stakeholders at the farm claim level 
should therefore, be considered’ (Limpopo Provincial Government 2005: 60). 
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‘Agriculture as industry’

If there is one motif that runs through the official documentation of the provincial 
government in respect of agriculture and land reform, it is the imperative of 
developing agriculture as an industry. While there is some passing mention of 
promoting household-level food security and poverty reduction, by comparison 
with the impetus assigned to developing agriculture as an industry this appears 
to be a secondary concern. In her foreword to the 2005/2006 Annual Report of 
the provincial agriculture department, Limpopo’s MEC for Agriculture, Mrs DP 
Magadzi, wrote: ‘As we continue to transform the agricultural sector from farming 
to agricultural industrial development, the Department realised commendable 
achievement over the financial year under review’ (Limpopo Department of 
Agriculture 2006:5).11 Accordingly, the process must be driven by appropriately 
informed investment; in the executive summary of a study commissioned by the 
department, the authors write: ‘To actualize the role of agriculture in the province, 
the provincial executive council directed that a study be commissioned to provide 
useful managerial information to guide investment decisions to government and 
private investors interested in Limpopo Agricultural Sector’ (Oni et al. 2006). 

Two particular manifestations of this in the realm of small-scale farmer support are 
the increased emphasis on organising farmers into commodity organisations, and a 
particular vision of modernisation introduced in the course of renovating some of 
the homeland irrigation schemes: namely one that subordinates small-scale farmers 
to large-scale white commercial ‘partners’ (Tapela 2009). In 2007, the province 
launched the Limpopo Agribusiness Academy, the objective of which is to promote 
value addition in the agricultural sector: 

With almost 89% of the Limpopo province classified as rural, agriculture 
has often been seen … as food, not business. By opening up a new world 
of business opportunities, from product development to processing, 
communities are being given an economic advantage and a step-up from 
subsistence to commercial farming. (Limpopo Provincial Government 
2008: 15)

Figure 3.1 shows the trend in the contribution of Limpopo’s agricultural sector to 
its gross geographic product (GGP) from 1995–2006. Indeed, there is some reason 
for optimism: although the contribution of agriculture as a share of GGP has 
been static (apart from wide year-on-year fluctuations), the real contribution has 
increased steadily.

But it is important to note that this has taken place at a time when the agricultural 
sector has undergone significant change. One indication of this change is the dramatic 
decline by 50% – over a period of only 20 years – in the number of commercial farm 
units in the province (Figure 3.2). At the same time, there has been a significant drop 
in both regular and casual farm employment (Figure 3.3).
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Figure 3.1 Agriculture’s contribution to Limpopo’s GGP, 1995–2006 (constant 2000 prices)
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Figure 3.2 Number of farming units in Limpopo, 1988–2007
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Figure 3.3 Agricultural employment in Limpopo, 1988–2007
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And yet, as Tables 3.1a and 3.1b illustrate, whereas from a livelihoods perspective 
commercial agriculture has become increasingly marginal, participation in largely 
subsistence agriculture in the ex-bantustans is widespread. This is the case even 
under the dry conditions that tend to characterise, say, Capricorn district. For the 
rural population of Limpopo at large, the importance of agriculture is found less on 
commercial farms than on smallholdings and in gardens in and around villages in 
the ex-bantustans.

Table 3.1a Agricultural employment on commercial farms 

Vhembe Capricorn Limpopo

Agricultural employment 12 306 10 650 59 363

Employment 98 116 129 036 534 153

Unemployment (expanded definition) 176 726 216 507 893 696

Agricultural employment/total employment 13% 8% 11%

Agricultural employment/labour force 4% 3% 4%

Source: Stats SA 2007a
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Table 3.1b Agricultural self-employment in the ex-bantustans

Vhembe Capricorn Limpopo
Black households that farm 189 910 168 513 606 460
As % of all black households 67% 50% 44%
Black adults (15 yrs+) who farm 387 941 297 718 1 084 365
As % of all black adults 52 35 32
Black women (15 yrs+) who farm 265 462 199 217 745 723
As % of all black women 68 67 69

Source: Stats SA 2007a 

Agriculture in northern Limpopo: History and patterns
Virtually all of Limpopo is classified as savannah biome, with some areas of grassland 
to the south and east of Polokwane, and small pockets of forest along some of the 
mountain ranges. However, in agricultural terms, Limpopo is characterised by stark 
contrasts, subsuming areas of high and low soil fertility, and good and poor rainfall. 
Figure 3.4 conveys a sense of the ecological geography of the province. The band 
of light green to the east is the Kruger National Park; elsewhere, the dense green 
areas tend to be associated with timber plantations, natural forests on steep slopes 
and irrigated agriculture (especially the Levubu, Letsitele and Letaba valleys). The 
grey-bound zones are low-potential agricultural areas. In some cases the effects of 
settlements are clearly visible: the dozens of small light patches on either side of the 
border between Vhembe district municipality and Mopani district municipality to 
the southeast (not labelled) are villages in former Venda and Gazankulu.

Figure 3.5 shows the distribution of mean annual rainfall. The areas of high rainfall 
tend to match the dark green patches from the satellite image in Figure 3.4; but the 
steepness of the rainfall gradient shows perhaps even more starkly the extent to 
which Limpopo is characterised by extremes. 

While it may not be clear from either figure, irrigation is practised in arid areas 
not in order to compensate for poor rainfall, but to generally enhance productivity 
within the areas which already have high rainfall. This means, among other things, 
that the trend over the past several decades towards a drier climate (about which we 
say more below) has been felt most acutely in those areas that were relatively dry to 
begin with. However, the high rainfall areas that practise irrigation are themselves 
under increasing water stress. A 2004 study by the Department of Water Affairs 
noted that ‘Water requirements in the Luvuvhu catchment, dominated by irrigation, 
have exceeded the available resource,’ and that although the anticipated construction 
of the new Nandoni dam could relieve some of this pressure, it was not clear to what 
extent or for how long (DWAF 2004b: vii).

Taking a more historical approach for a moment, we look first at the scant evidence 
about black farmers in the Soutpansberg area, and then at historical trends among 
white farmers.
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Figure 3.4 Satellite image of Limpopo with borders of district municipalities superimposed

Source: Google 2009, CDNGI 2009, CNES/Spot Image 2009, DigitalGlobe 2009

Figure 3.5 Distribution of mean annual rainfall over Limpopo

Source: Redrawn from ARC-ISCW 2011
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Black farmers in Soutpansberg district

It is difficult to establish statistical trends in black farming because of the 
inconsistent way in which old census reports took note of it. However, we have 
been able to assemble a revealing series on maize production from 1938 to 1961 for 
Soutpansberg magisterial district (Figure 3.6).12 The data distinguish between white 
and black production, and within black production between that which took place 
on white-owned farms versus in the ‘reserves’. The growth in production by black 
farmers within the reserves up to 1948 is astonishing, but it collapsed thereafter as 
production by white farmers took over.13

One possible interpretation is that black farmers in the reserves increased production 
in response to market opportunities, but were unable to sustain it as more and more 
people were crowded into the reserves, and/or as the policy of ‘betterment’ disturbed 
existing production systems. The policy of betterment began in Soutpansberg 
around 1939 and carried on into the 1940s, and involved, among other things, 
forcing people to cease ploughing along river banks and on slopes, reducing people’s 
fields in order to accommodate new settlers, and compelling denser settlements 
while concentrating people’s fields (Nemutanshela 1999). 

The two historical aerial photographs in Figure 3.7 show settlement patterns at two 
points in time near present-day Ga-Ramakgopa (west of Soekmekaar/Morebeng). 
In  the top photo from 1937, the homesteads are scattered, reflecting also the low 
population density that prevailed. The bottom photo from 1968 shows settlement 
according to a grid pattern, with fields demarcated together. 

Figure 3.6 Maize production in Soutpansberg, white and black, 1938–1961
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Figure 3.7 Aerial photographs of homesteads/settlements near Ga-Ramakgopa, 1937 (top) and 
1968 (bottom)

Sources: DLA 2006a; DLA 2006b
Note: Photos are not to the same scale.
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The implications are perhaps well summarised by Beinart and Coates, who speak 
generally of the impact of betterment in South Africa:

The betterment system through which rural people were sucked into 
villages threw up as many environmental problems as it solved. Stocks 
of cattle and goats were supposed to be left in fenced pastures but these 
seldom remained intact for long. The result was that animals, instead of 
being brought home nightly to scattered homesteads, were now returned 
in greater numbers to villages which became new sites of erosion … 
Firewood in the vicinity of these concentrated settlements was equally 
scarce … Where large-scale population removals were superimposed on 
existing problems, land around new settlements became denuded bare 
earth. (Beinart & Coates 1995: 100)

The corollary of the collapse of black agriculture is the rapid increase in what 
effectively became urbanised rural settlements. Figure 3.8 shows population 
trends in four such settlements, of which two fall within what is now Makhado 
municipality, that is, Vuwani and Dzanani. The dramatic increase from the 1950s 
roughly coincides with the decline in black maize production in northern Limpopo, 
though the direction of cause and effect is not altogether clear.

Figure 3.8 Population trends in Limpopo’s urbanising rural settlements, 1904–1970
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White farmers in Soutpansberg district

For white farmers, by contrast, it is easier to reconstruct the historical trajectory, 
although it is not an altogether more auspicious one than that of black farmers. 
Figure  3.9 pieces together information from agricultural census reports for 
Soutpansberg. The pattern is typical in that the number of farming units rose and 
peaked in the mid-20th century; what is distinctive, however, is that the area under 
farming declined after the mid-20th century at least as precipitously. Thus whereas 
for South Africa as a whole the pattern is one of only a modest decline in the area 
under commercial farming, implying increasing average farm size as the number of 
units drops, in Soutpansberg the amount of land in commercial farming has declined 
by about two-thirds.

What accounts for this dramatic decline is not altogether clear, but it is likely that 
it is primarily due to localised climate change. A recent study of northern Limpopo 
reveals an increasing frequency and severity of droughts from the 1960s to the 
present (Kabanda 2005). This is corroborated by commercial farmers whom we 
interviewed (see ‘Mr Z’ and ‘Mr G’ in Life Stories 3.1). 

As for the underlying reasons for this drying up of the region, the hypothesis is that it 
is primarily caused by the population movements wrought by land dispossession and 
apartheid spatial planning (Kabanda & Munyati 2010). The argument is as follows. 

Figure 3.9 White commercial farms, Soutpansberg district, 1920–2002
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Historically, much of the rainfall in the area has been generated by the Soutpansberg 
range through a combination of the orographic effect (by which mountains focus 
air currents upwards) and evapo-transpiration from natural vegetation. When the 
indigenous black populations were removed from low-lying areas and subsequently 
crowded into the relatively hilly and mountainous areas of the Venda homeland 
(around Thohoyandou; see Figure 3.10), the natural vegetation was disturbed 
where it most mattered. This disrupted and thus diminished the extent of evapo-
transpiration, lifting condensation levels14 and so aiding the formation of deep 
rain-bearing clouds. The dramatic irony is that, because the weather systems 
tend to move from east to west across the Soutpansberg range, the effect has been 
experienced especially strongly to the west of Venda, that is, in the areas that were 
largely appropriated for white commercial farming, even though there the natural 
vegetation on the mountain has remained intact.

Whatever the precise cause or causes, the effects of land-use changes are dramatic. 
As the predicament of Mr Z illustrates (see Life Stories 3.1), one implication is the 
dramatic decline in cattle raised in the area. This is borne out in the census data for 
cattle and selected field crops, as shown in Figure 3.11.

Figure 3.10 Satellite image of focus local municipalities  

Source: Google 2009, CDNGI 2009, DigitalGlobe 2009, GeoEye 2009, with superimpositions
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Life Stories 3.1

Mr Z – white cattle farmer and feedlot operator near 
Waterpoort

Mr Z lives near Waterpoort on the north side of the Soutpansberg ridge halfway between 

Makhado town (Louis Trichardt) and Vivo. He is 71, and has lived on the farm since he was 

2. His father was a farm manager in the Free State, then took a job near Louis Trichardt, and 

not long after was ‘given a farm’ by the government. His father and mother moved onto 

their new farm with the few cattle they had been able to accumulate while managing other 

people’s farms, and which had survived heartwater disease two years earlier. The first night 

on the farm, wild dogs chased the cattle away.

Mr Z now owns 12 farms, all of which are under claim. The main reason for expanding was 

not for the land but the water. Over the years, he built up the largest feedlot operation in 

the Soutpansberg area. This required more and more water. To supplement the boreholes on 

his farm where the feedlot is situated, he pipes in water from three other farms in as many 

different directions, for which he installed a total of over 20 kilometres of pipe. Apart from 

a few tens of hectares of tomatoes grown by ZZ2 (a farming conglomerate in Limpopo) 

that use water piped from the gorge that bisects the mountain, there are only three real 

farmers left in the Waterpoort area, all in their 70s. Others come and go, and almost all 

have converted to game farming. It is too dry, and to make it you need a lot of land and an 

additional source of income. 

Ten years ago, 90% of the cattle Mr Z bought for fattening came from the local area; now, 

he acquires 80% of his cattle from outside Limpopo – from the Free State and as far away 

as the Cape and even Namibia. He has his own fleet of trucks, and employs 160 workers, of 

whom 40 are Zimbabwean. 

Mr Z’s son wanted to farm, but after they tried to work together his son moved off the farm 

and opened what is now the largest beef abattoir in the area, located in the industrial area on 

the south side of Makhado town. Almost all of Mr Z’s cattle go to his son’s abattoir.

Mr G – white cattle farmer west of Makhado town

Mr G describes himself as ‘the only farmer left on the mountain,’ that is, on the southern side 

of the Soutpansberg ridge and west of Louis Trichardt. He is more or less on the opposite side 

of the mountain from Mr Z. Mr G occupies the farm his grandfather bought in the 1930s. 

His grandfather, who emigrated from Scotland as a young man, was an engineer with the 

railroads. He helped bring the track to the Northern Transvaal (now Limpopo), and decided 

to retire there. Although Soutpansberg district was dominated by Afrikaans-speaking farmers, 

a minority of British people established themselves in the area as well, strangely enough 

including a number of retired senior army officers.
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The implications of these trends for agricultural employment have been enormous. 
Unfortunately, there are no data between 1930 and 1950, and for casual employment 
there are no figures prior to the 1960s. Even so, in Figure 3.12 the overall pattern 
is plain: employment trends have roughly mirrored those in agricultural land use. 
Regular employment now is just more than a quarter of what it was half a century 
ago, and casual employment has shown a similarly precipitous decline. 

Figure 3.11  Trends in cattle numbers and area planted to maize and wheat, Soutpansberg district, 
1964–2002 (white commercial farms only)15
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Figure 3.12 Trends in regular and casual farm employment in Soutpansberg district, 1930–2002
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Life Stories 3.1 (continued)

Although Mr G’s grandfather wasn’t a ‘real farmer’, Mr G’s father became one. He farmed 

winter wheat, as well as maize and other crops in summer. The water from the mountain 

was adequate and reliable. During harvest, they would take on between 100 and 200 casual 

workers, which gives an idea of the technology involved.

Mr G went into farming because it was ‘the obvious thing to do’. He completed high school 

in Pietersburg (now Polokwane) as there were no English language high schools closer and 

then went to agricultural college in Natal. After he returned he eventually took over the farm, 

but the mountain gradually started drying up. First he had to give up wheat. In the 1970s he 

diversified into pigs. Pigs were tough going because there was no strong local demand, but 

what made him quit pigs altogether was when the land became too dry for growing maize, 

some of which he used for feeding the pigs. By the 1980s, Mr G had become a cattle farmer 

with one regular employee. However, at this stage he also built a few cottages high up on 

the mountain. He didn’t charge much rent and the occupancy rate was low, but it helped 

make ends meet. Mr G regrets becoming a farmer: ‘I don’t know, I should have taken up a 

trade, like a fitter.’ 

The farms to the left and right along the mountain have gone into tourism or nature 

conservation, or have just become second homes. Mr G and his wife have two daughters 

who live in Gauteng. Mr and Mrs G recently learned that their land was under claim. Until 

then, they’d expected to carry on until they were too old to stay on the farm.

Because different geographical areas were used for agricultural statistics versus 
population census and Labour Force Survey statistics, it is impossible to say what 
share of employment in Soutpansberg is presently agricultural. However, from 
the 2001 population census, we know that the total number of employed people 
in Makhado local municipality alone was about 60  000 (as was the number of 
unemployed people), and of these, only about 10 000 were employed in agriculture, 
or 17%; by 2007, this share had shrunk to 8%. 

In terms of the contemporary structure of commercial agriculture in northern 
Limpopo, horticulture is dominant; however, the livestock subsector is not far 
behind. By contrast, field crop production almost fails to register at all. As for the 
contribution of Soutpansberg relative to Limpopo, in 2002 it comprised about 
10% of gross farming income for the province, and similarly for horticulture 
(11%), but was conspicuously less in terms of field crops (Table  3.2). Although 
horticulture comprises a large share of Soutpansberg’s commercial farming income, 
the suggestion that Levubu Valley (which is situated within Soutpansberg, as well 
as within Makhado local municipality) is the fruit basket of the province (Van 
Schalkwyk 2008: 1)16 is false; Soutpansberg is a far cry from Letaba district, that is, 
the magisterial district in which Tzaneen is situated. 
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Table 3.2 Gross farming income for Soutpansberg district by subsector, 2002

  Rand (millions) % share of total As % of Limpopo

Field crops 6 1 1

Horticultural products 245 55 11

Animals and animal products 179 40 13

Other products 16 4 15

Total 446 100 10

Source: Stats SA 2005

Land reform in Limpopo and northern Limpopo
Limpopo is the province in which the greatest amount of commercial farmland 
is under claim; 90%, according to the PGDS mentioned above. The Sustainable 
Development Consortium report, based on a study conducted for the Restitution 
Commission, estimated the figure at 92%, but this was based on the commission’s 
database, which at the time was very flawed (SDC 2007: 17). In 2010, 164 claims 
had been settled in Limpopo, involving about 400  000 hectares, at a total cost of 
about R1.8 billion (Limpopo Land Claims Commissioner 2011, cited in Bigen Africa 
2011: 16). This implies that around 9% of commercial farmland has been transferred 
via restitution to date. However, it is not clear if we therefore have 80% still to go. 

In early 2009, the Restitution Commission announced that it was in the process 
of ‘de-gazetting’ a number of farms in various provinces, where further research 
had revealed that the claims were not valid. The problem, quite understandably, is 
that one does not know for certain the extent of a valid claim until the research is 
complete; but in 2011, there were almost 600 claims still being researched, and 718 
outstanding land claims in all (Limpopo Land Claims Commissioner 2011, cited in 
Bigen Africa 2011: 16). There is therefore profound uncertainty about the extent, 
duration and cost of restitution still to happen in Limpopo. Table 3.3 compares land 
ownership figures between 1994 and 2009.

As for land redistribution, to date there have been about 236 projects involving 
80 000 hectares, costing collectively about R360 million. A small amount of this land 

Table 3.3 Land ownership by race for Limpopo, 1994 and 2009

1994 2009

Farmland (ha) % shares Farmland (ha)   % shares

‘Black’ 3 394 518 38 3 974 518 45

‘White’ 5 488 613 62 4 908 613 55

Totals 8 883 131 100 8 883 131 100

Sources: DLA 2009a, DAFF 2012 and authors’ calculations
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has reverted to restitution, because the Commission became aware of valid claims to 
it after it was transferred via redistribution. 

Findings from the project census in Vhembe and Capricorn municipalities

The project census collected rudimentary information from all the redistribution and 
restitution projects in the Capricorn and Vhembe districts. The idea was that this 
would help us to extrapolate to a higher level from the in-depth fieldwork conducted 
on a relatively small number of projects, though not in strict quantitative terms.

We relied on three lists to identify projects in the first place. Two of these were acquired 
from the DLA, one for redistribution and restitution and the other for restitution 
only. A third list was acquired from the Limpopo Department of Agriculture. A 
fourth list, very incomplete, was obtained from the Office of the Regional Land 
Claims Commissioner (RLCC) in Polokwane. These lists were enormously helpful 
but also presented various problems, most notably lack of identifying information 
– whether contact information for beneficiaries or precise geographic information. 
(The lists were generally very incomplete in other respects as well, not least 
information about the numbers of beneficiaries, financial costs associated with land 
acquisition and other expenses, and in some cases whether the land had ever been 
transferred or not.) These deficiencies were to some extent compensated for through 
the kind assistance of DLA and PDA (provincial Department of Agriculture) staff; 
but it is noteworthy that no one appears to have complete, accurate, up-to-date 
information about government-funded land reform projects.

Ultimately, a new list was compiled for Capricorn and Vhembe districts comprising 
117 projects, of which 81 are redistribution and 36 are restitution projects.17 Of 
the 117 projects, for 11 no further information could be found; that is, we could 
not find anyone who could verify that the project existed, and could not physically 
locate the project to determine what (if anything) was happening there. For another 
43 projects, however, we were able to establish that the project was non-functional 
and that nothing was happening on the land.18 While this is an important statistic, it 
was generally the case with such projects that we could not find anyone who could 
answer questions from the census questionnaire that dealt, for example, with the 
previous owner or previous land use.

We start with what is perhaps the single most important finding from the project 
census, namely the project status breakdown. Table 3.4 shows that the share of 
projects where beneficiaries are not benefiting directly or indirectly (via lease 
income) is about 51% for redistribution projects and 36% for restitution projects. If 
we exclude from the tabulations those projects for which we have no information, 
obviously these shares are higher. Overall, only about one-third of projects appear to 
have active beneficiaries.

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   54 3/20/13   7:12 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L I M P O P O

55

Table 3.4 Summary of project status

Redistribution Restitution Both

Count % share Count % share Count % share

No beneficiaries using land, nothing 
happening

41 50.6 13 36.1 54 46.2

No beneficiaries using land, but 
some land leased out

1 1.2 3 8.3 4 3.4

Some beneficiaries using land 23 28.4 4 11.1 27 23.1

Some beneficiaries using land and 
some land leased out

8 9.9 4 11.1 12 10.3

Operational as a joint venture 0 0.0 8 22.2 8 6.8

No information regarding project 8 9.9 4 11.1 12 10.3

Total 81 100.0 36 100.0 117 100.0

Source: Authors’ fieldwork

Table 3.5 presents the same sort of information, but for the two main types of 
redistribution project, SLAG and LRAD. The table shows that LRAD has not 
improved the frequency with which beneficiaries make use of their land reform land 
relative to SLAG. However, we cannot rule out the possibility that SLAG projects 
have merely had the advantage of being around longer, so that beneficiaries have had 
more time to recommence activities after an initial hiatus.

Many projects have effectively closed down, and many others appear to have shrunk 
in terms of the number of active beneficiaries. Table 3.6 compares the number of 
active beneficiaries (adding together those who are active on a full-time basis with 
those who are active ‘from time to time’) with the number of official (‘original’) 
beneficiaries. In fact, it appears that 10% of projects have experienced an increase in 
beneficiaries relative to the original number; for another 4% of projects, there has 
been no change. Unfortunately, for 80%, the decline in participation has exceeded 
75%. This 80% of course includes all of those projects which have no active 
beneficiaries at all (as captured in Tables 3.4 and 3.5), and a number of other poorly 
performing projects as well.

Table 3.7 changes theme somewhat and summarises beneficiary respondents’ subjective 
ratings of the state/quality of the farm infrastructure at the point in time when they 
took ownership. The table compares farm assets under redistribution and restitution. 
Generally, redistribution projects seem to have worse infrastructure than restitution 
projects. A possible interpretation is that redistribution and restitution projects differ 
in that the former are created when landowners voluntarily sell their land, which in 
many cases they choose to do after they have already effectively ceased farming.

This interpretation is strongly supported by Figure 3.13, which reports beneficiary 
respondents’ perceptions of whether or not the property they acquired was actively 
farmed up to the time when it changed hands. The difference between redistribution 
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and restitution is stark. However, as with Table 3.7, bear in mind that here the sample 
size is much smaller because for most projects we were unable to conduct interviews.

Table 3.5 Summary of project status, SLAG versus LRAD (redistribution only)

SLAG LRAD

Count % share Count % share

No beneficiaries using land, nothing happening 17 45.9 24 54.5

No beneficiaries using land, but some land 
leased out

1 2.7 0 0.0

Some beneficiaries using land 9 24.3 14 31.8

Some beneficiaries using land and some land 
leased out

6 16.2 2 4.5

No information regarding project 4 10.8 4 9.1

Total 37 100.0 44 100.0

Source: Authors’ fieldwork

Table 3.6 Active versus official beneficiaries

Nature of change % share of projects

Increased 10

No change 4

Declined by 1% to 25% 0

Declined by 26% to 50% 3

Declined by 51% to 75% 2

Declined by 76% to 100% 80

All 100

N 91

Source: Authors’ fieldwork

Table 3.7 Summary of beneficiaries’ ratings of farm assets

Fencing Irrigation Buildings

Redistribution 
%

Restitution 
%

Redistribution 
%

Restitution 
%

Redistribution 
%

Restitution 
%

None 13 5 37 35 18 25

Poor 50 25 26 15 26 10

Average 24 40 26 5 29 10

Good 13 30 11 45 26 55

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

N 38 20 38 20 38 20

Source: Authors’ fieldwork
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Figure 3.13 Property actively farmed or not prior to acquisition by beneficiaries
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Finally, we look at the question of farm workers. First, we try to establish how many 
projects are on farms that used to employ farm workers (Table 3.8). Unfortunately, on 
a very high proportion of projects, respondents did not know whether farm workers 
had been previously employed. The fact that fewer redistribution projects had farm 
workers than did restitution projects probably echoes the theme in Tables 3.6 and 
3.7; it is probably a symptom of the fact that a larger proportion of redistribution 
farms were not actively farmed at the time when the land reform transaction was 
going through.

Looking at only those projects where the respondents indicated that the farm did 
previously employ farm workers, we then ask how many of these people left the 
farm when or shortly after it was acquired for land reform (Table 3.9). The ratio 
for redistribution and restitution is the same: almost 60% of farm workers had left, 
voluntarily or otherwise.

Table 3.8 Farm workers under previous ownership 

% of redistribution projects % of restitution projects

Yes 38 50

No 30 25

Not known 32 25

Total 100 100

Source: Authors’ fieldwork
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Table 3.9 Farm workers previously employed who left

Redistribution Restitution

Farm workers previously employed 68 354

Number who left 40 204

% 59 58

N 33 10

Source: Authors’ fieldwork

What does a naïve extrapolation reveal about the impact of land reform on farm 
employment in the Capricorn and Vhembe districts? The net implications for 
redistribution and restitution are quite different. For redistribution, we estimate a 
net gain of 410 livelihoods, and for restitution a net loss of 763, making an overall 
net loss due to land reform of 353 (Table 3.10). Again, the difference between 
redistribution and restitution probably reflects the fact that restituted farms were 
more likely to have been in active use up to the time of transfer.

Table 3.10 Net changes in livelihoods owing to land reform (extrapolated to population)

Redistribution Restitution Both
Land reform livelihoods created 503 87 590
Estimated previous employment lost 93 850 943
Net 410 −763 −353

Source: Authors’ fieldwork
Note: The figures have been extrapolated to the population

While these figures are somewhat discouraging, they should not be taken at face 
value; indeed, much of the rest of this book attempts to delve deeper into the various 
processes of livelihood creation and destruction through land reform. Perhaps the 
most remarkable feature of the net values is not whether they are positive or negative, 
but how small they are, especially in relation to the very large population of northern 
Limpopo. As presently conducted, is land reform relevant at all?

Conclusion 
This chapter has assembled various background perspectives on Limpopo and 
northern Limpopo, in particular relating to agricultural development and land 
reform. It has also reported key results from the project census conducted in northern 
Limpopo, noting some key distinctions between redistribution and restitution. Various 
points of tension have arisen in the discussion, and we note a few here. 

First, the development of white commercial agriculture in what is today Limpopo 
was far from the smooth, well-planned and proficiently executed process that 
contemporary observers may assume. On the contrary, the development of white 
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commercial agriculture was fraught with enormous challenges, and very likely 
compromised aggregate food production for a decade or two. In fact, the commercial 
sector as we know it owes far less to proficient farmer support than to land 
dispossession and the process of attrition that followed. 

Second, the history of commercial agriculture in north-central Limpopo is 
characterised by rapid expansion, followed by an almost cataclysmic contraction. 
Much of the reason has to do with water, or rather the lack of it. The chapter draws 
on Kabanda’s provocative theory that the decline in rainfall is largely anthropogenic, 
and specifically relates to land dispossession and the relocation of populations to 
the ‘reserves’.

Third, the chapter highlights the fact that while much of north-central Limpopo is 
certainly rural, it is not clear that it can properly be called ‘agricultural’, at least not 
in the commercial sense. In particular, agriculture as a source of employment has all 
but dried up. By contrast, self-provisioning through subsistence agriculture remains 
a very common pursuit, even though access to irrigation remains hugely biased in 
favour of large-scale white commercial farmers.

And fourth, although the project census determined that the extent of project failure 
was roughly the same between redistribution and restitution, some key differences 
also emerge: land acquired via redistribution is less likely to have been actively 
farmed immediately prior to transfer, meaning that redistribution projects tend to 
take over poorer infrastructure, but also displace fewer farm worker jobs. 

Notes
1 The word ‘progress’ appears in inverted commas to suggest that this is not the view or value 

judgement of the authors; however it does certainly capture the prevailing perspective of the 
various white governments over this period.

2 See Mulaudzi (2000) for a comprehensive and engaging chronological account of territorial 
conquest and agricultural development in northern Limpopo, upon which much of this 
section is based.

3 In the words of a German missionary who wrote an account of the ‘psychology and 
folklore’ of the Venda shortly after the war: ‘Of all the native tribes in the Transvaal, the 
Bawenda people has longest resisted Boer rule. A great many years ago the Boers came into 
contact with the Bawenda, but were one night attacked by them and had their settlement, 
Schoemansdal, burned down and destroyed. Shortly before the last war with Great Britain, 
however, the Boers succeeded in conquering the Bawenda, but they were not able to enjoy 
the rich revenue accruing from the country. This was left to the British to enjoy and utilise.’ 
(Wessmann 1908: 116)

4 Without wishing to enter the debate on the meaning of ‘frontier’ in South African 
history, we note that this was not a frontier in the sense that it was being spontaneously 
driven by land hunger and white initiative (apart from the earlier but ultimately abortive 
jagtergemeenskap); rather, the white state played the leading role.
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5 Many of those poor whites who sought land in northern Limpopo, often only to fail there 
and end up on the fringes of cities and major towns, had been so-called bywoners (poor 
white farmers), who had previously farmed on a small scale on other people’s land in the 
lower Transvaal or Free State, often on vague terms. 

6 The two interventions that did arguably have a large impact were the extension of the 
railway line and veterinary support; the former is discussed further below, while the 
latter is notable because of its role in containing the spread of cattle diseases, which in the 
19th century were often devastating.

7 Changing modes of transport apparently had diverse implications for farmers. With the 
extension of rail services, better-off farmers were able to get their outputs to market more 
cheaply and quickly; however, the many farmers who relied on transport riding as an 
important source of income – or produced the forage necessary to feed the oxen – were 
undercut (see Transvaal Colony 1908: 10–11).

8 This draws on Mulaudzi’s profiles of a number of successful white farmers; see 
Mulaudzi 2000.

9 This ‘analysis’ of the Indigency Commission is of course not to be taken at face value, 
especially as it is largely based on assumptions about people’s inherent capacity. Some of the 
‘analysis’ is in fact plain anti-Afrikaner racism: ‘The system of farming of the Boer is still 
that of the voortrekker. It cannot really be called farming at all. It is unsystematic, primitive 
and wasteful’ (Transvaal Colony 1908: 61). However, what these excerpts do illustrate is the 
heterogeneity of the farming sector. 

10 The debate is whether some of South Africa’s more densely settled ‘rural’ areas should really 
be characterised as rural, given that they offer scant opportunity for land-based livelihoods. 
This concern certainly applies to certain parts of Limpopo, not least some of the ‘rural 
townships’ that dot Molemole municipality.

11 The use of the word ‘transform’ in the context of developing agriculture, without its referring 
to racial transformation, is curious in itself.

12 Soutpansberg district covers much of Vhembe district municipality and specifically 
Makhado local municipality, but unfortunately the match is imperfect; see Figure 1.2. 
Unfortunately, there is no magisterial district which is a good enough match to Capricorn or 
Molemole to be worth reporting. 

13 The graph seems to give a vivid illustration of the ‘rise and fall of the African peasantry’ as 
per Bundy, but the process occurs several decades later than the one that Bundy describes 
(Bundy 1988).

14 The lifting condensation level (LCL) is the level where clouds start to form; with the 
depletion of vegetation on the mountains, the bare land absorbs much of the radiation and 
heats the air above it, thus raising the LCL. This means that the cloud might not be deep 
enough to hold water which can be advected further westward.

15 One might ask whether the decline in the hectarage in maize and wheat was a consequence 
of the increase in areas planted to high-value crops such as citrus and subtropical fruit. 
While it is more difficult to trace the hectarage trends of the latter, it is sufficient to note 
that in 2002 the total area under such crops within Soutpansberg was less than 5 000 
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hectares, and it does not seem to have ever been significantly more than this before 2002. 
Thus the growth of orchard production is at most a minor contributor to the decline in field 
crop production.

16 Van Schalkwyk S, Food vs land reform, Mail & Guardian Online, 12 May 2008. Accessed 
September 2009, http://mg.co.za/article/2008-05-12-food-vs-land-reform

17 Some restitution projects entail two or more distinct phases, but for our purposes these were 
taken as single projects.

18 In other words, this precludes the possibility that some or all of the land was being leased 
out, or that some beneficiaries were using the land in any way.
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4 SLAG-based redistribution projects

As indicated in Chapter 2, from 1995–2000 the land redistribution component of 
South Africa’s land reform programme was based on SLAG. SLAG was a modest 
grant of R15  000 allocated to applicant households, primarily for purposes of 
purchasing land. However, although the formulation of the SLAG policy assumed 
that beneficiary households would in effect set up independent or semi-independent 
homesteads on the newly acquired land, this is not what generally happened. 

The four case studies presented in this chapter vividly illustrate what did happen. 
The first case study is Makhamotse, a project which experienced dramatic ups 
and downs, only to finally collapse. This is followed by Fanang Diatla, which also 
experienced a severe crisis, but which by means of major adjustments managed to 
survive and then flourish. The third and fourth case studies are presented together 
as they are so similar: both effectively collapsed, but were partially resuscitated by 
means of an outside ‘investor’ leasing the land and hiring some of the beneficiaries 
as farm labourers. 

While these four case studies do not necessarily exhaust the full range of possibilities 
among SLAG-based redistribution projects, the project census suggests that, at least 
for north-central Limpopo, they are fairly representative. The case studies support 
the common view that SLAG-based redistribution was highly problematic; however, 
thanks to our multilayered fieldwork approach, they also support fresh insights into 
precisely why they were so precarious, as well as how some of them managed to 
survive. One of the bitter ironies that emerges is that SLAG-based projects by their 
nature tend to absorb (former) farm workers as beneficiaries, much more so than, 
for example, LRAD-based redistribution projects or restitution projects. However, 
because of the odd manner in which these projects are constructed, few of these 
‘beneficiaries’ actually benefit.

Apart from the core questions of project performance and livelihood impacts, 
the case studies in this chapter compel us to acknowledge other issues, such as 
social conflict associated with people’s different expectations of land reform, social 
differentiation (such as that which contrasts beneficiaries with black entrepreneurs 
who seek to position themselves as investors), and the mercenary behaviour of some 
white sellers and intermediaries.

Makhamotse 
When we first encountered Makhamotse in 2007, it was full of promise, an inspiring 
exception to the common pattern in which SLAG-based redistribution projects tend 
to lapse or collapse. To be sure, from its inception in 2001 Makhamotse had indeed 
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experienced decline, but it had bounced back from near collapse and was showing 
robust improvements. By mid-2007, the worst was behind it, and it seemed to be 
leaping from strength to strength. 

However, this happy trend was not sustained. As we made return visits over the next 
two years we saw Makhamotse deteriorate, and by mid-2010 it was gone, at least in 
the sense that active agriculture on this portion of the farm Rustfontein 781 LS had 
effectively stopped. What had happened? 

‘Legend in the black young farmer history’

The story of Makhamotse, at least in its second life and eventual death, is closely tied 
up with the role of one of its members, a dynamic young man named Joshua S. He was 
born and raised on the farm, and in due course rescued the project from its first crisis 
and placed it on its conspicuous, albeit short-lived, upward trajectory. Joshua cuts the 
figure of a humble and embattled hero, a man whose determination, leadership qualities 
and agricultural talents appear victorious one moment, and shattered the next. 

Joshua’s character attracted various supporters, including an independent agricultural 
input supplier and planning agent, ‘Dr Dion S’, with whom Joshua did business on 
behalf of Makhamtose, and who then became one of Joshua’s key sources of advice. 
Dr Dion S and three others (altogether, one professor, two PhDs and a private 
investigator!) wrote a report about Joshua entitled ‘Legend in the black young farmer 
history: Born to be a leader not a follower’, which Joshua presented to us as a fair 
account of his story. The report is a curious mix between an analysis of Makhamotse’s 
chemical input requirements, a history of the problems with the project leadership, 
a hagiography of Joshua, and extended unattributed passages ‘borrowed’ verbatim 
from Anseeuw and Mathebula 2008.

The last time we met Joshua, he was a tenant on another farm in the area (ironically, 
another abandoned land redistribution project), deeply in debt, living alone in a shed 
he had fixed up on the edge of the escarpment, and trying to make a fresh start on 
his own with some borrowed cattle.

But the story of Makhamotse is also about the three-way relationship between Joshua, 
Makhamotse and the community of Sekgopo. Sekgopo is the community a few 
kilometres from Makhamotse from where most of the project’s official beneficiaries 
were recruited. We argue – though do not claim to prove – that the fraught relationship 
between Makhamotse and Sekgopo is emblematic of broader questions about the 
purpose and nature of land reform. Who is land reform for? What function should land 
reform serve in relation to local communities, especially when by ‘local communities’ 
we mean not merely local rural people (the common meaning of the term), but also 
specific villages or settlements? Our information about the nature of the conflict between 
Joshua and residents of Sekgopo is unfortunately incomplete and one-sided, in that we 
have Joshua’s account of the conflict and the more general accounts of third parties 
(for example, Sekgopo’s traditional leader and various small-scale farmers who live 
in Sekgopo), but not the accounts of those with whom Joshua came into direct conflict.
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The farm
There is some mystery about the identity of the farm in question, perhaps because 
our data, or perhaps our understanding, are incomplete, but possibly also reflecting 
the real-life elusiveness of hard facts. By most accounts, the farm in question is 
Rustfontein 781 LS,1 in particular the remaining extent thereof (see Figures 4.1 
and 4.2). It is there in the DLA’s monitoring and evaluation list (DLA 2009a) we 
scavenged, there in the Deeds data (DLA 2009b) we conveniently accessed through 
participation in another study, there in Dion S et al. (n.d.), even there in Anseeuw 
and Mathebula’s 2008 study of land reform in Molemole. The extent reported is 
1 391.8517 hectares (down to the last square metre, with the awe-inspiring precision 
characteristic of the South Africa cadastre). But even so, neither the GIS farm data 
we gained from an accommodating DLA official, nor the 50  000:1 topo maps we 
purchased from the DLA, show a Rustfontein 781 LS.2 There are three other farms 
by the name ‘Rustfontein’ in Limpopo, but none is 781 LS, nor are they within 
Molemole. Nor are there any other farms designated ‘781 LS’. It seems pretty obvious 
that Rustfontein 781 LS has another name, namely ‘Jongdraai 81 LS’; the location 
is right, the last two digits of ‘781’ of the one match the digits of the other, and it 
is also indicated as a ‘remaining extent’. But, according to the GIS data, Jongdraai 
81 LS is 1  395.3170 hectares. By some mysterious process, as Rustfontein 781 LS 
became Jongdraai 81 LS, 3.4654 additional hectares of ground came into the universe 
somewhere in eastern Molemole. 

At the time of transfer, the farm included 7 hectares of avocado, 3 hectares of 
guava, 26 hectares under cash crops (including strawberries), about 500 hectares of 
bluegum plantations and about 800 hectares of grazing land. In addition, the farm 
had seven functioning boreholes, a large nursery in which clivia seedlings were 
grown, a farmhouse, staff accommodation, storage buildings, and a farm school 
which served this and a number of the nearby farms. The previous owner employed 
10 permanent workers and 24 temporary ones. His permanent workers lived on the 
farm, but some maintained homes in Sekgopo which they visited on weekends. 

According to Dion S et al., before transfer the annual gross income averaged about 
R622 000, but implausibly out of this a net income of R543 000 was derived. 

The transfer

Makhamotse was a ‘seller-driven’ project, in the sense that the idea and initiative 
came from the former owner, Mr David L. According to Mr Reuben P, a 60-year-old 
man who had been David L’s farm foreman for several years leading up to 2001 and a 
member of the beneficiary group thereafter, David L decided to sell the farm because 
he was getting old and his son was not interested in taking over (in 2000 David L was 
about 69 years old).3 One day in 1998 David L called a meeting of his workers and 
told them he was going to sell the farm. He told them that if they were interested they 
could try to acquire it themselves via land reform. Much of the process leading up to 
the transfer is, however, still obscure to us, largely because the beneficiaries to whom 
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Figure 4.1 Location of Makhamotse

Source: Authors
Note: The farms where Hivuyerilwile and the SLAG portion of Makgato were established were sold by the same previous owner 
as sold the farm where Makhamotse was established. Batau is the SLAG-based project to which Joshua S relocated as a tenant 
after fleeing Makhamotse. 

Figure 4.2 Satellite image of the western portion of Makhamotse, circa December 2008

Source: Google 2010, CDNGI 2011
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we spoke (and probably those to whom we did not) were peripheral to the process. 
According to the account of Dion S et al. (n.d.):

The previous owner of the farm wanted to [sell] his farm and had decided 
to use slag programme to do so. These farm contacted the relevant 
departments, who then needed to identify enough beneficiaries to raise 
the purchase price with their SLAG grants … A consultant was appointed 
to manage this process … This consultant found a local person, probably 
identified through the local department of agriculture to help identify 
possible beneficiaries. He, with the help of the department and the 
consultant, started grouping and organizing interested inhabitants. A trust 
was created. (Dion S et al. n.d.: 9)

Joshua recalls that this meeting called by the farmer was the first anyone knew of 
his intention to sell, but his suggestion that they acquire the farm through land 
reform was well received: ‘Everybody was happy, they liked the idea; they were happy 
because they were going to be responsible for everything here.’ Joshua himself ‘was 
thinking for job creation, for other people that are not working’. 

Were they pleased because they were desperate to see Mr L go? Not according to 
Joshua, although this might be because Joshua had a relatively good relationship 
with him: ‘He was a good guy; he was a good man.’ Reuben P also indicated that he 
got along with David L very well, but when they heard they were going to acquire 
the farm, ‘they were very happy and thought that they are now rich looking at the 
success that Mr L was achieving’. From Joshua’s perspective, David L could well have 
sold his farm to another white farmer in the area, but was eager to give his workers 
a chance. Somewhat unusually, David L in fact remained in the area for about four 
years following the transfer and provided management advice to Makhamotse, often 
visiting twice a week and never charging a fee.4

David L’s asking price was R1.8 million. Ultimately there were 121 applicants signed 
providing a sum of R1.94 million, thus allowing a ‘grant balance’ of R136 000.

Recruiting applicants

Explaining that they needed to find more applicants in order to make up the asking 
price, Joshua concurs that recruiting from Sekgopo was the consultant’s idea: ‘It 
was another lady who was running the programme for land reform.’ For Joshua the 
idea of additional members recruited from Sekgopo was consistent with his hope 
that the project could create additional employment, though whether it occurred to 
him that 121 applicant households might be excessive we do not know. As for his 
reference to the consultant as ‘another lady who was running the programme’, this is 
an amusing but apt portrayal of intermediary-led land reform running amok. While 
we are not certain who this ‘consultant’ was, from other accounts it appears to have 
been the same estate agent who was deeply involved in brokering many of the other 
land reform projects in the area (for both redistribution and restitution), and who 
subsequently left Limpopo. Whether or not she was corrupt, as some interviewees 
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claimed (including one white landowner), at the very least, while working within 
the letter of official policies, she appears to have contributed to considerable havoc, 
vividly illustrated by the case of Makhamotse.

Who were these recruits? Joshua suggests that they were overwhelmingly relatives 
of the farm workers who did most of the work of recruiting them. If so, it is hard to 
understand why such a stark division emerged between the villagers and the former 
farm workers. At a focus group discussion conducted at the Sekgopo tribal council in 
December 2008, which involved a mix of local farmers and land reform beneficiaries, 
the main information that emerged was that most recruited beneficiaries were in fact 
merely asked to allow their ID numbers to be used for purposes of boosting the 
applicant numbers, while others were led to believe that the beneficiary trust would 
look after their interests as part-owners. Onica M, another erstwhile farm worker 
who became a beneficiary, also mentions that ‘government officials confronted 
people in this area asking for IDs’. Other common characterisations are that the 
recruited villagers were old, or unemployed, or were not farmers (Dion S et al. n.d.). 
Joshua attempted to make the point delicately: 

Joshua: We tried [to make the project work], but some of the people had 
never worked before.

Researcher: But the group was large, was there maybe just not enough 
work to do?

Joshua: No, we got enough work to do … The people themselves, they 
don’t like to … 

The chief of Sekgopo complained that in general she was not knowledgeable about 
what was happening with land reform in the area (a point to which we return 
below), but agreed that corruption, and individuals seeking their own benefit, were 
responsible for the generally poor state of affairs at Makhamotse and elsewhere. 
Whether this is an actual insight, or merely repeating one aspect of the conventional 
wisdom, is difficult to say.

What expectations did the recruited villagers themselves have? Unfortunately, we 
failed to get direct access to their views; however, Joshua gives one possible clue. 
Asked whether the beneficiaries ever considered subdividing the farm in order 
to give different people their own units, Joshua responded: ‘Some [people] were 
interested in that, but we saw that it won’t be the good way for business. Yeah, I 
can say it was a discussion.’ Between whom? ‘People who weren’t part of the group 
but who wanted to benefit somehow … Some, they were bribed by the people from 
outside. The idea was they get the piece of land and then [these others] were going 
to operate on that. It was not their idea somehow.’ 

The clues are enigmatic, indicating too little information on the one hand, and 
probably a complex reality on the other. One plausible interpretation that is consistent 
with apparently contradictory observations and views, is that the recruited villagers 
were in fact a heterogeneous group, some of whom may have had a genuine interest 
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in getting land for smallholder production, but the strongest constituency was a 
small core of project members who wanted to assume control of the farm, and in 
doing so took advantage of the relative passivity of the much larger number who in 
effect were happy to allow their ID numbers to be used.

A project chronology

To convey the trajectory of the project, we list some of the milestones and incidental 
developments during the period 2001–2009. These are not necessarily the most 
important events or developments, but are those which it is relatively easy to 
date, and which therefore provide a framework within which to situate the overall 
trajectory of Makhamotse.

9 April 2001 The farm is transferred to the Makhamotse Project Trust, 
comprising 121 beneficiary households. Makhamotse’s first avocado harvest 
begins shortly thereafter, but there is no record of receipts. 
May 2001 The executive committee of the trust is elected and begins serving 
its two-year term. It has eight members. The committee appears to consist 
primarily of non-farm worker beneficiaries. Other roles are assigned, mainly 
related to the management of the different farming activities on the project. 
Joshua is appointed a ‘general assistant’.
3 July 2001 The Land Bank approves a medium-term loan of R193 230 for the 
purchase of Bonsmara cattle, repayable in annual instalments over eight years 
at 15%. The eight members of the executive committee are liable, but the farm 
is mortgaged to the bank as security.
July 2002 Makhamotse is reminded to make their first annual instalment of 
R54 224 to the bank, which they fail to do (although they do manage to repay 
R2 000 in September 2002).
November 2002 A self-appointed ‘committee of research’ begins to investigate 
alleged corruption within the executive committee. This committee has five 
members and is led by Joshua S.
Late 2002 The Bonsmara herd is stolen. Some are recovered from Eisleben but 
most are not. The vice-chairperson is suspected but never charged.
May 2003 A new executive committee is elected for the next two-year period. 
The erstwhile vice-chairperson becomes the new chairperson, reflecting the 
outcome of a bitter personal battle between the two. Only one other person 
from the original committee is retained to serve a second term. 
18 October 2003 The DLA hosts an International Rural Women’s Day 
celebration at Makhamotse, officiated by the then MEC for Agriculture of the 
Limpopo province, Dr Aaron Motsoaledi. The press release for the event reads: 
‘The farm workers and residents on the farm Rustfontein and members of the 
adjacent village of Makhamotse jointly applied for assistance  …  to purchase 
a farm for productive agricultural purposes. The project has 121 households 
of which 67 are females. They constitute 55% of the total beneficiaries of the 
project (DLA 2003).
14 January 2004 The Land Bank issues a final letter of demand for R230 743: 
‘We have previously sent you official reminders of your loan obligations, of 
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which at the time of writing this letter have not been met. To avoid legal action, 
you are expected to settle the arrears, in full, within 7 days of receipt of this 
letter, and/or come in to our offices to make suitable payment arrangement.’
August 2004 A self-appointed committee undertakes to review the executive 
committee ‘due to lack of commitment’. Most of the members of this committee 
serve on the third executive committee from May 2005.
23 November 2005 An official from the Morebeng agriculture office writes a 
letter to the Sekgopo tribal authority about Makhamotse: ‘Our office is requesting 
you to inform [your subjects] to stop entering the said premises because the 
farm is encountering stock theft and illegal firewood gathering  …  From the 
date of notice anybody found illegally in the farm will be held responsible for 
what happened before … Yours in agriculture!’
31 March 2006 The Transvaal Division of the Supreme Court issues a summons 
to the Makhamotse executive committee members on behalf of the Land Bank 
for the recovery of R284 789.
4 June 2006 The remaining active beneficiaries, who now number 19, meet 
a Department of Agriculture official to create a strategy to save the project. 
Joshua S is designated ‘project manager’.
Early 2007 Joshua S takes out a production loan in his own name for R665 000 
with which he cancels the Land Bank debt, pays off the arrears on the Eskom 
account, attempts to address tax obligations, and purchases inputs to help 
resurrect Makhamotse’s orchards.
July 2007 Makhamotse orders agricultural chemicals from Dion S’s company 
to the value of R215 914.
March 2008 Ten beneficiaries remain active on the farm.
May 2008 Joshua S survives an attack on the farm while patrolling the orchards. 
He is admitted to hospital and opens a case with the police. Three members of 
Sekgopo village are charged; all are Makhamotse beneficiaries.
27 October 2008 Despite the absence of a quorum, a new executive committee 
is elected, largely comprising non-farm worker beneficiaries who allegedly 
want to regain control of the project (supposedly because it is showing promise 
again). 
November 2008 Joshua is attacked again on the farm ‘by strangers’ and told to 
resign from the project or face death; however, he is not injured.
April 2009 Joshua is forewarned of another attack by members of the Sekgopo 
community and flees. About four families remain on the project. 
June 2009 Joshua begins renting the land owned by the Batau Investment 
Trust (another SLAG-based redistribution project) adjacent to Makhamotse 
for R4 500 per month, assisted by Dion S (to acquire a breeding herd) and by a 
neighbouring white farmer. 
August 2009 Joshua fills in and submits an official ‘deregistration’ form to 
declare that he is no longer a member of the Makhamotse Project Trust.

For the period 2001–2006, the general pattern of the project was: no accountability 
for revenues and no record-keeping; project equipment was misused and poorly 
maintained (especially a Nissan bakkie [small truck] and the tractors and irrigation 
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infrastructure); the orchards were neglected; financial commitments were not 
honoured; and the project assets (cattle and eventually the bakkie) were sold without 
authorisation. At least, this is the unflattering account provided by the remaining 
beneficiaries we spoke to (who were former farm workers and were generally allied 
to Joshua), as well as a few third parties. Is it trustworthy? Although there is little 
doubt that the account is biased, there is also little reason to dismiss the overall 
picture it conveys, some of which has been corroborated, for example the non-
servicing of the Land Bank loan.

One interpretation of this history is that ruthless ‘outsiders’ exploited Makhamotse 
and thereby crippled it. Then, in 2007, when it looked as though Makhamotse was 
bouncing back, the pattern repeated itself: they exploited Makhamotse a second 
time and destroyed it more fully, not least by driving away its ‘rescuer’ and leader. 
However, even some of Joshua’s allies express the story of Makhamotse somewhat 
more neutrally. In Onica M’s version:

Things were not going well when they started the project and it 
was because of the large number of people, and the people were 
uncontrollable. As a result, people were only working as they wished. 
It was difficult to tell a person to work as they didn’t have anyone to 
supervise them.

And in Reuben P’s version: 

Things were not what we were expecting, the trust committee just 
mess everything up and they ran away. Everyone thinks the farm is his 
and they listen to no one and do as they wish. It was later found that 
there is no money in the account and no one thinks about the loan 
repayments … Now as we are not many we will work hard and make sure 
that things are brought back to normal.

While these accounts are also not flattering to the executive committee, the emphasis 
here is less on corruption than on a lack of control and authority (and perhaps 
experience), which in turn were a function of the excessive size of the group. But it 
also seems likely that the mixed membership of Makhamotse resulted in different 
visions of what Makhamotse was about. For Joshua in particular, but also seemingly 
for the other former farm workers, the key expectation was continuity with David L’s 
approach to farming. Thus when Joshua says ‘Most of the people, they don’t want to 
be supervised; the others don’t have the interest of farming,’ in effect he is saying that 
the bulk of the beneficiaries recruited from Sekgopo did not buy into this approach.

Again, what the recruited members expected is not clear to us. However, a casual 
survey of farming in and around Sekgopo itself, and Joshua’s account of the desire of 
some members to subdivide, suggest that they came from a very different place, one 
where farming is an individual pursuit, which is not to say necessarily a subsistence 
one. According to the focus group discussion, Sekgopo has an active but unorganised 
farming sector, in which the main activities are production of tomatoes and other 
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Figure 4.3 Satellite images of fields on the periphery of Sekgopo village

 

Source: Google 2010, CDNGI 2011, AfriGIS 2011 (top) and Google 2010, CDNGI 2011, AfriGIS 2011, GeoEye 2011 (bottom)
Note: the image at the top is of fields on the north side of Sekgopo (about 4.5 kilometres from the Makhamotse homestead), 
while the image at the bottom shows fields on the south side of Sekgopo (towards the top of the image), as well as commercial 
farms along the Koedoes River southwest of Mooketsi (towards the bottom of the image).
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vegetables for the market, and of maize for own consumption (see Figure 4.3). While 
the circumstances of these farmers differ, their common refrain is that there is little 
government support of any variety, except for those few who succeed in becoming 
members of a land reform project, who manage to attract at least some assistance. 

Whatever one can say about Makhamotse and the intentions of its various beneficiary 
factions, it is clear that the project was not designed with the idea of promoting – or 
improving upon – the kind of farming evident around Sekgopo. Moreover, in the 
way in which Makhamotse originated, we observe that members of Sekgopo village 
were recruited first and foremost to advance the ‘project’ of helping David L sell 
his farm to land reform, rather than using land reform to benefit the residents and 
farmers of Sekgopo.

While one can only sympathise with Joshua, and admire his steadfastness and near 
accomplishments, he is the face of a type of land reform that is perhaps too dear to 
the hearts of generally large-scale white commercial farmers, not to mention the 
increasingly multiracial agribusiness and policy-making communities. He is the 
‘emerging farmer’, made in the image of the pioneer settler farmers of the early 20th 
century, a pioneer, a leader, indeed a legend. Surely it is reasonable to expect land 
reform to create opportunities for people like him; the challenge is to acknowledge 
that he is not the only, or even the main, constituency for land reform, and to 
work out how to strike a balance between would-be land reform beneficiaries with 
different backgrounds, capabilities and aspirations. 

The economics of the project

It proved impossible to reconstruct income and expenditure prior to 2007, which 
is not surprising in light of the history of the project up to then. Therefore, what 
follows applies mainly to 2008/2009.

Dion’s report recounts that Rustfontein’s revenue was R622 000 or so in 2000 (under 
David  L), R127  000 in 2007/2008 and R149  000 in 2007/2008 (Dion S et al. n.d.: 
10). Taking inflation into account, farm revenues in 2008/2009 were roughly 17% of 
those in 2000. While this does not include the value of subsistence production on the 
farm, this appears to have involved few people on a modest scale, and to have been 
no larger in 2007 than while David L was still the owner.

Based on information collected directly from Joshua, we have assembled the 
following profiles of Makhamotse’s avocado and guava enterprises for 2007/2008 
(Table 4.1). For avocado, there are two sets of columns: the first reflects the actual 
marketed harvest (together with the associated revenues and costs) and the second 
shows the marketable harvest that Joshua thought they would have achieved without 
the almost unbelievable level of theft that plagued the project. This theft took place 
at night and involved groups of people whom Joshua suspected of being disaffected 
project beneficiaries from the village. (It was in attempting to stop this theft – by 
patrolling the orchards at night – that Joshua was first attacked.) In short, whereas 
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Table 4.1 Enterprise budgets for avocado and guava at Makhamotse

AVOCADO
Price/cost 
(R)

Units 
(actual)

R value 
(actual)

Units 
(potential)

R value 
(potential)

Revenue
4-kg boxes  23 1 000  23 000  12 500  287 500 

Expenses
Seasonal labour, person-months  680 20  13 600  25  17 000 
Fertiliser  70 000  70 000 
Pesticides  18 000  18 000 
Electricity  30 000  30 000 
Diesel  7 000  9 000 
Packaging  4.5 1 000  4 500  12 500  56 250 
Bakkie loads for packaging  500 1  500  11  5 500 
Bakkie loads  400 10  4 000  125  50 000 
Long-distance transport  2.65 1 000  2 650  12 500  33 125 
Sum of expenses  150 250  288 875 

Net  (127 250)  (1 375)

Transport costs as % of total costs 7.8% 50.2%

GUAVA
Price/cost 
(R)

Units 
(actual)

R value 
(actual)

Revenue
4-kg boxes  25  14 000  350 000 

Expenses
Seasonal labour, person-months  680  25  17 000 
Fertiliser  20 000 
Pesticides  12 000 
Electricity  30 000 
Diesel  7 000 
Packaging  4.5  14 000  63 000 
Bakkie loads for packaging 500  14  7 000 
Bakkie loads 400  140  56 000 
Long-distance transport 2.65  14 000  37 100 
Sum of expenses  249 100 

Net  100 900 

Transport costs as % of total costs 65.5%

Actual Potential
Total net (avocado and guava)  (26 350)  99 525 

Theoretical average earnings per 
member (10)  9 953 

Source: Authors
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Joshua expected that they would have been able to market about 12 500 4-kilogram 
boxes (all destined for markets in Gauteng and beyond, using the marketing 
channels that Joshua had inherited from David L), he only succeeded in marketing 
1 000 boxes, or about 8%. 

Joshua suspected that much of this stolen avocado crop was consumed directly 
by the thieves and their families, though some may have been hawked in local 
communities, not least Sekgopo itself. (We make no attempt to account for the 
revenues from these sales, although strictly speaking they could be counted as a 
project benefit, arguably one of the few that accrued to the residents of Sekgopo!) 
For reasons that are unclear, the guava crop was not affected by theft, though there 
were some minor losses because of bird and monkey damage.

The result was that in total the net earnings from avocadoes were strongly negative, to 
such an extent that they more than offset the reasonably positive returns from guavas. 
The overall net earnings from Makhamotse’s orchards was a loss of about R26 000. 
However, it is important to note that these sums only take operational expenses into 
account, whereas in reality Makhamotse was at the same time attempting to restore 
some of the fencing (R20 000 for materials), acquire new microsprinklers (R11 700) 
and repair one of the water pumps (R9 700); and of course Joshua was also trying to 
service various loans.

It is also worth noting that even if the massive theft of avocadoes had not occurred, 
the avocado enterprise would only have broken even for 2007/2008. The combined 
net earnings from avocadoes and guavas would then have been about R100 000, or 
R10 000 for each of the remaining project beneficiaries.

Why does even the ‘potential’ income from avocadoes look so poor? The main 
reason is that rather than 12  500 boxes, they should in principle have been able 
to harvest 52  000, using a benchmark yield of 15 tons per hectare for small-scale 
avocado production (McCarthy et al. 2009). The reason even the expected harvest 
was so far below the ‘real potential’ was presumably due to the poor upkeep of the 
orchards in the preceding six to seven years. (In 2007, most of the avocado tree-stock 
was only 12 years old, so it was not past its economic prime.) If, say, Makhamotse 
had achieved, conservatively, 80% of this yield benchmark, then the net income from 
the avocado orchard would have been approximately R320 000. Joshua expected that 
it would take two to three years to get the orchard back to full productivity; whether 
its medium-term potential might have been permanently reduced because of the 
long period of neglect we are not certain. However, Joshua was certainly correct in 
thinking that he was steering towards an upward trajectory. What this illustrates is 
how damaging the period of confusion was in economic terms for the productivity 
and thus profitability of the farm, which is probably truer of tree crops than for other 
enterprises. It also shows just how much perseverance was expected of the remaining 
members; it would take another year or two for the project to get to a stage where it 
could actually support them.
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However, another reason that Makhamotse could only have hoped to break even if 
they had been able to sell all 12 500 boxes, is that its transport costs were very high. 
In particular, Makhamotse would have paid more to move its avocadoes the 20–30 
kilometres from the farm to the transport company’s depot in Mooketsi than it 
cost to have the transport company take the avocados the next 300 kilometres to 
Gauteng. This is because, again thanks to the period of chaos that prevailed on the 
project, Makhamotse did not have a functioning bakkie to undertake this short-
distance transport itself, but had to hire one instead. If Makhamotse had ever had 
the opportunity to improve the productivity of its orchard, presumably it would 
have found a cost-effective solution; either a light truck of its own, or even hired 
transport which for that scale would have had lower unit costs. Thus the R320 000 
estimate is conservative in another sense as well, because Makhamotse would 
presumably have been able to address its high cost structure. Similar observations 
can be made about guavas, related not so much to prospects for improving the 
yield as to the benefits of addressing the project’s high cost structure. 

What the case illustrates overall is the myriad ways in which Makhamotse was set 
back by its period of neglect and confusion – poor orchard management, lack of a 
bakkie and theft. However, as indicated, there are reasons to suppose that it could 
have progressed over the following two or three years, affording good incomes to 
its remaining beneficiaries (very approximately, R45  000 to R70  000 per year per 
person), while also creating more employment. But as we indicated, the project was 
not given this opportunity, and we will never know for certain. However, it is likely 
that it would never have created significantly more employment than had existed 
under David L; instead, the best-case scenario according to Joshua’s plan would have 
been to recover the upper-middle-class income that David L seems to have achieved, 
and split it among a core of full-time members, making them better off relative to 
their previous status as farm workers, but ultimately depending on low-paid seasonal 
workers to do much of the work, the weeding and harvesting.

Livelihood implications of Makhamotse

In 2009, half of the avocado orchard was destroyed by fire, allegedly by arson. Because 
the electricity bill had not been paid, there was no possibility of continuing to irrigate 
the guava and remaining avocado trees. Four families from the original workforce left 
by David L remained on the farm. The education department, meanwhile, closed down 
the farm school on the property, because the number of children in the immediate area 
had dropped.

In summary, Makhamotse created some employment (some temporary employment 
in particular), but ultimately resulted in the loss of 10 permanent jobs and 24 
seasonal ones. However, arguably the bigger loss was the missed opportunity to 
think more creatively about how to use this strategically situated farm to improve the 
circumstances of some of the local farmers in and around Sekgopo village.

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   77 3/20/13   7:12 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L a n d  r e f o r m  a n d  L i v e L i h o o d s

78

Life Stories 4.1

Joshua S – born on the farm, former farm worker, project 
beneficiary, and former ‘project manager’

Mr Joshua S was born on the farm in 1980. His mother was a farm worker there, and his 

father was working elsewhere but lived on the farm. Their home was in Sekgopo village, 

which they used to visit on the weekends when his mother was off work. 

Joshua started school in 1986 at Mokgatshela Primary School, which is the farm school located 

on Rustfontein and which still operates today. He attended high school in Matoks, where he 

passed his Matric in 1998; at the time he was living with his grandparents on his mother’s side.

While he was growing up on the farm he worked as a herd boy and also took care of the 

farm owner’s vegetable garden, mainly during school holidays. After completing his Matric 

he worked for a year in his grandfather’s shop in the former KwaNdebele homeland, where 

his monthly salary was R800, a sum that was certainly more than he could earn as a farm 

worker. However, the shop was not doing well, so Joshua returned to farm work, first on a 

farm adjacent to David L’s, and then in 2001 back on David L’s farm itself.

On his return to Rustfontein, Joshua’s job was to look after the cattle, of which there were 300 

at the time, and also do gardening. He had a good relationship with David L, and learned a 

lot about the different activities on the farm.

Initially, Joshua was not involved when the farm was acquired by the trust, but his mother 

was. Within a couple of years, the project was struggling badly. His mother ceded her 

membership to him, and in 2006 he was designated by the few who remained as the new 

farm manager, owing to his experience and commitment. 

Joshua is married. His wife and young child live at his parents’ house in Sekgopo, and he 

visits them on weekends. He and his wife plant maize and vegetables on a plot outside his 

parents’ home.

Reuben P – born on the farm, former farm worker and 
beneficiary

Mr Reuben P was born in 1950 on Rustfontein, where his parents lived and worked. Reuben 

never went to school, as at the time there was no school on the farm. While he was growing 

up, Reuben’s parents had a plot of their own on the farm which he used to help plough. He 

also worked on the farm from a very young age; as for other boys of his age, the work was 

mainly looking after the white farmer’s livestock. Reuben’s father was buried on the farm, 

possibly indicating that Rustfontein is Reuben’s family’s ancestral land.

According to Reuben, life on the farm was not easy and every young man in his situation 

dreamed of working in Johannesburg. In 1964, at the age of about 15, he did go to 

Johannesburg, where he worked for various companies for just over 10 years. 
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Fanang Diatla
Fanang Diatla is an exception: a success story of SLAG. However, it is difficult to 
establish precisely how successful it is. This is not only because of the usual vagaries 
of fieldwork and ambiguous data, but more interestingly because of the beneficiaries’ 
deliberate attempts to mislead us. In order to succeed it needed to make significant 
adjustments to its original design; in order to survive, its beneficiaries felt they 
needed to deceive.

Using it 

For example, we only discovered after several visits that the government-funded 
broiler houses that had been placed on their land were in fact being hired out to 
someone else. Similarly, we discovered only incidentally and after much time that the 
herd of cattle grazing on their land, and which they claimed they had bought from 
their profits from vegetable farming, in fact belonged to someone else. 

Initially we were led to believe that the project’s purchase of cattle was evidence of the 
project’s superb performance. According to their elaborate lie, our respondents had 
bought the livestock in preference to saving money in the bank, because if they had 
money in the bank they would withdraw it too easily whenever they felt the need; 
not only were they successful farmers, they went out of their way to be responsible 
with their earnings! 

Why did our respondents choose to misinform us? We eventually learned that, in 
the course of a visit from a Land Affairs official in 2008, they had been told about 
the ‘use it or lose it’ principle (see Chapter 2), according to which government 
would withdraw underutilised land reform land from beneficiaries. This official 
warned them that they might be relocated to a smaller farm. For this reason, as they 
eventually acknowledged to us with some laughter, they had been keen to present a 
picture of full land utilisation to outsiders, including researchers like us.5 

The farm and the transfer

In any event, Fanang Diatla (which means ‘working together’) is situated on a 
portion of the farm Zoekmakaar, about two kilometres northeast of Morebeng. The 
land was transferred in 2000 and comprises 62 hectares. Although Fanang Diatla is a 
SLAG-based project and thus at inception had the characteristic large size of SLAG 
projects – there were 49 beneficiary households – it is now effectively a two-family 
project with three active members.

According to the remaining beneficiaries, the project was initiated by the former 
owner, Mr John C, who was assisted by an estate agent (very likely the same one who 
‘facilitated’ Makhamotse and many others). The estate agent helped in particular by 
explaining how to go about gathering the necessary number of beneficiaries; the 
farmer began with some of his farm workers (in this case 12), who in turn recruited 
others from the surrounding villages (in all 37), most of whom were their relatives. 
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Godfrey M, a former farm worker and one of the remaining beneficiaries, is blunt 
about the fact that John C instructed them to collect a certain number of names and 
ID numbers: ‘Most of [those who made their names and IDs available] were not 
here to work … they just brought their IDs; they’ve never been on the farm.’ He also 
mentions that many of them were old, or living and working in Johannesburg: ‘Many 
were older, or working somewhere … None of them was interested . . .’ The exception 
was Nyaphophi M, Godfrey’s mother, who was one of these recruits, but who is now 
one of the three remaining active beneficiaries.

The farm has a 20-hectare orchard (which was leased out by the former owner 
and remains leased out), about 25 hectares of grazing land and approximately 17 
hectares of arable land, of which in 2008/2009 the beneficiaries were using about 
10 for vegetables. Also according to the remaining beneficiaries, the former owner 

Life Stories 4.1 (continued)

Reuben then returned to the farm in 1975 and became a supervisor for the orchards and 

livestock. He had a good working relationship with David L, who would help him with small 

loans from time to time and eventually promoted him to farm supervisor.

Reuben got married on the farm and he has two grown children, one in Johannesburg 

and the other in Polokwane. They are both members of Makhamotse, but his wife stopped 

working on the project when they stopped receiving regular wages and took up work as a 

house cleaner for a neighbouring white farmer.

At the time of our interview Reuben was despondent about the project’s poor history and the lack 

of money earned, but he indicated that there was no way that he could leave the farm because 

he grew up there and there was no other place he could call home. This is despite the fact that he 

had built a shack at Sekgopo, which he visited rarely.

Onica M – born on the farm, former farm worker and 
beneficiary 

Ms Onica M was born on Rustfontein in 1976, one of nine siblings. Her parents were farm 

labourers on the farm. Her father was responsible for watering the avocado and guava trees, 

and her mother helped with weeding, harvesting and packaging. Onica went to school up to 

Standard 9. She started working for David L in 1997 at the age of 21; she describes him as ‘a 

generous man’. She has three children and has never married. The father of her children lives 

elsewhere and does not support her or the children. She lives with her uncle, who works on 

another farm, and depends on the child support grant for a regular income. 

Onica’s membership of Makhamotse was through her parents. In 2007 they grew mealies 

[maize] on a plot on the project land, but unfortunately they could not harvest anything as 

the cattle damaged the crop. When the project began she didn’t expect that things would 

turn out so poorly. She thought they would be doing well in the project and getting paid 

every month.
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had not actively farmed since around 1995. Thus these workers worked largely 
on his other two farms. At the time of transfer, the irrigation infrastructure was 
in reasonably good condition, consisting of three boreholes of which one was 
fitted with an electric-powered pump, and hoses for drip irrigation. However, 
the two houses and sheds were in poor shape and there was no perimeter fence. 
Also at the time of the transfer the beneficiaries received an old tractor and an 
old bakkie as part of the deal with John C. Despite this, casual observation and a 
glance at comparable sales suggest that the amount paid for the land, R803 000, 
was at least 50% too much. Yet, as the pooled grants of the 49 beneficiary 
households came to only R784 000, from the Deeds data (DLA 2009b) we know 
that a loan from the Land Bank for R105 000 was also taken out. As for why John 
C chose to sell, we have only the second-hand view of one of the beneficiaries: 
‘He was threatened by the land reform programme and he was not doing well 
on his farm.’ 

A relevant digression: in 2000 John C also sold two other properties to SLAG-
based redistribution projects, namely Lehlabile Trust with 43 beneficiaries and 
Thusanang Trust with 45 (see Figure 4.4). It so happens that of the two portions 

Figure 4.4 Location of Fanang Diatla and other properties sold to land reform by the same owner

Source: Authors
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of the farm Zoekmakaar 778 LS which were sold to create the Lehlabile project 
for an average price per hectare of over R13 000, John C had bought one (portion 
69) only in 1996, for just over R3 000 per hectare. Moreover, the project census 
picked up that on both of these projects, no beneficiaries were using the land 
in any fashion in 2007; in other words they had collapsed, despite the fact that 
– in contrast to Fanang Diatla – these two farms appear to have been actually 
operational more or less up to the time the land was transferred. Whether 
this is because all of John C’s farm workers were ‘assigned’ to Fanang Diatla, 
presumably leaving the other two farms without any farm worker beneficiaries 
at all, is not clear, nor is the reason why this decision was taken in the first place. 
But as for the livelihood implications of this bit of land reform, it is difficult to 
avoid the cynical conclusion that government spent a large amount of money 
ostensibly to assist 88 households but in reality for the benefit of the previous 
owner and an estate agent.6

The project

When the land was transferred in 2000 and Fanang Diatla was born, the project 
seemed to be doing well, at least in the sense that the project members (that is, the 
13 who were active from the beginning) were paid on a monthly basis for their 
work on the farm. However, with strong echoes of Makhamotse, in 2001 they 
took out a medium-term loan from the Land Bank for R300 000 (this appears 
to be over and above the initial loan of R105  000), which was meant to buy 
equipment and other inputs, but which according to the remaining beneficiaries 
was abused by the trustees for their own benefit and never serviced.7 Towards the 
end of 2003, there were no savings with which to keep up the monthly payments 
or purchase farm inputs, and this led to most of the beneficiaries leaving the 
farm and looking for opportunities elsewhere. Of the 10 former farm workers 
who left, most appear to have found work on other farms in the area. Some left 
a few months after transfer, and others lasted up to about two years: ‘Realising 
there is no more salary, they left.’

Of the three who decided to stay on the farm and who are currently still there, two 
were from the group of 12 farm workers who had worked for the previous owner – 
Godfrey M and Wilson T – and the third is the mother of one of these, Nyaphophi. 
Why did they choose to stay? Or put another way, what was different about them 
that they chose not to leave? This is not altogether clear. After reflecting on this 
question for a moment, Godfrey suggested that those who left the farm had only 
been there because of the money, whereas he and Wilson who remained felt that 
they had been given this farm by the previous owner, and therefore had a duty 
to carry on as best they could. This rather surprising explanation is informed 
further by Godfrey’s recollection of how, at the time of the transfer, he expected 
the future to be difficult but felt that if they worked hard they would succeed. 
These uncalculated statements echo a similar sentiment expressed by Joshua S of 
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Figure 4.5 Satellite images of Fanang Diatla, April 2003 (top) and January 2008 (bottom)

Source: Google 2010, CDNGI 2011, AfriGIS 2011 (top) and Google 2010, GeoEye 2011, AfriGIS 2011 (bottom)

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   83 3/20/13   7:12 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L a n d  r e f o r m  a n d  L i v e L i h o o d s

84

Makhamotse, to the effect that ‘farming is not a job but a lifestyle’. Neither Godfrey 
nor Wilson expected the other 10 to leave, but there was ‘nothing we could do’. 
What is interesting about this account is how it contrasts with those of so many 
other land reform beneficiaries who did not anticipate great difficulty (such as 
Reuben M from Makhamotse).

However, more so for Godfrey than for Wilson, the appeal of remaining at 
Fanang Diatla is perhaps that he did not have anywhere else to go. Asked whether 
Fanang Diatla was his ‘home’, Godfrey responded: ‘This is our only home. My 
grandparents are in Masakona but this is my home. The farmer’s home is where 
he’s farming.’ 

In 2005 the three beneficiaries came up with a plan to resuscitate the project. 
With the help of a neighbouring white farmer, they started cutting firewood on 
their land and selling it in the village to get some money to buy seeds and other 
inputs. The same neighbour also lent them a tractor, for which they bought 
diesel with their firewood money and ‘started ploughing again’. However, it 
is not clear how much they had ploughed prior to 2005. As the two images in 
Figure 4.5 reveal, in early 2003 there was little evidence that the land had been 
in recent use.

By 2006, the remaining three members of Fanang Diatla had managed to have their 
own tractor repaired, and to employ nine employees to assist them (Figure 4.6). 
Thereafter, the amount of land they farmed continued to grow from year to year. 
In effect, Fanang Diatla experienced a dramatic turnaround. Despite this, as 
mentioned above, the three beneficiaries were approached by a government official 
in 2008, who by their account indicated that the farm, which was originally meant 
for 49 beneficiaries, must be too much land for just three. They were instructed to 
look for land elsewhere, but not told by when they had to find it or how much they 
could spend. They were also told that the Fanang Diatla land would be reallocated 
to LRAD beneficiaries.8

As we mentioned, the farm has two chicken houses which were built with 
government funds around 2002 or 2003.9 After several attempts to get the 
beneficiaries to disclose the costs and revenues associated with their broiler 
enterprise, we were finally informed that in 2003 they had abandoned the poultry 
enterprise amid all the financial problems and allegations of mismanagement 
and corruption. From around 2004, however, the three remaining beneficiaries 
agreed to lease the chicken houses to a local black entrepreneur, who paid them 
R4  000 per month for the use of both, and R600 for Godfrey’s and Wilson’s 
labour. This arrangement ended in 2008 because the tenant was failing to make 
money. In Godfrey’s estimate, his failure related to the absence of an adequate 
marketing strategy.

In mid-2008, Fanang Diatla’s borehole pump was stolen. They replaced it within two 
weeks at a cost of R18 000. They paid for it out of their savings, which gives some 
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Figure 4.6 Photos showing land preparation (top) and cabbage production (bottom) at Fanang Diatla

Source: Authors
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indication of the (relative) improvement in their cash flow. The same neighbour 
who had earlier loaned them his tractor helped them install the new pump. 

Also in 2008, they dropped the number of employees to six. Despite much progress, 
cash flow remained problematic. While workers are normally paid monthly at a 
rate of R25 a day for days worked, in July and August 2008 the workers were not 
paid because the coffers were empty. They agreed to wait until the next harvest. 

This represents a curious inversion of the characteristic pattern associated with 
SLAG-based projects in their early years. Initially, all the project beneficiaries treat 
themselves as employees who earn a regular wage, rather than farmer-entrepreneurs 
who claim the residual after all other expenses have been taken care of. Following 
the near collapse of Fanang Diatla, Wilson and Godfrey were forced to learn to stop 
behaving like beneficiary-employees and become more like farmer-entrepreneurs. 
As their enterprise grew they needed to hire additional workers, and for the most 
part were able to do so. But the rigours of farming made paying regular wages 
difficult, and Godfrey and Wilson required their employees to use some of the same 
flexibility and patience that they were forced to exercise themselves.

As for the Department of Agriculture officials, Wilson and Godfrey were full of 
praise. Extension officers visited frequently and offered useful advice, and in 2009 
had begun assisting them to identify bigger and more secure market opportunities 
for their vegetables.

The economics of the project

In 2008, the three remaining members of Fanang Diatla made a profit of about 
R74 500, which divided three ways was about R25 000. But again, this money was 
not free and clear; for instance, there was the small issue of replacing the stolen 
pump for R18 000. Clearly they were not yet making great sums, but 2008 marks a 
significant departure from the early years of the project when there was little ‘real’ 
income to speak of, that is, apart from paying themselves wages out of the project’s 
‘balance of grant’ and loan finance. 

Moreover, this was using a very modest amount of land – approximately four 
hectares, of which most was under cabbage – and despite extensive damage to the 
cabbage crop (apparently from pests). They had found by now that cabbage and 
tomatoes were the best sellers locally (most of their marketing was direct sales 
in Soekmekaar), but in 2009 were nonetheless venturing into spinach, chillies, 
peppers and beans. They were also progressively making full use of their arable 
land and tapping into formal markets further away. As for the damage to the 2008 
cabbage crop, they partially salvaged the situation by selling the damaged heads 
to a nearby white pig farmer, earning R1 per head rather than the R5 per head 
they made selling the undamaged heads. Had they been able to sell 90% of their 
crop at the higher price, their net income would have been R130 500 instead of 
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R73  000, or a more substantial R43  500 each. On the other hand, if they hadn’t 
sold their damaged cabbages, their net income would have been R11  000 less 
than it was. Finally, we have not attempted to place a value on own consumption, 
except to note that the project members and workers had a plentiful supply of fresh 
vegetables, albeit sporadic and somewhat lacking in diversity (Table 4.2).

Table 4.2 Enterprise budgets for cabbages and tomatoes

Price/cost (R) Units Value (R)

Revenue

Cabbages – normal heads 5 14 000 70 000 

Cabbages – damaged heads 1 11 200 11 200 

Tomatoes – crates 40 2 100 84 000 

Sum of revenues 165 200 

Expenses

Cabbage seedlings 0.12 28 000 3 360 

Tomato seedlings 0.5 5 000 2 500 

Fertiliser –

Pesticides 2 000 

Diesel 24 000 

Tractor maintenance 4 000 

Electricity 19 000 

Regular workers (person-months) 400 72 28 800 

Casual labour (person-days) 25 132 3 300 

Transport hire (bakkie loads) 150 25 3 750 

Sum of expenses 90 710 

Net 74 490 

Transport costs as % of total costs 4.1%

Average earnings per member (3) R24 830

Source: Authors
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Life Stories 4.2

Nyaphophi M – remaining beneficiary

Ms Nyaphophi M was born in 1957 and grew up in Ha-Mashau. She went to school and 

passed Standard 4, but left while doing Standard 5 due to financial problems. Her father was 

a craftsman and a farmer. According to her, her father was a ‘real farmer’ who had many 

donkeys and grew mealies and groundnuts.

In 1973, Nyaphophi married a traditional healer, but he passed away in 1984. She has four 

children, of whom the first-born son is Godfrey, one of the other two remaining beneficiaries. 

One of her daughters is a farm worker on another farm, and her two other children are still in 

school. In the year after her husband’s death, she found work on Sapekoe Tea Estates, but left 

the job in 1987 due to the terrible pay, unfair employment practices and abusive treatment 

by the white farm managers. She then joined ZZ2 but soon got tired of working there and 

started supporting herself and her family by making and selling traditional beer. When her 

father died, she and her family moved to Ha-Masakona. 

In 2000 Nyaphophi heard about land reform from her son, who was one of the 12 farm 

workers on this farm. She recalled her son telling her about the government officials who 

came to the farm looking for people who were interested in farming, and who said that only 

unemployed people were needed. She gave her name and identity number, and she was 

therefore included as one of the applicants and then became a beneficiary. 

According to Nyaphophi, the problem with the project initially was that there were too many 

people and they were lazy, whereas ‘when you are few you work hard’. They are growing 

cabbages, tomatoes, green peppers, peppers and mealies. However, they haven’t yet started 

sharing the revenue. She is happy because their white neighbours are kind to them and they 

sometimes rent them a tractor for ploughing. According to her, the farm is now registered in 

their names – herself, her son and Godfrey. 

They also do poultry farming but are not focusing on it this year. The previous white farmer 

had three farms; he sold two of them to his workers but one is not in use. His main crops 

were granadilla (passion fruit), avocado and lemon. 

Godfrey M – former farm worker, remaining beneficiary and son of 
Nyaphophi

Mr Godfrey M was born at Masiya village in former Venda around 1976. He is the eldest son 

of Nyaphophi and Simon M. Godfrey is 33 years old and is married with two children. He 

lives with his family on the farm.

When Godfrey’s father passed away in 1984, the family moved to Ha-Masakona, where they 

lived with Godfrey’s uncle. He was then about eight. At the time this uncle was working on a 

farm near Morebeng. When he reached Standard 6 at the age of 15, Godfrey left school and 

found work on a farm near Morebeng for R100 per month. About 10 years later he left this 

farm because he was fed up with the poor treatment he received from the farmer, and found 

work nearby on Zoekmakaar. In contrast to his first employer, the farmer at Zoekmakaar, John 

C, was kind. Godfrey carried on working for John C until he sold his land to land reform. 

When he acquired the farm, Godfrey’s expectation and hope was that the beneficiaries would
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For 2008, Fanang Diatla had six full-time employees, five men and one woman. 
Each was paid R400 per month, less than half the prevailing minimum wage for 
farm work. Casual workers, of whom there were three for a total of roughly three 
months, were paid R25 per day (though this increased to R30 per day in 2009).

Interestingly, the project had no expenses associated with fertiliser, because they 
ploughed in the composted, soiled bedding from the broiler units instead. Whether 
they will be able to continue like this is unclear; it depends both on a resumption 
of the broiler enterprise and on the extent to which they expand. In fact they prefer 
to use chemical fertilisers, but tight cash-flow compelled them to be resourceful.

It is unlikely that using more of Fanang Diatla’s arable land will result in proportionate 
increases in profits. If nothing else, their very modest marketing costs (only 4.1% of 
variable costs were spent on transport, and they did not incur much in the way of 
packaging costs) would almost certainly rise disproportionately. Moreover, they will 
probably have to (or may choose to) start buying chemical fertilisers. But it is fully 
possible for their annual income to rise from R300 000 to, say, R500 000. This would 
give each of the three main members not less than R100 000 a year, a princely sum for 
former farm workers who in today’s terms earn R12 000 and change. The possibility of 
this tantalising future depends to some extent on increasing the number of employees 
– which could presumably happen by a factor of three or so – and paying them poorly. 
For instance, under the scenario of minimally damaged cabbage in which their net 
income would have been R130 500, if they had also paid the minimum wage, then this 
net income would have been a third less. Without inexpensive family labour, paying 
less than regulated wage rates makes a big difference to small-scale farmers. 

Livelihood implications of Fanang Diatla

The figures bear out that, materially, the remaining three beneficiaries are not 
substantially better off than they were before becoming involved in land reform, 
at least not in 2008. However, it is impossible to ignore the fact that they regard 
Fanang Diatla as a great success and themselves as better off. In effect, they are happy 
with the trade they have made, whereby they have given up a regular but modest 
wage working for a reasonably nice boss for having an uncertain income, personal 
freedom and the excitement of the opportunity to realise their potential.

Researcher: Are you better off than before?

Godfrey: I’m better off now because I have power. Freedom is there. I can 
decide when to work. If I work more hard I can get more money.

Researcher: Do you ever wish the old boss would come back?

Godfrey (laughing): No, never. I’m the boss now. [I’m having] the best 
time of my life because I’m working for myself instead of somebody else.

Researcher: Do you have more money now?

Godfrey: No, we don’t have money now, but it’s on its way.
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Life Stories 4.2 (continued)

keep the farm the way it was when John C owned it. Although they had failed (his own 

words), things were now shaping up and he felt confident they would succeed. 

Wilson T – former farm worker and remaining beneficiary

Mr Wilson T was born in 1959 on a commercial farm in the Duiwelskloof area. He grew up on 

various commercial farms, where he worked from time to time as a young boy. Because he 

lived on farms for most of his childhood, Wilson never had an opportunity to attend school. 

He began full-time farm work at the age of 12, doing general farm labour, as was expected 

of any youth living on a farm. (Some of the farms where he lived and worked have recently 

been transferred to restitution claimants.)

In 1976 his family moved to Thakgalane village, about 10 kilometres east of Morebeng. Upon 

arrival, the family went to the chief and requested a piece of land. The chief allocated them 

some residential land in return for a small ‘royalty’. The idea was that they would still be able 

to do farm work, but would not have to live on farms where the living conditions were poor 

and they tended to be harassed by the farm owners and managers. A particular problem was 

that the owners wanted farm dwellers to reduce the number of livestock they kept on the land: 

‘It was difficult for my father to reduce the number of cattle because our life depended on 

the livestock, selling for food and other financial needs of the family.’ Farmers also demanded 

free labour from farm dwellers; that is, they were trying to turn the farm workers into labour 

tenants while denying them access to sufficient land for their own farming. Thakgalane was a 

place to which many victims of this subtle process of dispossession relocated. 

Wilson got married in 1979 and started a family, and for that reason he had to go and look 

for more remunerative work. He ended up in Thabazimbi (in the southwest corner of what 

is now Limpopo) where he worked as a miner earning about R125 per month. The working 

conditions were not good, and he became increasingly aware of issues of human rights 

and the need to fight against unfair labour practices. He was fired around 1981. Wilson 

then returned to the village, where he did piece jobs [ad hoc informal employment] such 

as ploughing, fencing and construction work. At the same time he also looked for jobs 

elsewhere. He carried on this way for years. His father passed away in 1986.

In 1995, at the age of 36, he heard that a farm in the Soekmekaar area was seeking 

employees. He approached the owner – Mr John C – and was given a job as a general 

labourer. He lived on the farm and earned about R180 per month.

He had heard about the land reform programme and the housing programme, and that a 

person could only benefit from one or the other. In 1999, the owner told his workers that 

he was planning to sell the farm, and advised them that it would be in their better interests 

to acquire the land through land reform rather than get houses. The workers met and most 

agreed to join hands and form a trust so that they could buy the farm collectively. The owner 

helped a lot in processing the application, as did an extension officer from the Department 

of Agriculture office in Morebeng. The group hoped that by working for themselves rather 

than someone else, they would ‘become better people’. They hoped to carry on with what 

John C was doing on the farm. Although the project started very slowly, it is improving. The 

three beneficiaries who are left find it easy to work together and to manage the hired workers.
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Does this mean that Fanang Diatla is a success? Arguably the real question is 
whether the success evident in the project could have been secured in a manner 
more transparent and fair, and less perilous, and whether more people might 
have benefited. While it is doubtful that there was ever space for 49 beneficiary 
households, the actual market value of the land probably never justified creating 
such a large beneficiary group in the first place, even bearing in mind the narrow 
financial parameters of the SLAG policy. But the land now provides for 9 regular 
livelihoods, with robust potential for perhaps 9 or 18 more, exceeding the size of the 
original group of 12 farm worker beneficiaries. 

On the other hand, perhaps the model that emerged on Fanang Diatla is better – 
more stable and appropriate to the circumstances. In this model a small core of 
beneficiaries are effectively the farmers, who in turn employ a number of workers, 
albeit under conditions that would probably not please the labour unions. Another 
aspect of this model is that it separated those with greater commitment and ability 
from those with less, which on a very tiny scale replicates an important aspect 
of the evolution of South Africa’s commercial farming sector. However, as with 
Makhamotse, we must still question if there were not perhaps entirely different 
opportunities that could have been explored, for instance using the land to help 
address the farmland needs of the residents of Morebeng or Thakgalane. On the 
other hand, if perhaps this particular land was not suitable to address these needs, 
arguably it was not the right land. 

Another pertinent policy question is: why did John C have such a large say in 
determining how land redistribution played out in eastern Molemole? ‘John C’ – 
not the person, but the abstract type of behaviour of which the actual John C is 
merely one example – serves as an excellent advertisement for radical land reform: 
an ageing and flagging small-time farmer, but clever and cynical enough to work 
out how to manipulate the hopes and identities of black people under the guise of 
‘helping them’ while actually just enriching himself. This is not to say that John C is 
the only, or even the main, face of white farmers’ participation in land reform – the 
real-life counter-examples of generous and helpful white neighbours of Makhamotse 
and Fanang Diatla illustrate this point. However, neither is he alone, and he and his 
like represent an important reason why the SLAG-based redistribution programme 
functioned the way it did in this part of Limpopo.

And what of the possible application of the ‘use it or lose it’ principle to Fanang 
Diatla? It is ironic, first because relatively speaking Fanang Diatla is a success story 
for SLAG, and the idea of disturbing it because it was originally (and falsely) deemed 
suitable for 49 beneficiaries gives far too much credence to the original, crazy plan. 
On the other hand, the land is underutilised, and if Godfrey, Wilson and Nyaphophi 
are able to expand their operation – up to a level that it does not seem to have ever 
achieved within memory – it will be by hiring a few more workers, getting their 
tractors in order, and thereby realising more fully the very capitalist farming model 
that the land reform programme was meant to replace. 
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Marobala Chicken Trust and Mmatshehla Trust
Marobala Chicken Trust and Mmatshehla Trust share a conspicuous feature: a relatively 
well-off, non-beneficiary black investor has attempted to make productive use of the 
beneficiaries’ land where the project has in effect collapsed. These arrangements seem 
to bear little resemblance to superficially similar arrangements struck in Molemole 
or elsewhere between land reform beneficiaries and white commercial farmers or 
agribusiness partners; the policy question we are ultimately asking is whether the 
spontaneous developments on these two projects possibly give clues as to how and how 
not to deal with the hundreds of collapsed land reform projects. 

Not the ‘recapitalisation programme’

At a media briefing on 2 March 2010, the minister of rural development and land 
reform was quoted as saying:

We have not talked about the revenue that the state has lost because farms 
totalling 5.9 million hectares, which were active and accruing revenue for 
the state, were handed over to people. And more than 90% of those farms 
are now not functional.10 They are not productive, and the state loses 
revenue. We cannot afford to go on like that.11 (Boyle 2010)

At the same time, Minister Nkwinti announced that about R500 million would be 
spent in the 2010/2011 financial year to assist struggling farmers, including about 
R200  million for those who were failing to service their Land Bank loans. Thus 
was born the department’s ‘recapitalisation programme,’ the purpose of which is 
‘to ensure that land is used productively, contribute to food security and provide 
employment to rural communities’ (DRDLR 2011b).

In the 2011 Estimates of national expenditure, the chapter on ‘Rural development 
and land reform’ states that the target for the recapitalisation programme (‘Number 
of farms recapitalised per year’) was 504 for 2010/2011, and the targets over the 
medium-term budgeting period were 403 for 2011/2012, 309 for 2012/2013 and 
332 for 2013/2014 (National Treasury 2011: 715). If indeed it were true that 90% 
of projects had failed completely, then given about 2 600 projects up to 2005, the 
number of farms to be recapitalised over this four-year period would amount to 
about half of all those that are ‘not functional’ (Figure 4.7).

Failed projects do exist – whatever their actual number – and the department’s 
decision to do something about them is commendable, as is the fact that it is 
determined to act on such a large scale. 

It is not our aim here to assess the recapitalisation programme, which in any event 
only began as our fieldwork phase was winding down. However, the two SLAG-
based projects which are the subject of this chapter speak to the issue of the land 
reform projects that are ‘not functional’ and possible ways of dealing with them. 
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Figure 4.7  DRDLR advertisement calling for partners for the recapitalisation programme 

A CALL TO ALL POTENTIAL MENTORS FROM THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR
The Department of Rural Development and Land Reform seeks suitable persons from the agricultural sector as mentors 
on land reform farms.

The Department has decided to recapitalise all land reform projects in distress, acquired since 1994. The purpose of this project 
is to ensure that land is used productively, contribute to food security and provide employment to rural communities. 

Potential mentors should have extensive farming experience and must be successful commercial farmers, either active or 
retired and may already be working with various commodities and are involved in skills transfer and training to developmental 
farmers under any of the organised agricultural formations. Mentors and beneficiaries will be required to enter into fixed signed 
agreements with the department.

Mentors can also enter into share equity arrangements and co-management with beneficiaries and the department. Mentors are 
expected to assist with farm assessments, turn around strategies for distressed farms, preparing farm and business plans, training 
and skills transfer.    

To become a mentor please visit your nearest office of the Department of Rural Development and Land Reform or 
call toll free number: 0800 007 095, fax: (012) 312 9128, visit the website on www.ruraldevelopment.gov.za, 
or e-mail info@ruraldevelopment.gov.za.

Working together we can do more to improve the quality of life for people 
living in rural areas.

The Department of Rural Development and Land Reform: Building vibrant, 
equitable and sustainable rural communities.

Source: DRDLR 2011b

Is it possible that there are useful lessons – positive or negative – in these spontaneous 
initiatives? Perhaps a negative is that the black investors have neither the deep 
pockets nor the expertise of those recruited from the mainstream commercial sector. 
Perhaps a positive is that they are less likely to drag with them the ‘expert knowledge’ 
which has had such an ambiguous impact on land reform.

The farms and the transfers

The origins and initial trajectories of Marobala Chicken Trust and Mmatshehla 
Trust strongly resemble those of Makhamotse and Fanang Diatla. Marobala was a 
seller-driven project transferred in 1999 which initially comprised 88 beneficiary 
households, of which four had been farm workers on the farm and the others 
recruited from surrounding villages. There had been nine full-time resident farm 
workers under the previous owner, and the reasons why five of them did not 
become members of the beneficiary group are unclear. Mmatshehla Trust was also 
transferred in 1999, with 60 beneficiaries in all, of whom four or five had been farm 
workers on the farm. In both cases, the ‘extra’ beneficiary recruits were sourced from 
Dikgale, Sekgopo and Matoks, but especially Dikgale, which is about 22 kilometres 
from the project site. Dikgale falls under chief Solly Dikgale, who demonstrated a 
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passion for assisting with the recruitment of beneficiaries for land reform projects. 
The name of the estate agent who worked to facilitate Makhamotse and Fanang 
Diatla also pops up in connection with these two projects, but as before, the exact 
nature and extent of her role is obscure.

Marobala was established on portion 6 of the farm Driefontein 777, comprising 
232 hectares, while Mmatshehla was established on the adjacent portion 7 of the 
same farm, comprising 251 hectares. Figure 4.8 shows the respective locations of the 
projects, as well as the location of two other portions of Driefontein (portions 5 and 
8) that became another SLAG-based redistribution project – Mapiribiri – at the same 
time. These latter two portions were sold by the same owner who sold portion 7 to 
create Mmatshehla (see Figure 4.8).

As with Fanang Diatla and Lehlabile, there is also evidence that inflated prices 
were paid for these properties. Portion 6, which became Marobala Chicken, was 
purchased for R1 081 000 (R4 660 per hectare), but four years earlier the seller had 
purchased the same property from someone else for R188 949 (R814 per hectare). 
Of course it is possible that dramatic improvements were made on the property 
in the interim, and we have not had the benefit of seeing the valuation report; but 
when we visited the farm we could not see these improvements, and our provisional 
conclusion is that other factors were at play. 

Figure 4.8 Location of Mmatshehla and Marobala Chicken Trust

Source: Authors
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In the case of Mmatshehla, in 1995 the owner of portions 5 and 8 ‘sold’ them to 
someone who appears to have been his own son for R415 per hectare. Some people 
engage in such intergenerational ‘sales’ in preference to paying inheritance tax, so 
they are not true market sales; on the other hand, the Registrar of Deeds is mandated 
to ensure that people do not use this mechanism to evade the inheritance tax, and for 
this reason attempts to identify abnormally cheap transactions. While this is difficult 
to do in practice, the rule of thumb is that parties to such transactions cannot push 
the price down so low as to be conspicuous. In 1999, the son sold portions 5 and 8 to 
establish Mapiribiri, but for R2 735 per hectare. Even under the generous assumption 
that the father-to-son sale was undervalued by 75% (such that a reasonable market 
value for the land in 1995 would have been R1 660 per hectare), this represents a hike 
between 1995 and 1999 of 65%, while land prices nationally were stagnant. While, 
again, this is not hard and fast proof, it adds to the body of evidence that there was 
wide-scale abuse of the SLAG-based redistribution programme in eastern Molemole.

The previous owner of portion 6 mainly produced potatoes and raised cattle, 
although the exact land use is unclear. He also had a small avocado orchard, but it 
does not appear to have been a serious pursuit, possibly for lack of water. According 
to his farm workers who subsequently became beneficiaries, the previous owner 
used the land to its full extent and was active on the farm more or less up to the time 
of transfer. The perimeter fence was in good shape, but he had no infrastructure for 
irrigation and the buildings were in poor condition. As for portion 7, 20 hectares of 
the land were suitable for arable production, and at least some of this was irrigable. 
However, the immediate previous owner was the widow of the former farmer, and 
there had been no actual farming for a few years. The perimeter fence was in poor 
condition, as were the buildings. 

The projects

The pattern identified above at Makhamotse and to some extent at Fanang Diatla, of 
high expectations followed by discouragement and disillusionment, is very much in 
evidence at Marobala and Mmatshehla. 

Marobala Chicken

For Marobala, following a brief period of euphoria (of which the high point was 
a helicopter visit from the state president to praise the progress of land reform in 
front of camera crews), the project deteriorated to a point where, by around 2001 
or 2002, there were only about half a dozen remaining members, meaning members 
of the original group who maintained a reasonably consistent presence on the land. 
A production loan taken out near the beginning of the project remained largely 
unserviced and appears to be still owing to the Land Bank.

Merriam M, one of the farm workers who became a beneficiary, said that when they 
got the land their intention was to run the farm as a community, ‘accumulate wealth 
as black people’, and in turn be able to employ more people. She also indicated that 
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when they started they were doing very well, but in short order things started to 
change as the effects of poor management and corruption set in. She gives as an 
example that while there was still money available, the project leaders would pay 
themselves R1 000 per month, continuing even after the electricity had been cut off 
because payment was in arrears. 

For about six or seven years, there were six remaining members of Marobala. Of 
these, four were the four former farm workers who had been incorporated into the 
project at its inception. All had homes in nearby townships or locations, though they 
stayed in the farm’s dilapidated farm house on occasion. Why did they stay for such 
a long period? Initially, the reason appeared to be that they had few alternatives: 
‘Where else can we go; we are poor and the little we get is helping us until something 
comes up.’ The other two remaining project beneficiaries originated from Dikgale. 

At some stage, the beneficiaries began leasing out most of the grazing land to a 
local white farmer. However, the income derived from this was nominal and was 
sometimes used to repay the Land Bank. This arrangement ended around 2007 or 
2008. The small avocado orchard remained untended, but still produced a few fruit 
which people from the ‘community’ at large harvested at will. During 2006–2008, 
three of the remaining members produced maize and potatoes on a small scale for 
both household consumption and sale, but this ceased around 2009 due to ‘water 
problems’ (meaning no money to pay for the electricity for pumping water), although 
one of the members said she might return in the rainy season to plant maize. 

However, the other reason the project was not completely abandoned was that in late 
2007 the remaining beneficiaries were approached by Mr Abraham T, who wanted to 
lease some of the arable land. For two years, Abraham leased 10 hectares from the group 
for which he paid R36 000 per year in addition to paying the monthly electricity account. 
This became by far the largest source of income to the remaining beneficiaries. Initially, 
Abraham used only four hectares, on which he transplanted 16 000 cabbage seedlings, 
with the idea of gradually extending his operations to take up the full 10 hectares.

Abraham employed six people to work on the land he was leasing: two women 
beneficiaries from the project and four young men from his own community. He 
paid each worker R800 per month, which falls well short of the minimum wage for 
agriculture, but is regarded as reasonably good within the farm worker community 
(see Fanang Diatla). However Abraham’s profits were minimal, largely because 
of crop damage from wild animals and other farmers’ cattle. This meant that he 
marketed far less than he had intended, and generally in local markets rather than 
the formal markets he had been targeting. However, he was confident that he would 
solve this problem. His bigger worry was the project’s outstanding debt to the Land 
Bank, which he (accurately) doubted the remaining beneficiaries were servicing with 
the help of his rental payments, although he explicitly encouraged them to do so. 
Indeed, it seems that of the six remaining members during this period, the four men 
remained mainly in order to tap into the lease payments as and when they arrived 
(see Philemon’s story in Life Stories 4.3).
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After a second poor year, Abraham stopped farming in early 2009, though he 
pledged to come back and to continue paying his lease in the meantime. At this stage, 
the remaining beneficiaries began to abandon the project more and more, though 
they said that they might return if Abraham did in fact resume farming, or else to 
use the land for subsistence production during the rainy season. During our last visit 
in the second half of 2009, we found only two Zimbabwean men on the property. 
They had no connection to the project and did not appear to be producing; they had 
merely found refuge on a vacant farm.

Mmatshehla

For a period following the acquisition of the land, the beneficiaries were very 
active in farming crops like maize, pumpkin, beetroot and spinach. Apart from 
the land and its structures, they acquired a bakkie, a tractor, three water pumps, a 
cattle kraal and a pigsty from the previous owner. They also managed to purchase 
some cattle with the balance of the grant. However, after about a year and a half, 
the commitment of beneficiaries began to wane, seemingly because they felt their 
efforts were not matched by sufficient reward. As the cohesion of the group collapsed 
a period of chaos ensued, and beneficiaries – and then non-beneficiaries in the 
vicinity – started to strip the project’s assets, including the water pumps and other 
irrigation infrastructure. Well before 2006, the number of active beneficiaries had 
shrunk to six, of whom two are former farm workers from the farm.

In 2007 the beneficiaries were approached by Mr James T, who wanted to lease some 
of their land. James T’s son, who is a medical doctor, had a friend in the provincial 
agriculture department through whom James arranged an introduction to the 
remaining Mmatshehla beneficiaries. An agreement was struck and James began 
production right away. At the same time, James arranged with the six remaining 
beneficiaries to work for him, on the basis that they would work three weeks per 
month at a monthly rate of R500.

Under the lease agreement James would pay R1  000 per month, but this included 
approximately R500 that went towards electricity, which was mainly for his own benefit 
(to run the pump for his irrigation). After this pump was stolen in 2008 James replaced 
it, and thereafter most of the rest of the other R500 went to compensate James for this 
expense. It is difficult to reconstruct if the remaining beneficiaries were happy with 
the lease arrangement when it was first struck, but following the theft and replacement 
of the pump there began a subdued but palpable sense of grievance. When asked 
to elaborate on their feelings about the arrangement with James, the beneficiaries/
employees offer little, conveying a sense of wariness more than indifference. Amazingly, 
according to James, the lease agreement is valid for nine years.

As for James T’s agricultural activities, in 2008 he cultivated about 8 to 10 hectares under 
irrigation, focusing on strawberries as well as assorted other crops such as beetroot, 
onions, peppers and maize. Strawberries are one of the main cash crops of commercial 
farmers in the area because of the favourable growing conditions there. In 2009, James T 
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Life Stories 4.3

Ms Merriam M – former farm worker and beneficiary at 
Marobala Chicken

Merriam M is one of the remaining beneficiary members on Marobala. Merriam was born on 

Driefontein, though on a part that has since been divided off into a separate operational unit 

and is presently owned by someone else. Merriam’s parents were farm workers. She explains 

that when she was growing up, white farmers were very cruel to black farm workers; for 

example, they would not pay salaries for months at a time and never compensated workers 

for this, counting on workers’ extreme dependence on the farmers for their jobs and homes. 

When Merriam left the farm she had already had her first child although she was very young. 

She never attended school. She went to work at various other farms in the area until she 

ended up on portion 6 of Driefontein in 1983. Merriam learned about land reform from the 

owner of portion 6 and the others who were working for him at the time. Merriam is about 

45 years old, and currently lives in ‘East Level’ (Eisleben). 

Mr Philemon P – former farm worker and beneficiary at 
Mmatshehla

Philemon P was born in 1956 on the very same farm where he eventually became a land 

reform beneficiary. He went to school until Grade 5, which was as far as the local farm school 

went. Philemon started working on the farm at around the age of 14, where he looked after 

the livestock, worked in the fields and performed other tasks. When he was 22, he went to 

Johannesburg, where he worked as a messenger for a butchery. After 10 years, he moved to 

Polokwane, where he found work in a bakery, but after nine years the bakery closed down 

and he lost his job. Failing to find another job, he came to rely on his eldest child, who was 

by then working as a schoolteacher.

As he tells it, Philemon first heard about land reform in 1998 when the government went out 

and ‘recruited people to register their names as beneficiaries’. He registered to be one of the 

beneficiaries of the project at Driefontein. His expectation at the time was that people would 

continue to farm as the previous owner had done and that their lives would automatically 

improve. He now lives on the farm and goes to Dikgale village, where his wife and children 

live, on weekends. He claims to have been nominated to ‘look after the house’, but some 

of the other remaining members allege that this is a ploy to justify his waiting around to 

appropriate a share of the rent from the lessee when he makes his occasional payments. As far 

as the situation on the farm is concerned, he does not think the project will ever improve. He 

therefore wishes that people with money would come and lease the other parts of the land 

and that the beneficiaries get the rent, because using the land has proven to be very difficult 

for the beneficiaries. However, at his stand in Dikgale, his wife farms maize and watermelon 

on a small plot.
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phased out strawberries, largely due to their high labour demands, but also because 
for strawberries in particular he was forced to rely on neighbouring white farmers for 
assistance with marketing, which ate into his profits. He markets most of his vegetables 
in Morebeng and nearby villages, and finds this remunerative and unproblematic. 

The investors

There is a discernible class difference between the investors/lessees on the one hand 
(Abraham T and his father, and James T and his son – see Life Stories 4.3), and the 
beneficiaries from whom they are leasing. This has not been carefully established or 
documented, and of course it is a very small sample from which to generalise, but 
it is clear just by the resources that the lessees are able to mobilise, and also in some 
of the biographical details presented. In the biographies of some of the beneficiaries 
(for example Merriam and Philemon), the common denominators include coming 
from farm worker (labour tenant) families and having little education. This is not 
to say they have no experience outside of farm work (Philemon worked in Gauteng, 
for instance), but their chances in life appear to have been strongly circumscribed 
because they were born into families with marginal social and economic status. 
While there is little concrete evidence with which to contrast them to the relatively 
large number of project beneficiaries who have since abandoned the projects 
altogether, there are suggestions that even relative to these beneficiaries, Merriam 
and Philemon are marginal. For example, Philemon comments that those who left 
the projects ‘do not know hunger’; in explaining why she has remained active on 
Marobala, one woman answers with a question: ‘Where else can we go?’12

Abraham and James, on the other hand, did not grow up as members of farm 
worker families, though their families may have been involved in agriculture, even 
petty commodity production. Their family backgrounds instead suggest ‘petty 
bourgeoisie’, which is not to say a complete absence of hardship. The education and 
career histories of the two lessees also reveal that they belong to families characterised 
by upward mobility, whether through entrepreneurship or acquiring credentials as 
professionals. Having said this, there remains a large gap between them and typical 
established white commercial farmers. It is difficult to say for certain whether this 
is because they have less wealth, or because their farming enterprises are at an early 
phase of development. Abraham specifically mentioned that he felt ‘undermined’ by 
local white farmers, who according to him regard themselves as ‘real farmers’. James, 
on the other hand, maintained a more ambiguous relationship with local white 
farmers (some of whom told us they were interested in helping James and were fond 
of him); he seemed grateful for their assistance but unhappy at being dependent on 
them. Moreover, it is interesting to note that Abraham hired tractor services from 
neighbouring white commercial farmers because he did not have his own. And James 
relied on the assistance of neighbouring commercial farmers in order to market his 
strawberries, because he did not have enough volume on his own to make favourable 
transport arrangements to get his strawberries to markets in Gauteng and beyond. 
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Life Stories 4.3 (continued)

Mr Abraham T – lessee/investor at Marobala Chicken

Abraham T was born 33 years ago at Dikgale village. He passed Standard 10 and went to a 

technical college in Polokwane to train as an electrician. He is married with one child. While 

he was growing up he was not involved in agriculture, though his father had an interest in 

farming. His father used to lease land from a neighbour and hire people to work the land. 

Abraham has never been employed, but has helped his father to manage the latter’s various 

businesses. Presently, Abraham is involved in two of these, namely a driving school located in 

Dikgale and the farming enterprise at Marobala.

Initially, Abraham was paying the workers at the farm out of the revenues from his father’s 

driving school business; then, because of the poor returns on his farming enterprise, he was 

forced to carry on depending on the driving school to support the farming. 

It is rare to see extension officers at the project, but they are happy to assist if one drops 

by their office. However, when it comes to government programmes such as MAFISA and 

CASP,13 Abraham says he has never received any support, even though the local agriculture 

office ‘promised’ some CASP funding. 

Mr James T – lessee/investor at Mmatshehla

Mr James T comes from Matoks but ethnically belongs to the Mashamba people, who trace 

their roots to the former Venda homeland. He is 61 years old. After passing Matric in 1967, 

he took menial work in Johannesburg because his family did not have the resources for him 

to proceed to further studies. However, in 1969 he embarked on a two-year qualification 

in teacher training. His teaching career lasted for 37 years, ending in 2007. For the last 20 

years or so of his career he was principal of a secondary school in Sekgopo village, south of 

Morebeng. Along the way he acquired further qualifications, including a bachelor’s degree 

from the University of Venda and a diploma in education management from the then 

University of the North. 

Mr T had an interest in farming from a young age (his father had draught animals and other 

livestock as well as a number of fields), but never considered pursuing a career in farming 

because it was regarded as a lowly activity. 

In 1973, Mr T got married; his wife was also a teacher. They have three sons, of whom one 

is an administrative officer at a company in Johannesburg, one is a mechanical engineer at 

Burgersfort and one is a medical doctor in Polokwane.

The economics of the projects

Neither of these projects earned a profit in 2008, due to crop damage of various 
sorts. Also, Mmatshehla’s piggery struggled, and as mentioned above James T had 
decided by late 2008 to downscale production, the main reason being lack of suitable 
marketing channels.
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We therefore focus on the variable costs that confronted the two lessees/investors 
in the course of their horticulture production during 2008, but abstract from the 
particulars (for example, what crops, what specific fertilisers, and so on), and 
compare them in broad categories (Table 4.3). The most surprising finding is how 
different the costs paid by Abraham and James T are, especially on a per-hectare 
basis. It is unlikely that these differences are because the two farms had different crop 
mixes; instead it appears that in terms of both rent and wages, Abraham of Marobala 
pays a great deal more than James T at Mmatshehla. 

Why is this? That is not clear, but one implication is that there are no norms 
(especially in terms of rental), so that even on farms that are adjacent to one 
another, the arrangements are vastly different. One obvious question is whether 
Abraham’s ‘generosity’ is in part what compelled him to suspend his farming for 
a while, and/or whether James T’s ‘stinginess’ is what accounts for his relative 
staying power, as well as the simmering discontent among the worker-owners. 
This generosity extends also to employment; for both Marobala and Mmatshehla, 

Table 4.3 Variable costs faced by investors/lessees at Marobala and Mmatshehla (in rand)

Marobala
(4 ha)

Mmatshehla
(9 ha)

Rent 36 000 6 000 

Electricity 8 400 6 000 

Seeds/seedlings 2 240 11 084 

Fertilisers *4 638 10 436 

Pesticides *662 1 490 

Labour – regular 57 600 36 000 

Labour – casual – 18 000 

Local transport 533 1 200 

Diesel 2 670 6 000 

Tractor hire 3 000 –

Other – 4 800 

Sum of expenses 115 744 101 010 

Expenses per hectare 28 936 11 223 

Rent as % of total expenses 31.1 5.9

Labour as % of total expenses 49.8 53.5

Conditional labour % 72 57

Source: Authors
*Abraham was not at all certain about the costs of these inputs, as his father had bought them on his behalf. We therefore used 
the costs of these items from Mmatshehla, but on a pro-rata basis.
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wages account for half of all variable costs, but in effect Mmatshehla pays the 
same wage bill for twice as many hectares, which we take as a proxy for the 
amount of work. Meanwhile, if we take the total expenses and subtract the rent 
payments, then Marobala’s ‘conditional labour %’ is 72% versus Mmatshehla’s 
57%. We do not suggest that one is better than the other; we merely observe 
that they represent distinct variations on a theme. This suggests that it is worth 
investigating the most workable way of resurrecting collapsed projects through 
some such mechanism. 

Livelihood implications of Marobala Chicken and Mmatshehla

Do the remaining beneficiaries benefit from these arrangements? Yes and no. For 
Marobala and Mmatshehla, the rent paid is not significant, at least not in principle. 
For Marobala, the rent should in theory be used to help pay off the Land Bank 
loan, so the benefit (not losing the land) would be an indirect one. However, 
how the money is actually used is unclear, but even split six ways, that gives only 
R6 000 per remaining beneficiary per year. For Mmatshehla, the rent income now 
goes almost entirely on electricity and refunding James for the costs of replacing 
the pump. While technically the pump belongs to the beneficiaries, in practice its 
only use is to support James’ farming enterprise, thus explaining the beneficiaries’ 
sense of dissatisfaction. 

Wages paid by the tenants are more significant. For Marobala, the annual wage 
bill is almost R58  000, or R9  600 per worker. However, only two of Abraham’s 
six workers are in fact from the group of remaining project beneficiaries, so 
the total wage income accruing to beneficiaries is only R19  200. For these two 
women beneficiaries, it is an income comparable to what they would earn on a 
white commercial farm, under conditions that appear to be favourable in some 
ways, though less so in others. Still, from a programme perspective, it is sobering 
to think that government spent over R1.3 million in order that two beneficiaries 
could earn the minimum wage on their own land. For Mmatshehla the wage bill is 
only R36 000, but it accrues to all six of the remaining beneficiaries. 

Are these arrangements exploitative? We can’t answer this definitively, but what 
we do note is that even while the rental terms set by Abraham and James were or 
are not generous,14 neither man has been able to make a killing up to now. Their 
nascent enterprises are fragile (indeed, Abraham was compelled to suspend his), 
and they cannot reasonably be expected to pay significantly more. Moreover, it is 
not clear to whom the rental income should accrue as a matter of principle. To pay 
it over to the remaining beneficiaries is fairly arbitrary, yet if it were divided up 
among all the original beneficiaries, then on a per-beneficiary basis it could only 
ever be trivial. As such, for Marobala, paying rent which could be used to prevent 
foreclosure by the Land Bank would be eminently fair (however unintentionally), 
although we understand this is not exactly what was happening there. 
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Our tentative conclusion is that the arrangements initiated by Abraham and James 
were ‘better than nothing’, which was also the view expressed by Zanele H, a local 
extension officer who helped broker the lease arrangement and who regarded the 
SLAG-based redistribution programme as largely a failure. Much will depend on 
whether Abraham resumes his farming enterprise, and whether James is able to 
expand his. Given that they are both employing more or less the same number of 
workers as the previous owners of the farms they are leasing, there is potential to 
increase employment beyond what was there before. However, the benefit will still 
be that of creating wage employment, which is not a principal objective of land 
reform. Or perhaps one should count Abraham and James as de facto beneficiaries 
of land reform as well, even though they do not feature on the official beneficiary 
list? Perhaps, but the ‘poorest of the poor’ they certainly are not.

It remains to compare these lessee-beneficiary arrangements with those between 
commercial farmer lessees and project beneficiaries, and then to refer this 
comparison to the prevalent discourse about partnerships. Our casual impression 
of arrangements involving white lessees is that they rarely make any investment 
in the property, rarely hire beneficiaries as workers, and predominantly focus on 
securing access to additional land with as little interaction with the beneficiaries as 
possible.15 As shown above, the benefits of this are limited precisely because land 
rental tends to be low relative to the wage bill.

As for partnership models such as equity schemes, strategic partnerships and out-
grower schemes, our two case study projects appear to illustrate the kind of scenario 
that well-heeled partners from the world of agribusiness would generally avoid. 
In the case of Marobala Chicken and Mmatshehla, the amount of land involved is 
small and the overall potential extremely limited, combined with the fact that the 
beneficiary groups are disorganised if not divided. Failed projects have failed for 
a reason, and not many partners would be eager or able to step in and pick up the 
pieces. Based on these admittedly limited case studies, we surmise that small-scale 
black investors are relatively well suited, if not uniquely so, to involving themselves 
in failed land reform projects, but that there are many ways in which this is possible. 
(A very different approach will be presented and discussed in the case study of the 
Morebene community’s restitution claim in Chapter 6.)

Returning then to DRDLR’s new recapitalisation programme, considering the 
images of collapsed and near-collapsed projects we have seen so far, we might ask: 
‘Recapitalisation’? Why not ‘revitalisation’, ‘recovery’, ‘renewal’, ‘restart’, ‘overhaul’ and 
so on instead? ‘Recapitalisation’ turns out to be a very popular word in government, 
as a scan of national budget documentation makes clear. Perhaps this reflects the 
predominant need, or perhaps it is welcome because ‘recapitalisation’ conveys a 
comforting emphasis on growth rather than redistribution, in an environment where 
redistribution has proven so problematic. If Marobala and Mmatshehla are indicative, 
an injection of capital is indeed welcome, not least working capital. However, what 
is especially interesting about Marobala and Mmatshehla is that the capital did not 
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come from government; it arose from the desire of local entrepreneurs to exploit the 
opportunities that appeared, and collapsed land reform projects with idle members/
workers happen to be one of them.

Trajectories of SLAG-based redistribution projects
Our four SLAG-based projects began identically: farm workers and other beneficiaries 
recruited from nearby villages were formed into a group project. The next step in 
the trajectory was also a common denominator, in that from the original group 
size there is a decline in the number of active members, together with a drop in 
agricultural production – what we refer to in Figure 4.9 as ‘partial collapse’. At this 
stage it is useful to note what we did not observe (indicated by the arrows with 
dashed lines): we did not observe any SLAG projects maintaining continuity in either 
active members or production, and we did not observe any projects subdividing the 
land and allocating it to beneficiaries. This is not to say that these two alternative 
trajectories never happen, but we don’t know of their ever happening in Limpopo 
and we guess that at most they are rare. The non-occurrence of subdivision is of 
course a badly neglected policy issue.16

From ‘partial collapse’, we observed three different trajectories and noted one that 
was not observed. The non-observed trajectory was where the project recovered in 
terms of both production and active membership. By contrast, what we did observe 
was the following: 

1  The small core of residual active members manage to rescue the project; 
this is what happened at Fanang Diatla, and it was followed by an expansion 
of production and an increase in the number of employees. The fact that 
Fanang Diatla did not try to invite some of the other official beneficiaries  

Figure 4.9 SLAG project trajectories

Farm workers + 
communal-area 
dwellers

Group-
based 
project

Carry on 
in original 
form 

Rescue and 
re-expand

Rescue with 
small core 
(Fanang Diatla)

Increase 
employment

Recover

‘Takeover’ 
by investor

Lease/sell

Leave idle/fallow

Subdivide?

Resurrect 
via investor 
(Marobala & 
Mmatshehla)

Full collapse 
(Makhamotse)

Partial 
collapse

Subdivide

possible
observed

Source: Authors
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to return is interesting (it could have been added as a dashed arrow), but it 
seems clear why not – the remaining core membership wishes to maintain 
control, which it can do with employees but not necessarily if other beneficiaries  
return.

2  An outside investor comes along and restarts production on the land, employing 
some remaining beneficiaries and possibly other people. This was the trajectory 
for Marobala Chicken and Mmatshehla, which were probably on track to collapse 
altogether, but experienced some resurrection because an external investor who 
had some capital and a bit of entrepreneurial know-how arrived. From this stage 
onward we do not know what happened, except that at Marobala there was some 
indication that the investor had withdrawn, in which case complete collapse 
looked inevitable. Another logical possibility is that after some successful 
seasons, the investor could withdraw and the remaining beneficiaries would be 
able to continue in his absence; however, as indicated by the dashed arrow, this 
has not actually been observed. A third possibility is that the investor could end 
up taking over the project completely; at one stage this was a fear expressed by 
the remaining project members at Marobala, perhaps because the investor was 
employing as many people from his own village as actual owners. However, 
again, this has not been observed.

3  Of course another distinct possibility is that the project goes from ‘partial 
collapse’ to ‘full collapse’, as was the case for Makhamotse. Having said that, it is 
not entirely clear how significant is the distinction between ‘partial collapse’ and 
‘full collapse’ anyway; certainly it is difficult empirically to draw a line between 
the two, so it is perhaps more of an heuristic device for purposes of constructing 
these trajectories. In any event, from ‘full collapse’, we are aware of numerous 
projects outside our case studies where the land has ended up either completely 
idle or leased out to a non-project member, that is, a white farmer. We can 
also imagine, on the other hand, that remaining beneficiaries or other people 
start making use of the idle land, whether or not it is formally subdivided. For 
instance, the two Zimbabweans who found refuge at Marobala’s land could in 
principle start making use of it somehow. Another possibility is that, even at this 
stage, an investor could come along and try to use the land, though whether or 
not he could locate any of the original beneficiaries – to negotiate a lease and/or 
employment – is not clear. Arguably what is missing here is the recapitalisation 
programme.

Taking the example of Fanang Diatla (which, of the four case studies, was the one 
that was most unambiguously positive): now that it has shrunk so much, how is it 
different from the case of a successful single-household LRAD beneficiary? One 
reason for supposing that it is different is that groups are still groups, however small; 
it is a form of farming that is not often observed in either the black smallholder sector 
or the predominantly white commercial sector. So is it a new model, or an unstable, 
temporary arrangement? On the face of it, we can imagine two possibilities, but have 
observed neither of them yet: one, the remaining beneficiaries could subdivide it 
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between them; two, the number of active members could continue to decrease until 
only one is left. One could argue that in effect Fanang Diatla has already followed 
the second trajectory, in the sense that there are only three remaining beneficiaries, 
of whom two are mother and son and the third is a close friend. There is merit to 
this interpretation. But even so, there remains a policy vacuum. Technically, Fanang 
Diatla is still owned by the full complement of original beneficiaries; the provincial 
Department of Agriculture’s deregistration programme was unsuccessful. What is 
the legal status of those few who remain?

As mentioned in an earlier section, the distinction between leasing out and entering 
into a joint venture may appear trivial; or rather it is not clear that ‘joint venture’ as 
used here to describe Marobala Chicken and Mmatshehla is the right term. But from 
the perspective of beneficiaries – and in particular those few remaining beneficiaries 
– the difference is real, in that wages tend to be more significant than (a share of) 
the rental income. However, as we saw in the case of Marobala Chicken, the joint 
venture option exposes a hazard, whereby the investor appeared at one stage poised 
to take over the project, in this case with the consent and support of local agriculture 
officials. We cannot say that the same could not also happen in cases of the more 
common option of leasing out, but we have not observed any cases of lessees taking 
over land. Perhaps the joint venture option raises this possibility more because the 
employee-employer relationship superimposed on the lessor-lessee relationship has 
the effect of increasing the subjugation of the former to the latter. 

Thus are the main project trajectories associated with SLAG projects; what can we 
say about the livelihood trajectories associated with them? First, for the majority of 
official beneficiaries who drop out early or, as is likely, never show up in the first 
place, there is little or no impact. There is some chance of time wasted or small initial 
financial contributions dissipated with no material reward. For those who remain, 
the different trajectories identified above imply different outcomes, with the joint 
venture option being far inferior to the resurrected small-group trajectories. The 
reason appears to be simply that being a residual claimant is far better than being 
a wage earner, even or especially on an enterprise which by large-scale commercial 
standards appears marginal.

Does this mean that the benefits associated with the joint venture trajectory are 
not worth it? That is what the beneficiaries in question are asking themselves; their 
perception is that the benefits they receive are so modest that it might be better to 
abandon the project altogether. And yet, so far, this has not happened. Employment 
opportunities are scarce.

This is an auspicious moment to return to the question of why, for all of these 
trajectories, it is overwhelmingly former farm workers who are among the surviving 
residual beneficiaries rather than the larger number of villagers who were recruited to 
boost applicant numbers. While we cannot venture a definitive answer, some of the 
case studies hinted at the fact that a number of former farm workers regard the farm 
which they acquired through land reform as their only real home; this appears to be 
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the case irrespective of whether or not they have a residence in a nearby village or 
township. By contrast, villagers’ homes are in the village, and there is little advantage 
to lingering on a farm where there are no material benefits but only the inconvenience 
of being further from home and village-based amenities – such as they are.

Conclusion
This chapter has presented case studies of four SLAG-based redistribution projects, 
and based largely on these, attempted to trace characteristic trajectories of these 
projects. We contend that the livelihood outcomes of land reform in South Africa 
can be at least partially understood as a function of these project trajectories.

The main finding is that the livelihood benefits flowing from SLAG projects fall 
far short of what the official beneficiary statistics might suggest, because SLAG 
projects are almost guaranteed to either shrink or collapse. The arbitrary manner in 
which residents of villages in communal areas tended to be incorporated into SLAG 
projects meant in particular that such ‘beneficiaries’ were unlikely to derive any 
benefit, if indeed they ever had any active involvement at all.

On the other hand, SLAG projects have the virtue of tending to focus first on farm 
workers, which other project types do not. This is because these projects tended to be 
‘seller-driven’, which in other respects was not very positive. The question, however, 
is whether the ability to draw in farm workers could in some way be integrated with 
a kind of project approach that is not so prone to collapse. On the other hand, there is 
also a need to accommodate communal-area dwellers, in particular those who have 
a demonstrated interest in agriculture.

The arrival of an outside black investor can either prevent full collapse or allow 
partial recovery from full collapse; more attention should be paid to this possibility. 
The policy question is whether there is potentially a positive role for such investors, 
on a significant scale. This would imply broadening or revising official ideas of what 
kinds of partnership to promote and support.

The abiding mystery of SLAG is why there has been so little subdivision, especially 
as a survival strategy among struggling beneficiaries. One reason may be that farm 
workers have tended to be central role-players within beneficiary groups, and farm 
workers tend to favour maintaining the production system of the previous owner. 
Unfortunately, because there has been no subdivision among our case studies (or, 
as far as we are aware, among any of the other SLAG projects covered in the project 
census), we are not in a position to judge whether it provides a workable solution, as 
some analysts have suggested.
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Notes
1 ‘LS’ designates a registration division. A registration division name/code together with a 

farm number makes a unique pair.

2 Perhaps it is no coincidence that in the Municipal Demarcation Board’s map for Molemole 
local municipality, dated June 2009, all the farms are labelled with the exception of what we 
presume to be Rustfontein 781 LS/Jongdraai 81 LS. 

3 Around 2005 Mr L and his wife retired to Durban. Our attempts to interview him 
telephonically were unsuccessful.

4 Mr L and his family in all appear to have sold three properties to land reform, as shown in 
Figure 4.1. The sale of Rustfontein 781 LS in 2001 was preceded in 2000 by the sale of two 
portions of Nooyesfontein to a 30-beneficiary SLAG-based project at a cost of R400 000 for 
669 hectares. In 2005, a property in the name of Mr L’s wife, the farm Klein Begin, was bought 
by the Restitution Commission for R4.4 million on behalf of the Makgato community (as part 
of their much larger claim). It is probably no coincidence that 2005 is when Mr L and his wife 
left Limpopo, and Mr L ceased making regular visits to Makhamotse. While we are not in a 
position to comment authoritatively on the prices paid for these properties, the R3 814 paid 
per hectare for Klein Begin – which appears to be grazing land – is cause for concern. 

5 However, subsequently, officials from both the Limpopo Agriculture Department and the 
Limpopo office of the DRDLR disputed that Fanang Diatla had ever been told they might 
have to relocate to a smaller farm. We cannot be too confident of our ‘facts’.

6 To make matters worse, both of these projects also used Land Bank loans to help make up 
the shortfall between the asking price and the pooled grant money, in particular R100 000 
for Lehlabile and R81 000 for Thusanang.

7 The remaining beneficiaries claim that the government subsequently paid off this loan, 
though this has not been verified.

8 We attempted on several occasions to contact and interview this official, but eventually 
learned that she had resigned from the department.

9 The exact provenance of these chicken houses is unclear. This was before the introduction 
of CASP.

10 This figure of 90% was repeated by the media and public interest groups ad nauseam, to the 
point where it began to acquire the status of objective truth. We have tried to discover where 
this figure comes from, including asking a number of senior officials within the department, 
and failed. The only study we know of that has a figure approaching 90% was conducted 
in 2005/2006 by CASE and involved only those rural restitution projects which involved 
a ‘development component’: ‘Of the 128 projects with agricultural developmental aims, 83 
percent have not achieved these developmental aims’ (CASE 2006: 21), which is not to say 
they were complete failures. The above-mentioned Umhlaba study of LRAD commissioned 
by the DLA in 2006 arrived at a failure rate of about 29%, on top of which another 22% were 
‘in decline’ (Umhlaba Rural Services 2008: 46), while the May et al. commissioned study 
found that about 52% of land reform beneficiaries up to 2005 derived ‘no income from 
agriculture’ (May et al. 2008: 76).
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11 Perhaps realising that foregoing tax collections from commercial farmers was not a strong 
premise from which to argue for rescuing land reform projects, in later communications 
along these lines the minister placed more emphasis on what a poorly performing land 
reform meant for aggregate agricultural production and national-level food self-sufficiency. 

12 It is important to recall that this question does not refer to where can they go for residential 
purposes; all of these remaining beneficiaries have homes in nearby villages. 

13 MAFISA stands for the Micro-Agricultural Financial Institutions of South Africa, which 
is a state-owned scheme launched in 2005 to improve credit access to rural dwellers, using 
established financial institutions as intermediaries. CASP stands for the Comprehensive 
Agricultural Support Programme; CASP was introduced in 2004, mainly as a means of 
providing grant finance for on-farm infrastructure for land reform beneficiaries. The total 
budget for CASP for 2010/2011 was about R830 million.

14 To be precise, we are not in fact clear who set these terms, in particular whether or 
not it was the local agriculture office, who acknowledge helping to broker these rental 
arrangements, but who state that they did so partly to protect the interests of beneficiaries. 

15 One white farmer interviewee in the area expressed precisely this (Johann, a local white 
farmer). After experiencing water shortages on his farm to the west of the N1 near Vivo, 
he decided to access land in the more favoured Morebeng area, with the idea being to lease 
from land reform beneficiaries there. Initially he struck a partnership arrangement with one 
of the SLAG-based redistribution projects in the area, under which he hired some of the 
beneficiaries as workers, helped them pay off their Land Bank loan, and attempted to farm. 
When this proved unworkable, he initiated a lease arrangement with a different land reform 
group, where he emphatically limited his interaction with the group to the rental agreement 
itself. Tobie, a white farmer who farmed with his wife and father-in-law on land leased 
from land reform beneficiaries (see Life Stories 8.4), similarly reported their preference for 
maintaining an arms-length relationship with the lessors. Among the land reform projects 
examined where there were reports of land being leased out to white farmers (such as 
Makhamotse and Marobala), there was no mention of functional interaction between the 
lessors and their white commercial lessees. 

16 We know of one SLAG project in the Free State in which beneficiaries chose to subdivide 
as a response to their project’s partial collapse (personal communication, Botho Pule, Free 
State Department of Agriculture, June 2012); presumably there are others.
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LRAD-based redistribution projects

The LRAD subprogramme emerged as the main form of redistribution from about 
2001, and carried on until 2009. Some of the early LRAD projects were rather 
similar to SLAG-based redistribution projects – not least because many were in 
fact ‘repackaged’ projects that had been stuck in the pipeline when Minister Didiza 
placed a moratorium on redistribution projects. But in fact the contrasts between 
LRAD and SLAG are quite stark. In the first place, as is the intention, LRAD projects 
have small groups, if not single-household/family beneficiaries; but as we stressed 
above, this was done not by subdivision but by increasing the amount of financial 
support on offer per applicant. 

The project census (see Tables 3.4 and 3.5) suggested that LRAD projects were 
as likely to fail as SLAG-based projects; however, it also seems that those LRAD 
projects which survive do not have to go through such draconian adjustments as do 
surviving SLAG-based projects. In fact, the main adjustments are quite interesting: 
some LRAD beneficiary farmers manage to intensify their farming operations, while 
others rely on their own existing resources or on support from relatives. 

This chapter presents four case studies of LRAD projects. The first, Sadiki Cattle 
Enterprise CC, was acquired by a medical doctor who could not give it much 
attention, so it suffered a bit. Although it was loss-making, he managed to cope 
thanks to his medical practice and other business interests. Also interesting is that 
the land is next to a rural community, which caused certain problems. Of the four 
case studies, Springkaan (the second) is the only one in which LRAD functions to 
enable a small-scale farmer to expand; arguably, it demonstrates what is best about 
LRAD, while the other case studies reinforce the perception that LRAD tended to be 
elitist. The third case study covered is Karishume, which is a highly commercialised 
smallholding initially established and operated by a talented local entrepreneur. 
Finally, the fourth case study is Goedgedacht, which is managed by a non-beneficiary 
on behalf of his well-off uncle and cousins. 

Along the way, we identify and ponder various other issues, such as: the arbitrariness 
of hectarage targets; the importance of beneficiaries doing their own planning; the 
value but also rarity of entrepreneurial talent; the role of family networks in directing 
land-based investments; and perhaps most unexpectedly, the emotional investment 
that some white farmers have in the failure of land reform. 

Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC
The manner in which Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC came into being says a lot 
about LRAD. For reasons we describe below, around 2003 the owner of the farm 

5
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Schaaphoek, Mr André F, started thinking about selling his farm and relocating. 
He casually mentioned this to his bookkeeper, who told him it so happened that he 
had another client who was looking to buy a farm. This other client was Dr Sadiki, 
a general practitioner who lived and practised in Polokwane, and who in due course 
acquired Schaaphoek, in part with the help of LRAD. Dr Sadiki was not merely an 
affluent medical doctor; he also had business interests in and around Polokwane, and 
always kept his eye open for new opportunities. This is already a departure from the 
SLAG-based projects we have seen, in that the impetus for the land reform project 
was not solely the farmer’s intention to sell, but also the would-be beneficiary’s desire 
to buy. Moreover, the profile of the beneficiary in this case (and in other LRAD cases 
as we will see) is dramatically different from those typical of SLAG projects.

However, beyond their shared bookkeeper, Dr Sadiki and André had little in 
common. Where Dr Sadiki was a highly educated professional with little experience 
in commercial farming, André F was an nth generation commercial farmer, respected 
by his farmworkers as a good farmer and hard worker, but also as a somewhat feared 
taskmaster. Moreover, Dr Sadiki was the new face of land reform, whereas André 
had little love for it.  

The funeral cattle economy

The previous owner of Schaaphoek farm is an energetic and intense man. Unlike 
most of the other farmers that we interviewed or enquired about who sold to land 
reform, Mr André F was not aiming to retire from farming; he needed to restart 
somewhere else, which in fact he did. Around 2001 or 2002, his son had shot a 
‘poacher’ from the adjacent community (Maila) on Schaaphoek, and although his 
son had left Limpopo in the meantime, André realised he couldn’t carry on either 
living or working where he was. 

After explaining why he had decided to sell his farm, André F described how 
he farmed Schaaphoek. He had begun farming there in 1991, and had built up a 
conventional cow-and-calf cattle operation, combined with a sort of in-house feedlot. 
The feedlot was a key ingredient of his success, and worked in part because he kept 
costs low by mixing his own feed and using ‘chops’ (the grass cut along the side of the 
N1 highway by municipal contractors, for which he paid a modest price) as one of 
his main ingredients. Another factor in his success was working out how to manage 
the boundary between his farm and Maila, the community immediately to his east. 
He used a time-honoured strategy for this: he leased out the wedge of land along the 
farm boundary to two or three local black farmers who ran their cattle there, in effect 
creating a buffer between his own cattle operation and the community. Stock theft 
and vandalism were a problem, but until the incident involving his son, for the most 
part these were kept at a low, tolerable level. 

But if farming next door to Maila had its challenges, it also offered at least one 
significant opportunity. Almost as an afterthought, André explained to us that 
while he farmed mainly Brahmans and Bonsmara, a few years earlier he had started 
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keeping a separate paddock of a few hectares for Nguni and mixed breeds. He would 
purchase adult cattle opportunistically, mainly at auctions, and maintain them at 
minimal expense on his farm until he sold them – usually one at a time – to people 
coming over from Maila. The demand from Maila was steady and strong; people 
needed the beasts for funerals, and could afford to buy them at about R3  500 to 
R4 000 each because their funeral policies and burial societies catered for this. In 
recent years, André had been selling about 20 cattle to the Maila community per 
week. Based on the figures he gave us, we calculated that he was earning R1 million 
to R1.25 million per year catering to this demand alone, far more than his profit 
from selling Brahman and Bonsmara weaners to the abattoir. André indicated that 
the Maila community, who no longer had his convenient supply of cattle for their 
funerals, regretted his departure. 

It became clear that here was a cattle farmer who had been capitalising on the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic. In fact he was not so much farming cattle as maintaining an 
inventory of them in a convenient location, somewhat like a spaza [a small informal 
trading store]. He was tapping into something we didn’t even know existed, namely 
the ‘funeral cattle economy’, and it was enormous. Living adjacent to a black 
community with a high death rate was working very well for him indeed, until the 
incident involving his son. What did this glimpse into the large but hidden economy 
revolving around funerals imply about the interaction between ‘formal production’ 
on the one hand, and the ‘local economy’ on the other? The implications were  
mind-blowing.

Or they might have been, if the story had been true. We checked with the chief of 
Maila, whom André specifically mentioned as being disappointed about the loss 
of André’s cattle supply; the chief denied this disappointment, as well as the idea 
that there had been a strong demand for cattle for funerals. We checked with four 
local funeral parlours, none of which catered for cattle – it was just not a common 
practice in the area. We checked with Mr R, a local black cattle farmer who knew 
André and was then renting part of André’s old farm from the new owner. Mr R 
also had a butchery in Maila; he knew the local cattle business intimately, and if 
this ‘funeral cattle economy’ actually existed, he would have been very aware of it. 
And we checked the census figures for Maila, which recorded about 3 300 people 
in 2001. If they had been burying 20 people a week, the village would have long 
since disappeared.1

There are other aspects of André F’s story that did not add up. For instance, he 
claimed that he had spent R700 000 to build his house in the early 1990s, which he 
had done with his own hands (it looked like a nice house, but it seemed unlikely he 
could have spent more than R200 000). Second, he claimed that his successor was 
leasing out virtually all the land, when the beneficiary and his workers whom we 
interviewed told us otherwise. Third, there is some uncertainty about the production 
figures André provided, in that the cost per weaner he reported is almost 40% 
lower than that of the large feedlot operation near Waterpoort whose owner we also 
interviewed (a difference which is difficult to attribute to locational differences, but 
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could be on account of time).2 Fourth, the man who runs the abattoir to which André 
F claims to have regularly sold his weaners in the years before he sold Schaaphoek 
claimed not to know André. 

But not everything André F said could have been false, and we were desperate to 
know what to believe, because useable information is so valuable. And beyond this, 
we were perplexed. André F may not have tapped into the funeral cattle economy as 
he claimed, but for a while anyway he had tapped into our journalistic enthusiasm 
for a good story. His instinct for duping us so elaborately was shrewd; what does it 
say about him, and what does it say about us? 

At the end of our first interview, André offered to show us around another land 
reform project, one closer to where he now farms. We arranged to meet him the 
following month. He was eager to show us how the assets had been stripped and how 
the once productive farm had been destroyed by land reform. On the one hand, there 
was no denying it; we could see the appalling sight ourselves – neglected citrus trees, 
missing transformers, missing roofs, irrigation pipes torn out of the ground, even 
walls seemingly dismantled for their bricks.3 On the other hand, there is a tendency 
to exaggerate the case, to mislead, even to lie. Ultimately, André wanted to impress 
on us that, as is the way with land reform generally, his successor on Schaaphoek 
was a failure, not least because he was failing to live up to André’s legacy. He did 
this partly by creating an eerie fable of his own success, which sounded all the more 
convincing for appealing to prevalent stereotypes about land reform, HIV/AIDS and 
so on. 

The farm, the transfer and the retransfer
The farm, Schaaphoek 400 LS, is 1 596 hectares in size, and for many years had 
principally been used for cattle farming.4 It is located on the road that runs 
between Elim and Bandelierkop (where it meets the N1 highway), and as we 
mentioned is adjacent to the community of Maila, but otherwise borders white-
owned commercial farms. 

From its name, one might suppose that Schaaphoek had at one time been farmed 
with sheep. This may be, but we know that in the 1950s and 1960s, when Thomas 
M lived and worked there (see Life Stories 5.1), it was a mixed farm with cattle and 
field crops (Figure 5.1). When André purchased the farm in 1991, the owners had 
some cattle but ‘were not really doing anything’. André built a house there when he 
acquired the farm, sank most of the boreholes, and divided the farm into eight main 
camps and 17 subcamps. 

Estimates of the farm’s grazing capacity differ. AGIS, for example, maintains one data 
overlay for carrying capacity that suggests that for most of Schaaphoek the capacity 
is 7–8 hectares per large stock unit, and another that indicates that it is mostly 14–17 
hectares per large stock unit.5 Given the size of the farm, the former implies there is 
ample grazing for 213 cattle, but the latter for only 103. This is a good example of one 
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Figure 5.1  Detail from aerial photograph showing arable production and black homesteads on 
Schaaphoek, 1951

Source: DLA 2006c

of the themes of this book, namely that authoritative (for example, scientific) claims 
to ‘viability’ are confounded by the fact that different authorities can and do arrive 
at dramatically different assessments, which themselves may or may not reflect real-
world practice.

For example, André F indicated that he kept about 400 breeding cows, and sold 
about 300 to 320 weaners per year. Moreover, this is only on the land he did not 
lease out, the extent of which is unclear, but was probably not less than a tenth 
of his farm. On the other hand, André leased in land from time to time when 
his grazing capacity was overstretched. Moreover, as mentioned above, André 
used supplementary feeding, especially to fatten the weaners destined for the 
market. Chilidzi, one of André’s farm workers who later ended up working for the 
subsequent owner, more or less confirmed these numbers, and maintained also 
that André’s cattle were generally in excellent health and that the farm was making 
good money.

As mentioned above, André and Dr Sadiki came into contact through the coincidence 
of sharing the same bookkeeper. The two men entered negotiations and agreed on 
a price of R1.7 million. Dr Sadiki obtained R370 000 in grant money from LRAD, 
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put in another R160 000 of his own money up front, and paid the rest to André in 
instalments up to early 2008 (in other words, he took out a loan from André F). The 
price paid for the farm looks reasonable. The transfer took place in 2004. Officially, 
the beneficiaries included Dr Sadiki, his parents and a nephew. 

However, it turns out that Schaaphoek had been under claim by the Nthabalala 
Royal Council all along, which subsumes the Maila community. In principle, 
therefore, it should never have been available for land redistribution. One 
presumes that Dr Sadiki was unaware of this, though within a few months of 
taking ownership of Schaaphoek he met with the Maila community to discuss the 
vandalism and theft problems, and presumably became aware then. A gracious 
and likeable man, in early 2009 when we discussed the prospect with him of losing 
his farm, he was philosophical; he was sympathetic to the aims of the restitution 
programme, and had never harboured any desire to frustrate it. The land was 
transferred from Dr Sadiki to the Nthabalala Royal Council in the second half of 
2009 (see Figures 5.2 and 5.3).6

The project

When Dr Sadiki acquired the farm in 2004, André F left the infrastructure in place, 
but removed his vehicles, his machinery (except for the five borehole pumps) and 
his cattle. Dr Sadiki brought his own cattle and those of his father, a total of almost 
100 Nguni and mixed breeds. There were occasional cattle sales during the first 
several years, but the focus was on expanding the size of the herd. By 2007, there 
were about 160 cattle on the farm, plus another 40 or 50 on the two camps leased 
out to Mr R, who lives in Maila (see Life Stories 5.1). Dr Sadiki also pursued a 
mother-and-calf system, but without the supplementary feeding and fattening that 
were integral to André’s operation. Nor did Dr Sadiki appear to intend putting any 
sort of breeding programme in place. 

Because of Dr Sadiki’s heavy professional and business commitments in 
Polokwane (among other things, he was running two surgeries and was one 
of three shareholders in Winner’s Park, a Polokwane-based football club in 
the 1st division), he came up to his farm only once a week, usually for a few 
hours. He thus earns the epithet ‘cellphone farmer’ that became increasingly 
popular with the rollout of LRAD. As one of his former farm workers described 
it, Dr Sadiki’s usual routine during these visits was to have his farm workers 
gather his cattle in one place so that he could see them, make some general 
observations about how they were doing, and on occasion make decisions, for 
example which ones should be sold. The same farm worker had also worked 
for André F on Schaaphoek; when we asked him to contrast Dr Sadiki’s and 
André F’s management styles, he observed with a laugh that under André 
they worked very hard and were paid poorly, whereas under Dr Sadiki they 
were paid quite a bit better but had very little work to do. Apart from the 
small size of Dr Sadiki’s herd, one key reason appears to be that there was no  
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Figure 5.3 Satellite image showing border between Schaaphoek and Maila

Source: Google 2010, CDNGI 2011, with superimposition

Figure 5.2 Location of Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC

Source: Authors
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clear line of authority on the farm in Dr Sadiki’s absence. While his nephew may 
ostensibly have been the on-site farm manager, in practice he lacked experience of 
farming as well as the leadership drive needed for this role.

In terms of leasing out, Dr Sadiki appeared to employ the same buffer strategy 
as André F, in that Mr R leased the portion of the farm along the border with 
Maila. However, the strategy was not very successful. When Dr Sadiki took over 
from André, this removed a source of grievance for some members of the Maila 
community, but the trespassing onto Schaaphoek did not cease when Dr Sadiki took 
ownership of the land – in fact it intensified. Where before the ‘poaching’ consisted 
mainly of hunting wild game and the occasional stock theft, now it took the form 
of stealing pipes. Eventually, by 2008 there was only enough equipment to pump 
one borehole at a time. Then, as the given borehole was temporarily exhausted, Dr 
Sadiki’s workers had to disassemble the pump and pipes from one borehole and 
reassemble them in another. Dr Sadiki eventually invested in new pipes and pumps 
to replace some of those gone missing, but the process was slow, apparently because 
of his own cash-flow constraints (for a while he was slightly behind with his loan 
repayments to André), but also perhaps because he lacked a sense of urgency, given 
that the return of the land to the Maila claimants seemed increasingly inevitable 
and imminent.

Unfortunately, we never undertook an enterprise analysis with Dr Sadiki. He 
was reluctant to discuss the financial status of the project, and merely stated in 
mid-2009 that he had indeed been losing money up to then, but was close to 
breaking even. This was what he had hoped for; he had not expected immediate 
profits, though neither did he anticipate his neighbours helping themselves to his 
equipment. Our rough estimates suggest that he had fixed costs of about R30 000 
to R40 000 per year, apart from variable costs such as veterinary products, and was 
lucky to meet these expenses with his few cattle sales (which, interestingly enough, 
were mainly to Mr R and his abattoir/butchery). Again, maximising revenue in this 
period was, understandably, not his priority. 

With the return of the land to the Maila community, of course, Dr Sadiki’s cattle 
operation on Schaaphoek came to an end. Reflecting on his experience up to 
then and his ideas for the future, he declared that he was keen to begin farming 
again as soon as he could, but had learned an important lesson, namely that as he 
would remain a part-time farmer, he would do well to identify a farm much closer 
to Polokwane.

One other notable feature of Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC is the continuity of 
workers from André F’s tenure to Dr Sadiki’s. Two of the workers that André F 
employed on Schaaphoek ended up working for Dr Sadiki, but not immediately. 
The story of Thomas is described more fully in Life Stories 5.1, but in effect Dr 
Sadiki requested André F to recommend a worker he could hire who was familiar 
with the farm and its operation. The other worker, Chilidzi, had actually moved 
with André to his new farm, but according to André had a falling out with other 
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Life Stories 5.1

Mr Thomas M – born on the farm, and twice a farm worker on 
the farm

Mr Thomas M was born on this farm in 1950. His family were labour tenants, but his father 

died when he was young. Thomas began working on the farm when he was nine years old. 

Once a year or so he and other workers were taken to work for a four-month stint on one of the 

owner’s banana farms in Levubu. This owner lived in Cape Town, and Thomas never saw him. 

He employed a white farm manager, ‘Bles’, and Schaaphoek had a resident black supervisor. 

There were ‘many households’ living on Schaaphoek at that time. Although the owner only 

used the farm for cattle, these labour tenant households ploughed and provided virtually all 

of their own food. Thomas’s family borrowed plough oxen from another tenant as they did 

not have any. Thomas was educated up to Grade 3, but did not have much interest or much 

time for school. There was a shop nearby where the family could buy clothes using the tiny 

amount of cash wages they received. To mill their maize, they would load a donkey and lead 

it on foot to Elim, a trip of four hours each way. (Presently it is a 15-minute walk from the 

farm to Maila, and a 10-minute taxi ride from Maila to Elim.)

When Thomas was 17, he decided to seek work in Johannesburg so that he could better 

support himself and his mother. While in Johannesburg, Thomas lived with his uncle. ‘At that 

age, nearly everyone wanted to go to Joburg; even now.’ Because Thomas’s departure meant 

that no one from the household was working on the farm, his mother was forced to leave. 

She settled in Nthabalala. It is not clear if this is where she was originally from, but it is one 

of the nearest settlements to the farm.

Thomas didn’t struggle to find work in Johannesburg, in part because his uncle helped 

him obtain an identity document. Did he like living in Johannesburg? ‘I had no choice but 

to force myself to like it.’ He moved from job to job, mostly menial positions, but his last 

job, in Benoni, lasted from 1967 to the late 1990s. At that point he was suffering from an 

undiagnosed digestive problem and his mother urged him to move back ‘home’. He was 

now in his late 40s.

After recuperating a bit, Thomas found work on the Ben Lavin Nature Reserve in around 

2000. His health was still delicate, however. After he took sick leave in 2002, the managers 

of the reserve did not allow him to resume work. This was before the nature reserve was 

acquired by the Manavhela community through restitution. 

Thomas was living in Maila at the time. In 2003 he decided to look for another job, and 

approached the nearest farm. This was Schaaphoek, the farm on which he had been born 

and which he had left 36 years or so earlier. However, he worked there for only six months 

because he and the farm owner, André, did not get along. According to Thomas, André 

accused him of not working hard enough, so Thomas asked for his last month’s pay and 

left. However, not long after, one of André’s workers sought him out. This was because in 

the meantime André had sold the farm to Dr Sadiki, and Dr Sadiki had asked André’s help in 

identifying a worker who ‘knew the farm well’. André identified Thomas.
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workers there that placed him in danger (he was accused of theft). André F 
arranged for Dr Sadiki to take Chilidzi on as a way of removing him from the scene 
and thus preventing worker discord on his own farm.

Livelihood implications of Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC

Despite some apparent cash flow problems, Dr Sadiki was a wealthy man. While we 
don’t know his income from his medical practice, nor precisely his stake in Winner’s 
Park Football Club, in mid-2009 he was one of only three shareholders of Winner’s Park 
and the estimated value of the club was R15 million. It is difficult to imagine farming 
ever occupying a central place in Dr Sadiki’s busy life except as a valued pastime. For 
purposes of this study, we could argue that the implications of land reform for Dr 
Sadiki himself were irrelevant; whether he succeeded or failed, he was not poor to 
begin with and certainly did not need to rely on land reform as a route to becoming less 
poor. Leaving aside for a moment the return of Schaaphoek to the Nthabalala Royal 
Council, one seeks to understand two things about Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC: first, 
the implications for employment, and second, the implications for the local economy.

André had six permanent workers based at Schaaphoek, though occasionally one 
or two would assist him with work on another property he was using near Matoks. 
In 2004, André paid about R600 per month in 2007 rand. Dr Sadiki employed three 
workers, but paid them better at R750 per month in 2007 rand. Of course if, as he 
and his workers believed, Dr Sadiki had further grown his herd, then the demand 
for labour would probably have risen, but only modestly. If it had ever increased to 
six, then it would likely have been more because of Dr Sadiki’s evident concern for 
the welfare of his workers than out of strict necessity. The reason for supposing this 
is simply that Dr Sadiki did not appear to be en route to intensifying production 
by means of introducing a feedlot component as did André. But arguably, these 
speculative questions are of little consequence even hypothetically: whether it 
provides three jobs or six or even nine, the fact is that this type of agricultural 
production generates precious few livelihood opportunities.7

Although the potential of Schaaphoek to create livelihoods may appear quite limited, 
there is still reason to ask whether there are other direct livelihood gains that it could 
have been used to secure. The obvious example here is Mr R, who André and Dr Sadiki 
both agreed was an excellent farmer and a deserving candidate to be a land reform 
beneficiary. Though perhaps out of modesty, Dr Sadiki even went so far as to suggest 
that the likes of Mr R should be given preference in land redistribution, while André 
was quick to mention a number of other black cattle farmers he held in high esteem. 

However, for all of his capability as a farmer, Mr R is not sophisticated or well placed 
when it comes to working the corridors of government departments in order to get 
attention and assistance. One thing that might have been accomplished by catering to 
Mr R and/or other established cattle farmers would be to give them an opportunity 
to expand, to do so in an environment where they could exert more control over 
their production, and to relieve some of the pressure on limited resources where 
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Life Stories 5.1 (continued)

Dr Sadiki was a good employer. He was approachable and paid his workers better than André 

– R750 per month. (As expressed by the other farm worker whom we interviewed, André 

made them work harder and paid them less, whereas under Dr Sadiki there wasn’t so much 

work and the pay was better.) How did it feel to be back on the land where he was born? If 

Thomas felt any nostalgia, he didn’t reveal it.

Sadly, Thomas passed away in early 2008. He was 57.

Mr R – tenant and successful homeland cattle farmer and 
entrepreneur

Mr R is in his early sixties. Like Thomas, he was born on what is presently Schaaphoek, but 

apparently on a different part of it that was not a white-owned farm while he was growing up. 

Mr R and other families were forcibly removed from the land and moved to Nthabalala. When 

he was in his thirties, he moved to Johannesburg where he worked for a bus company for more 

than 20 years. Around 1991, he took a retrenchment package and returned to Nthabalala. 

He subsequently moved to Maila, where he bought a property from another individual for 

R12 000 on which to set up his business. (We didn’t ask him why he settled in Maila rather 

than Nthabalala, to which he had initially returned, but from a business perspective setting up 

in Nthabalala would have been a non-starter.) The property faces the Bandolierkop road. There 

he started a butchery and also makes bricks. He owns two tipper trucks which he uses to deliver 

sand to clients in the nearby villages, and also assists surrounding communities to transport 

goods within and outside the village. Mr R’s wife and daughter help him to run his trucking and 

butchery businesses. In 2008 he erected another building with the idea of opening a tavern or 

restaurant, but during one of our visits in 2010 this did not appear to be regularly used.

As of March 2008, Mr R owned almost 90 breeding cattle: 39 were grazing on the communal 

land that abuts the village to the south, and 50 were on Dr Sadiki’s land, for which he paid 

R25 per head per month. Mr R’s business strategy is complex. In 2009 he slaughtered and 

butchered an average of four cattle per month, of which about a quarter were his own and 

the rest he bought mainly at auctions. However, in that year he also sold about 16 weaners 

at auction. He also buys chicken pieces in bulk and sells them from the butchery. Our rough 

estimate of his gross margin from his butchery business is R41 000 per year, of which the 

vast majority comes from beef, but this does not take into account ‘wages’ to his daughter 

and wife. His net annual income revenues from livestock sales are also about R40 000. In 

contrast to the conventional wisdom, he sees the beneficiation part of his business as the 

more problematic, because of high and rising costs (for example in 2009 he paid about 

R1 900 per month for electricity, mainly for refrigeration; since this time, electricity tariffs 

have increased dramatically).

Mr R also owns goats (around 20 in 2008) which are kept at Maila, and has around four 

hectares of arable land, also in the village, for which he pays an annual fee (rent?) of R100 

to the tribal authority. In 2005/2006 and 2006/2007 he did not plough due to lack of rain.
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Figure 5.4 Neglected infrastructure at Schaaphoek

Source: Authors

they presently farm. Mr R is small scale by any commercial measure, but he takes up 
a large share of the meagre resources available to the Maila community for livestock 
rearing, while his plans to improve his herd are imperilled by the fact that he can 
no longer lease part of Schaaphoek and thereby control breeding.8 Cumulatively, 
a land reform project that paid more attention to people like Mr R, regardless of 
their particular type of farming, would make better use of existing farming talent, 
much of which was hamstrung if not devastated by land dispossession. A farm like 
Schaaphoek could have accommodated three or four farmers about the size of Mr R 
while still allowing some scope for expansion.

On the other hand, who is to say that extensive cattle farming is the only possible 
use for Schaaphoek? Dry it may be, and of course this was André’s exclusive focus, 
but crop farming was once practised here, and even now along the border with Maila 
there is small-scale arable production happening, but of course only on the Maila 
side (Figure 5.4). 

As for the broader economic effects illustrated by Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC, 
according to André, his sale of Schaaphoek resulted in a discernibly smaller supply of 
live animals not only to the residents of Maila for funerals, but also to the abattoirs in 
and around Makhado. He claimed that the abattoir to which he used to sell his cattle 
now had to look further afield to secure supply. In general terms, the manager of 
this abattoir supported André’s claim, in that he concurred that the transfer of cattle 
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farms through land reform reduced his supplies of cattle, and that he was indeed 
finding it more and more difficult to source cattle for his abattoir.

However, all is not as it seems: as mentioned above, the same abattoir manager denied 
knowing André; moreover, as our work on the red meat value chain reveals (Chapter 
9), there are broader and far more potent forces at work than land reform. To anticipate 
that discussion a little, there is a shift away from cattle production, particularly among 
large-scale farms that historically produced cattle, and it is not because of land reform 
nearly as much as because of scarcer water and eroding competitiveness. Presently, 
there are as many or more cattle in Limpopo within the ex-bantustans as there are on 
commercial farms, but the trend appears to be that the number on commercial farms is 
declining, particularly in northern Limpopo. Limpopo is not so much an opportunity 
for funeral cattle as a graveyard for commercial cattle farms. 

Springkaan Farm Enterprise CC
It is standard practice in Limpopo and elsewhere in South Africa that either the 
Department of Agriculture or a government-commissioned consultant helps land 
reform projects to draft a business plan. As has been articulated brilliantly by Marais in 
his study of land redistribution in the Western Cape, the development of business plans 
is an important site at which the legacy of ‘expert knowledge’ maintains maximum 
leverage over the way in which land reform is designed and executed (Marais 2008).   

Unusually, Springkaan’s business plan was not developed by or via government; 
instead, a local extension officer assisted the main beneficiary, Mr Daniel M, to develop 

Life Stories 5.1 (continued)

Leasing land from Dr Sadiki allowed Mr R access to more and better grazing than he could 

have within Maila alone; this also enabled him to control the breeding of his livestock better. 

In 2007, Mr R purchased a Bonsmara bull and heifer with a view to improving his herd and 

thus eventually fetching better prices. 

For 2007 and 2008, Mr R experienced water shortages on Dr Sadiki’s land. There are a 

number of boreholes on the farm, but by that stage all the pumps were broken and some 

of the boreholes are weak. Mr R therefore relied mainly on a stream that runs through Dr 

Sadiki’s land, but he also began hauling in large barrels of water on his bakkie on a daily 

basis. Another problem was that the cattle were sometimes injured in game poachers’ traps.

Mr R would prefer to have his own land, and also aspires to raise broilers and pigs. He approached 

the DLA in 1995, and in his understanding is ‘on the list’ to get assistance to acquire land. 

However, he has never heard from the DLA and for reasons that are not clear has not pursued it. 

In 2009, it became clear that the conclusion of the Maila community’s claim to Schaaphoek 

was imminent. Mr R is a member of the Maila community, so in effect is a claimant, but he 

acknowledged that the finalisation of the claim brought uncertainty about his use of Schaaphoek.
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his own ideas towards a sort of informal plan. Subtle or mild as this aberration may 
sound, it is one of the features of Spingkaan that makes it so interesting.

‘He wanted to change everything when he bought the farm … IT’S A 
COMPLETE DISASTER’

In 1996, after having worked for an engineering company in Gauteng for 17 years, 
Daniel M was retrenched. He realised that he didn’t have the skills and education to 
compete in the urban economy: ‘I couldn’t match the level of the new skills coming.’ 
He was in his mid-thirties; not old, but not young either. As with so many other men 
in his situation, he decided to return home, in his case to Limpopo. He installed his 
wife and children in his natal village of Mukula in former Venda, approximately 15 
kilometres northeast of Thohoyandou, and then started a small trade in liquor at the 
train station in Louis Trichardt (also referred to as Makhado). He later moved to the 
Soekmekaar train station to do the same, but he still made too little from the liquor 
sales. To supplement his income, he started a small vegetable garden in the yard 
belonging to the railway in Soekmekaar. From this his interest in agriculture grew. 
He planted cabbages and other vegetables, some of which he sent home to feed his 
wife and children and the rest he sold in Soekmekaar and surrounding communities. 

Around 2000, Daniel briefly tried farming back at Mukula, but his family’s land was 
too small. He saw that there was a fair amount of underutilised arable land in the 
community, but discovered the unreliability of borrowing or rental arrangements. 
Local people would leave a tenant to clear and plough their land, and once they 
saw that there was a good harvest on the way they would start to claim ancestral 
ownership and demand the land back. This is exactly what happened to Daniel. 

Returning to Soekmekaar/Morebeng, Daniel expanded his vegetable production as 
much as he could on the plot adjacent to the railway line but could not begin to meet 
the high local demand for fresh vegetables. Spoornet, the company which owned 
the land, had always allowed him to use it. However, residents of Nthabiseng began 
complaining that an outsider was taking land away from them. In a sense, this was a 
repeat of the problems he had experienced while trying to farm on a larger scale at 
Mukula – his nascent success was undermined by others’ envy – but here it assumed 
ethnic overtones, in that Daniel is Venda whereas the residents of Nthabiseng are 
predominantly Pedi. He was accused of trying to take their land away, even though 
technically it did not belong to them, and even though by and large the residents 
of Nthabiseng were not using much of the land they did have at their disposal. 
This growing friction with the adjacent community, together with the fact that the 
Spoornet land was still too limited in size, inspired him to try to buy his own land.

In fact, Daniel M had started looking for land to purchase before he even knew 
about land reform and its grants. This is significant, because it reveals that Daniel 
was unlike many other LRAD beneficiaries, who are linked into networks where 
information about opportunities is easy to come by, and for whom awareness of 
land reform grants is where their interest in acquiring land begins. Because he was 
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living in Morebeng, Daniel began looking around there. He discovered that a lot of 
the land in the area was under claim, and thus would not be available for purchase, 
but he eventually heard that a portion of a farm called Droogeloop (‘Dry run’) was 
up for sale. He met the owner of the land, Mr Herman S, a practising attorney in 
Makhado town, to begin discussions and make an offer to purchase. It was in fact 
Herman S who informed Daniel about LRAD, whereupon Daniel proceeded to the 
agriculture department in Morebeng (Soekmekaar) where the process was explained 
to him. Daniel was very happy with the assistance he received from the department, 
which included help with the application process, help in drawing up a land use plan, 
help with forming a legal entity with his family members so that they could apply for 
grant funding as a group, and assistance in accessing loan finance. 

Daniel and his family acquired the farm through LRAD in 2005. By local large-
scale commercial farming standards, the 117-hectare farm that they purchased is 
small and has limited potential. There are only 15 hectares of arable land and two 
boreholes. Herman S, the previous owner, was only a part-time farmer. 

For Daniel, however, it represented an enormous leap forward from where he had been, 
and despite a series of setbacks he proceeded with verve and optimism. In contrast to 
many land reform beneficiaries who pursue commercial farming, he disregarded the 
previous owner’s approach to farming and even his advice. Among other things, Daniel 
sought to intensify the use of the land by introducing vegetable production, which 
was how he had become interested in farming as a career in the first place. However, 
Herman S claimed that there was not enough water. Herman S, who himself had 
grown up on a farm in the then Western Transvaal (North West), was apoplectic: 

He [Daniel M] wanted to change everything when he bought the farm. 
There’s no planning. I couldn’t believe it. IT’S A COMPLETE DISASTER.

I agreed to help. But I discovered in talking to him that he doesn’t know 
anything about farming … We need black farmers, but we need people 
WHO CAN DO THE JOB.

Daniel M represents something subtly but importantly different from what we 
have seen above. He is attempting commercial farming according to his own ideas, 
without blind deference to the ‘expert knowledge’ of the previous owner, but without 
dismissing the opportunities that modern farming methods have to offer. He gathers 
information, experiments, fails, and tries again. Will he succeed? So far, his success has 
been sporadic and limited. In retrospect, he has not always made good decisions, and 
he has also had some bad luck. But in his words, ‘we are trying; farming is in my blood’.

The farm and the transfer

Portion 5 of Droogeloop 512 LS is located approximately three kilometres northwest 
of Morebeng along the R36 road which links Morebeng to the N1 just north of Matoks 
(see Figure 5.5). The southern boundary of the farm borders one of the main roads 
that runs west from the R36 to the large settlement of Ramakgopa. The two boreholes 
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Figure 5.5 Location of Springkaan 

Source: Authors

Figure 5.6 Satellite image of Springkaan 

Source: Google 2010, AfriGIS 2011, CDNGI 2011
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are linked to the same small reservoir (with a capacity of 139  000 litres), which is 
adjacent to the farm house. Between the main road and the house lies Herman’s poorly 
established stand of macadamia trees. The rest of the arable land slopes gently away 
from the farm house to the west. The house used to have a garden for which Herman 
expressed much fondness. A cattle pen is situated a short distance behind the house.

Herman, who bought the property in 1990, used the farm as a residence for his 
family and as a part-time farm where he mainly kept cattle. As mentioned, he also 
attempted to plant a couple of hectares of macadamia trees. He operated this farm 
together with portion 4, which he also owned; portion 4 is situated directly to the 
north, and is very similar in size and endowment to portion 5. At one stage Herman 
considered abandoning law altogether and focusing on farming full-time, which 
would have involved buying other or additional land. However, when his legal 
practice picked up, Herman decided against this and chose to downsize instead. 
In 1998 he sold portion 4, for just over R1 300 per hectare. Still finding it difficult 
to balance farming near Morebeng and practising law in Makhado, he decided to 
relocate closer to Makhado so that he would not have to drive so far every day, 
although he did buy another farm nearer to town and remains a part-time farmer. 

At the time of the sale of portion 5 of Droogeloop to Springkaan for R600 000 (or 
R3 500 per hectare), Herman and his family had already vacated it. It appears that 
the farm was sold prior to the harvest of the first macadamia nuts, so the trees were, 
and still are, young. However, before leaving, Herman S concluded that there was not 
enough water to support the orchard, and also indicated that he could not devote 
enough time to making it work (Figure 5.7). 

Life Stories 5.2

Mr Daniel M – land reform beneficiary 

Mr Daniel M was born in the late 1950s. He grew up in Mukula, where he assisted his 

parents in the fields and looked after livestock after school. He went to primary school at 

Mukula, and then attended Tshivhase High School in Vhufuli, about 10 kilometres away, 

where he left in JC (the Junior Certificate year, equivalent to the current Grade 10) in 1976. 

When the 1976 riots in Soweto led to disruptions in rural areas such as his and delayed the 

release of the examination results (which were then centralised in Pretoria) Daniel decided to 

go for vocational training at a local technical college which was then commonly known as 

Finyazwanda, subsequently Techniven, and which is now part of an FET college. He received 

training as a motor mechanic for two years. In 1979 he went to Johannesburg to look for a 

job and found one in Olifantsfontein. He later joined Cullinan Precision Engineers as a fitter 

and turner. He worked there until he was retrenched in 1996. He assumes that the reason for 

the retrenchment was that he was old and was not well educated. 

Daniel is married with three sons. One of the sons is working and the other two are still 

studying. The family stays at Mukula.
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Figure 5.7 Satellite images of Springkaan, April 2003 (top) and January 2008 (bottom)

Source: Google 2010, CDNGI 2011 (top) and Google 2010, GeoEye 2011 (bottom)
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Daniel’s approach to Herman S to acquire the property has already been related. 
Understanding that on his own he would not be able to access enough LRAD grant 
money to acquire the farm, Daniel enlisted the support of his uncle and his uncle’s 
two sons and their wives, making a group of six. The other five have no direct role 
in the farm; however his uncle assists with advice and financial support from time 
to time, though on what scale is not clear. (Daniel chose the name ‘Springkaan’ for 
the project because it was his nickname for his uncle, from whom he learned much 
about farming. His uncle in turn learned much of what he knows about agriculture 
as an employee on white-owned farms.) Altogether, Daniel and his family accessed 
R324 444 from LRAD and R420 000 from the Land Bank. After covering the sales 
price of the farm, this left a balance of R144 444, which Daniel invested in irrigation 
infrastructure, cattle and a vehicle. 

The project and its economic aspects

What attracted Daniel to portion 5 of Droogeloop was principally its location: ‘It 
will be easy to get the produce to the markets and even put it alongside the road 
for the public to buy from our stall’ (see Figure 5.8). Unfortunately, not all of his 
expectations have been met so far:

In 2007 we had put 40 000 cabbages of very good quality – if you go to 
the local Department of Agriculture just check at the reception area a 
picture of export status cabbages, they were from here on this farm – 
unfortunately none of them was harvested, not even a single one because 
we could not afford to buy pesticides. When the neighbouring farmer 
there [he points at a distant farm with cabbages] sprays his all the pests 
migrate to our farm. As a result all our cabbages were spoilt. That was a 
loss, I felt like I was going to die because of that loss. 

In 2008, Daniel lost a crop of tomatoes to frost. He had been aware of the danger, but 
had attempted to guard against it through his own version of a traditional practice, 
whereby every evening he built smouldering fires at the corners of the field. It did 
not work. Partly on account of these two consecutive failures, he fell into arrears on 
his loan.

Another unforeseen expense related to his irrigation system. He had purchased 
pipes and hoses for drip irrigation. The system is watered by the reservoir, which 
is situated next to the house at the top of the slope leading down to the fields. The 
problem is that the reservoir tends to fill up with algae, which get sucked into the 
pipe and then clog the fine holes through which the water is meant to drip. To 
address this problem, Daniel purchased two large filters which sit adjacent to the 
reservoir. If not for the financial support of the other project members, namely his 
family, he would probably not have survived as long as he has. 

The enterprise that has run relatively smoothly to date is the cattle enterprise, which, 
after all, is what Herman S also mainly engaged in. In June 2008, Springkaan had 
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Figure 5.8 Vegetable production at Springkaan (top) and Daniel M (bottom)

   
Source: Authors
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27 cattle, including 13 cows, 1 bull and 13 calves. For the 12-month period ending 
June 2008, Daniel made a net income of about R30 000 from the sale of 11 cattle at 
auction, spent about R13  000 (mainly on labour, but also on electricity, transport 
and veterinary products), and therefore netted about R17 000. Is this a lot? No, but it 
is roughly twice what he was making when he operated the market garden adjacent 
to the train station; and it is certainly more than what his permanent farm worker 
earns. It is a reasonable start. It is about half as much as Herman S claimed to make 
from his cattle operation on the farm, but there is no reason why Daniel cannot 
improve. However, all the proceeds from this sale disappeared in servicing the Land 
Bank loan and meeting other immediate expenses.

By May 2009, Daniel had earned another R34 000 from cattle sales, from which he 
netted about R20 000. He also planted about half a hectare each of okra and tomatoes, 
but again had difficulty with the cold and was unable to bring in a full harvest. He 
netted about R40  000, which was barely enough to service his loan for that year. 
Thereafter, he determined to be more careful and plant more cold-sensitive crops in 
the summer. For the winter of 2011, he was planning to focus on garlic and onions. 
Thus far, water had not been a constraint, unlike input costs, which were exacerbated 
by the burden of repaying the loan. However, in late 2010 Daniel felt things were 
coming right, and that he would be able to finish repaying the loan by 2012. 

Livelihood implications of Springkaan

The livelihood impact of the project to date is not impressive in terms of what has 
already been stated, but what we have not shown is the potential of the horticultural 
enterprise to create jobs. Despite not bringing in his tomato crop in 2008, he hired 
24 casual workers over a three-month period at R35 per day. It is not an enormous 
wage, but in an area with high levels of unemployment (he is only about a kilometre 
from the township of Nthabiseng) it is welcome, and is far more than was generated 
by his predecessor. As for forward and backward linkages to the economy via 
Springkaan’s cattle production, they are conventional. Inputs are sourced from the 
usual established shops, and sales are conducted through an established mechanism, 
namely the rotating livestock auction managed by Vleissentraal. The changes in 
magnitude are inconsequential. What we don’t know is whether there might be 
secondary benefits if and when Daniel does succeed in harvesting and marketing his 
vegetables; that is, whether there will be discernible savings and/or health benefits 
for the local black consumers who are his main market.

Karishume
[Most white farmers] don’t have a clue about real business. You know, people 
think because they’re a farmer that they’re really an entrepreneur. But maybe 
their grandfather was a real entrepreneur. Or maybe … if you really go look 
back at their Dutch ancestors, they worked hard, so maybe they brought that 
knowledge along and just carried on. But the typical farmer, I’ve never really 
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seen him as a real entrepreneur. He’s there, he inherited the farm. He carries 
on … He does his job well. He’s a good farm manager. He makes a living, not 
a massive living. A few real agricultural entrepreneurs will gobble up farms, 
like ZZ2, guys like that. [But these others] have got no marketing knowledge, 
they’re not real entrepreneurs. (Pieter O)

Among policymakers and implementers in small-business development circles, 
there is an established mythology about ‘entrepreneurial spirit’: some people are 
entrepreneurs by nature, and others by necessity. The term ‘necessity entrepreneurs’ 
is commonly used as more or less synonymous with ‘survivalist entrepreneurs’, 
people who are compelled to engage in enterprise (for example, ‘petty trade’) as a 
means of ‘getting by’. The real ‘opportunity entrepreneurs’ – the ones that Pieter O 
clearly has in mind – are the ones on whom we pin our hopes of driving the growth 
of the small (and maybe not-so-small) business sector, and thus of the economy.9 
There are obvious parallels to essentialist views about farming, in particular in the 
context of discussions about the prospects of assisting more black people to earn a 
decent living via land and agrarian reform (‘not everyone is a farmer’). 

The entrepreneur

While it was not the purpose of our study to measure or even study entrepreneurship 
as a theme, when we visited Karishume and made the acquaintance of the man 
driving it, Mr Richard R, the theme begged to be acknowledged. Richard R and 
Pieter O were similar animals, and at some stage were involved in the same business. 
Pieter O is possibly who Richard R might have become if he hadn’t been born into a 
poor, landless black family in 1960s South Africa.10

Not that Richard had done badly. Our meetings with him were usually polite but 
rushed, pleasant but to the point. One of them was conducted literally on the 
pavement outside one of the businesses in Makhado town with which he was 
associated; another in a makeshift office behind one of the other businesses with 
which he was connected. Richard’s normal state appeared to be one of constant 
motion between his land reform project, Karishume, and the various other things 
he was juggling. One of Richard’s successful enterprises happened to be agriculture, 
though whether he was ‘a farmer’ is debatable. 

From a policy perspective, this distinction between ‘real farmers’ and ‘real 
entrepreneurs’, though vague, is an important issue. For example, even those land 
reform beneficiaries who are capable agriculturalists struggle or fail for lack of 
entrepreneurial ability, while others with entrepreneurial ability may succeed even 
if they don’t have farming experience. An extreme example of the latter occurred 
at Morebene, where a Gauteng-based businessman hired a farm manager to look 
after some of the farmland he had arranged to buy on his community’s restituted 
land (Chapter 6). In the heyday of the Agricultural Credit Board, non-farmer 
businessmen were recognised as worthy candidates for settlement opportunities and 
production credit, provided they did not live too far from their new land (personal 
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Life Stories 5.3

Mr John N – Mozambican economic immigrant and farm worker

Mr John N was born in ‘Pfonyololo Province’ in Mozambique 26 years ago. He didn’t have 

the opportunity to go to school due to Mozambique’s civil war. He says that if he had had 

the chance, he would have liked to be a teacher or a hospital clerk rather than working on a 

farm as he is doing today. 

Together with his friend Samuel (see his story below), John first came to South Africa in 

2001. He left his wife and child with his parents. He sends them half his salary every month 

and tries to visit home once a year.

His first job in South Africa was with Samuel on a farm near Nylstroom, where he ploughed and 

did general work on the farm. After working on that farm for three or four years, he received 

a call from his brother-in-law John, who was working for Kaizer Chicks on their poultry farm 

near Elim. John was not employed by Kaizer Chicks, but assisted another brother-in-law who 

in turn paid him. In 2006, John and Samuel began doing weekend work for Richard R; then 

in February 2007 Richard offered him and Samuel full-time work on Karishume.

At Karishume, John and Samuel worked together with Richard’s sister Rebecca (who is one 

of the official beneficiaries of the Karishume project), and two other ‘local boys’. For reasons 

that are unclear, these ‘local boys’ later resigned, at which point Richard asked John and 

Samuel to help him find two replacements. In what turned out to be quite a curious piece 

of recruiting, John and Samuel went to Malamulele (about 30 kilometres north of Giyani) 

where they found two women who agreed to work with them on the farm and who later 

became their girlfriends. The reason why they recruited at Malamulele is unclear. The four 

of them now live together on the farm.

John’s expectation now is that the project will be a success and he will have a good, secure 

income with which he can better support his wife, child and parents back home. When he 

arrived at the project in February 2007, the situation was not good and their salary was 

paid irregularly. By 2008 there was significant improvement, in that he was earning R600 

per month and it was reliable. Richard, the manager, also indicated that when the project 

improved further, John’s salary would increase to R900 per month. John indicated that life 

at the project was very good, as they were staying on the farm and not paying anything for 

rent or electricity. His relationship with Richard was also very good because Richard is good 

to them and always treats them with respect. He also has confidence in Richard’s ability to 

make the farm a success.

When John compares Karishume to the farm where he worked in Nylstroom, he feels that 

although the situation in Nylstroom was not bad, at Karishume he is far happier. This is 

despite the fact that at Nylstroom each month he was paid R850 and given a 25-kilogram 

bag of mielie meal. The workday at Karishume begins at 7 am and ends at 4 pm, with a 

one-hour break for lunch; on Saturdays they stop work at 1 pm and they do not work on 

Sundays. John appreciates the regular schedule as well as having a bit of free time.
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communication, K van Zyl, October 2008). Richard R illustrates the good sense of 
this policy.

The farm and the transfer

Richard maintained a long-term working relationship with the C Family, for whom 
he was an employee but also in due course a kind of partner (see Richard’s biography 
in Life Stories 5.3). Among other things, Richard was the general manager of their 
broiler business, which involved three farms in the Makhado area. Around 2006, 
when the C Family decided to sell one of its three poultry farms, Richard decided to 
try to buy it. Initially they asked for R500 000; when Richard said he could not raise 
the money, they advertised the property for sale, but also offered to lower the price 
to R450 000 if Richard could manage it. Richard eventually raised the money with 
a combination of a Land Bank loan for R450 000 and an LRAD grant of R212 000. 
Procuring the Land Bank loan was the time-consuming part, but the transfer 
eventually took place in early 2007. 

The property in question is portion 16 of Rietvly 276 LS. As mentioned, the purchase 
price of the property – all 8.6 hectares of it – was R450 000. The additional money 
raised was largely to develop irrigation infrastructure for the few hectares of arable 
land on the property. The other two project members were Richard’s sister Rebecca 
and his eldest son. Rebecca is in effect a well-paid employee on Karishume; she was 
a less well-paid employee on the same farm under the previous ownership. Richard’s 
son was at university and played no role in the project.

The property is so small because it is a peri-urban smallholding. Over time, at 
least four farms on the periphery of Louis Trichardt/Makhado were subdivided or 
partially subdivided into small plots. At some stage in the past, Rietvly 276 LS was 
subdivided into 37 portions, of which 29 are less than 10 hectares in size (Figure 5.9) 
(one of the other portions accommodates Makhado town’s small airport.) 

In other parts of the country where clusters of agricultural holdings or nedersettings 
were created, the purpose was mainly to accommodate a particular kind of demand 
for suburban property with a rural quality, but also in some cases (at least in 
principle) to create opportunities for small-scale farming. As quaintly expressed 
some years ago in the Department of Agriculture’s in-house journal: 

Many people, especially townsmen, cherish the hope of becoming the 
owner of a small farm. Such a holding is pictured as a real paradise … It 
is remarkable how many town-dwellers have recently acquired plots or 
small holdings in the vicinity of cities with a view to commencing small-
scale farming operations without sacrificing their work in town. Often 
exorbitant prices are paid for only a morgen of land. (Du Toit 1944: 589)

Still, some contemporary observers have argued that despite their ambiguous 
agricultural character peri-urban plots present a good opportunity for land 
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Life Stories 5.3 (continued)

Mr Samuel M – Mozambican economic immigrant and farm 
worker

Mr Samuel M is 24 years of age and also comes from ‘Pfonyololo Province’. He and John 

have been close friends since early childhood. Samuel’s background is similar to John’s, and 

in 2001 he and John took the decision to come to South Africa together. The difference is 

that Samuel left behind two children but no parents, as his parents had already passed away 

when he was young.

Samuel’s role on Karishume is very similar to John’s; the difference is that Samuel is less 

appreciative of his job there; he feels it is not a ‘good job’ because it is very physically 

demanding, especially the task of ‘ploughing’ three or four hectares using a hoe. More so 

than John, Samuel laments the chances in life he missed for lack of an education. However, 

Samuel does agree with John that Richard is a good and straightforward boss, thanks to 

whom there is generally a pleasant working environment on the farm.

Mr Richard R – entrepreneur and land reform beneficiary

Mr Richard R was born in the mid-1960s in Magau, which is situated about 10 kilometres 

from Makhado town and 5 kilometres from Karishume. Many of the households in Magau 

and adjacent communities were allocated small plots (seemingly as per betterment-style 

planning), but Richard’s family only had a small garden next to the house on which they 

grew a little food for their own consumption. They did not keep livestock. Richard’s father 

died while Richard was still young. The family was very poor, even by the standards 

of Magau.

In 1989 Richard got a job with the C Family selling and installing solar power systems. 

We are not clear what these solar power systems involved, nor what formal qualifications 

he brought to the job, but what is significant is that this was the beginning of a long and 

mutually fruitful relationship between Richard and the C Family. In 1993 the C Family 

began their broiler enterprise, for which they appointed Richard as their general manager 

although Richard had no previous farming experience. Eventually the C Family owned three 

farms with broilers around Makhado local municipality, and in due course they also built 

a centrally located abattoir. Richard was also responsible for the marketing aspects of the 

broiler enterprise, and worked to help develop marketing outlets for live birds distributed 

through rural areas in northern Limpopo. This involved a mix of outlets owned by the C 

Family and some owned by Richard himself, and thus evolved an increasingly complex 

working relationship that nonetheless functioned for a sustained period. Richard remarked 

of the C Family, ‘I learned business from them’, but it is safe to assume that they also learned 

from him.
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redistribution, if only because they tend to be relatively affordable and well situated 
from both a marketing and a lifestyle point of view (see Prinsloo 2008, who studied 
LRAD-based land redistribution on smallholdings in Gauteng). 

At least for this part of Rietvly, its relative affordability also seems to explain why 
so many acquisitions in recent years have been by blacks who are not beneficiaries 
of the land reform programme. It appears that 7 of the 29 smallholdings in Rietvly 
have been acquired by black individuals or families since 1995 (mostly since 2004) 
excluding Karishume. The average price per plot was R489 000, so the purchasers 
were not poor people. Richard reported working with some of these also-new 
neighbours, especially in collective marketing arrangements.

Of course, peri-urban agricultural holdings are very expensive on a per-hectare basis 
(as noted above), because their real-estate value has more to do with their lifestyle 
appeal than their agricultural value, and in particular because their improvements 
(such as houses) comprise a relatively high share of their worth. Thus the R52  000 
per hectare that Karishume paid for portion 16 is exceptionally high by almost any 
standards, but as indicated above it is also typical of the area. Moreover, this particular 
plot had reasonably good infrastructure, including four medium-sized broiler units, 
sundry other structures and water (see the bottom image in Figure 5.10). 

Figure 5.9 Location of Karishume and other African-owned plots at Rietvly 276 LS

Source: Authors
Note: Dark blue indicates Rietvly plots acquired by African individuals outside of land reform.
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Life Stories 5.3 (continued)

In 1995 the C Family opened a cash loan business, which in time grew to have eight 

branches around northern Limpopo. Richard was appointed the marketing manager. By this 

stage it appears he was no longer involved with the solar power business, but he carried 

on as general manager of the poultry business. His style of working was to make brief daily 

visits to the farms in the morning ‘on his way to work’ – meaning on his way to his work 

with the cash loan business – and perhaps again on his way home.

Richard resigned as manager of the C Family’s broiler business in 2006/2007 when he 

acquired one of their farms and began Karishume, but he carried on as marketing manager 

of their cash loan business. The broiler enterprise at Karishume remains linked in various 

ways to the C Family’s remaining broiler enterprise and abattoir, in a way that would be 

difficult to understand without the context of their longstanding relationship. Richard’s style 

of work also remained similar: as attested to by his sister and the employees at Karishume, 

Richard would stop by the farm on his way to work in Makhado town, and then again on 

the way home. Richard lives in Madombidzha – a few kilometres from Magau, where he 

grew up – with his wife and children.

Among the Rietvly smallholdings, in fact, a fair proportion of plot owners are 
engaged in either arable or livestock (generally poultry) production. The top image 
of Figure 5.10 conveys an idea of land-use patterns in the plots at Rietvly. Taken 
together with Figure 5.9, it seems that especially the Rietvly plots recently acquired 
by black people are used for arable production.

The project and its economic aspects

Richard R drafted and followed his own business plan. Given his experience as 
manager of the same farm, plus his general business skills, this was not difficult. 
His overall strategy was to exploit his vast expertise in the broiler business while 
venturing into high-value vegetables. With the latter, one might have assumed that, 
given the location of the plot, he was targeting the Makhado town market; but his 
approach was more eclectic than this, if not at first then within a short time. He 
recalled that one of his first harvests came from a couple of hectares of spinach and 
cabbage, which he sold to the Spar shop in Makhado town. He was not happy with 
the price he got and vowed not to repeat the experience; cabbage is too common, 
the supermarkets do not pay well, and the demand is irregular – ‘I didn’t make any 
money,’ he sighed. But he adapted his plan according to whatever he thought at the 
time made the most economic sense, and informed his decisions by researching his 
options. He soon started growing onions and peppadews, the latter for export to 
Belgium through an agent based in Tzaneen. 
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Figure 5.10 Satellite images showing land use patterns on Rietvly smallholdings (top) and detail of 
Karishume (bottom)

Source: Google 2010, GeoEye 2011 (top) and Google 2010, GeoEye 2011 (bottom)
Note: the large structure towards the top of the image at the bottom is the CASP-funded broiler house erected at Karishume 
in 2009.
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As for the broiler enterprise, his long-term vision was to establish his own 
abattoir and become a big player in northern Limpopo. In the shorter term, 
his ambition was to get his operation running smoothly and to capacity, and to 
further develop the live bird distribution system that he had helped the C Family 
devise. But his most pressing challenge was how to break into local supermarkets, 
in particular Pick n Pay. The obstacle was not, as some might suspect, Pick n 
Pay’s centralised procurement strategy, but instead that their branches abide by 
common rules. One of these is that they only buy and sell Halaal chicken, that 
is, chicken that meets the specific dietary and religious standards of the Muslim 
community, especially in terms of how it is slaughtered. Why Pick n Pay and 
other supermarkets maintain such a policy is unclear and the subject of some 
heated public debate (FromTheOld 2009), but the practical implication for 
Richard was cost. The expense of getting Halaal certification was prohibitive; in 
effect, he would have to pay the cost of regular on-site inspections from one of 
South Africa’s four Halaal certification bodies,11 even if he were sending the birds 
to someone else’s abattoir.

One approach Richard explored was to arrange some kind of special dispensation 
with the Muslim community of northern Limpopo and one of their certification 
bodies, under which Richard’s operations would be scrutinised at longer 
intervals; in the meantime, with the blessing of the local Muslim community, 
he would be issued with a letter from the certification body stating that he was 
compliant. For this endeavour Richard won the support of the community, but 
not of any of the certification bodies.

Richard continued to address this problem, but in the meantime found a very 
partial and less attractive solution whereby he would sell live birds directly to 
the Muslim community, who would dispose of them as they saw fit. The rather 
severe limitation of this approach was that it did nothing to assist his access to 
supermarkets, which continued to insist on Halaal meat; he still wanted to go 
through supermarkets to reach the much larger population of non-Muslims that 
was his main target. 

In 2009 the provincial Department of Agriculture had a large, state-of-the-art 
broiler house built on Karishume’s land. This was thanks to CASP, a conditional 
grant from the national-level agriculture department to provincial agriculture 
departments. In terms of CASP’s implementation guidelines, 70% of the budget is 
meant to be spent in support of land reform beneficiaries, especially for on-farm 
infrastructure. The exact reasons why Karishume received this support are not 
known; it could be that Richard actively solicited this largesse, or it could be that 
the department was eager to find some land reform ‘success stories’ upon which 
it could focus in order to ensure that it did not underspend its CASP budget.12 In 
any event, the broiler house was built at a cost of R3 million and in effect turned 
the older, smaller structures into storage space. However, technically Karishume 
did not own the CASP-funded broilery; moreover, as discussed further below, 
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Karishume was not entirely happy with the conditions that came attached to the 
house, namely that Karishume enter an exclusive contractual relationship with 
Bush Valley Farms, which runs an abattoir near Tzaneen.

However, for now we focus on the broiler enterprise as it existed in 2008, prior 
to the establishment of the CASP-funded broiler house. Table 5.1 shows the 
enterprise budget for the seven-month period July 2008 to January 2009, in the 
course of which Karishume handled eight batches (seemingly including a double 
batch in December 2008) with an average mortality rate of 3%. (In comparison to 
the capacity of 19 000 birds for seven months, the new broiler house has a capacity 
for 40 000 birds, of which it could in future undertake six batches in a year.)

Table 5.1 Enterprise budget for broilers

Rand price/cost Units Value (R)

Revenue

Broilers sold 29.5 18 430 543 685 

Expenses

Day-old chicks 4.20 19 000 79 800 

Vitabooster + Gambora for NC 0.30 19 000 5 700 

Sawdust 35 840 

Maintenance 11 000 

Electricity 24 200 

Fuel 32 000 

Feed

 Starter 53 284 

 Grower 93 084 

 Finisher 49 098 

 Maintenance 25 080 

Labour (person-months) 600 21 29 030 

Sum of expenses 438 115 

Net 105 570 

Net over 12 months (extrapolated) 180 977 

Source: Authors
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Notwithstanding Karishume’s tiny physical footprint, it operates on a financial 
plane quite a lot higher than most of the projects we have seen so far. The scale of 
the expenses is quite daunting, which is why Richard accessed much more money 
in the beginning from the grant and loan than was necessary for just acquiring the 
land. Beyond this, the project had to scale up incrementally, with 2007 in particular 
being a difficult year during which the workers agreed to relatively low wages. As 
for the net income, it was reasonably large; the key was to ensure that the mortality 
rate stayed low and that the market-ready birds were disposed of promptly. Richard 
understood both issues quite well, of course, from his years managing this and other 
broiler operations. 

Beyond this, in 2008 Karishume netted about R100 000 to R120 000 from peppadews 
and onions – altogether rather impressive for 8.5 hectares under the management of 
a man whose main job was somewhere else.

As for the new broiler house, a very rough estimate is that once it is working to 
capacity, it could net R700 000 to R800 000 per year, provided feed costs don’t rise 
too high (a strong assumption), and taking into account that the price on offer by 
Bush Valley is not necessarily what Karishume would have preferred.

Livelihood implications of Karishume and other considerations

One of the significant features of Karishume is that it was established on a 
smallholding. It has thus contributed little to the 30% hectarage target, but 
nevertheless it vividly illustrates one reason why this target is so unhelpful. At the 
same time, Karishume helped draw our attention to the fact that the racial ownership 
pattern of at least some smallholdings around Makhado town appears to be changing 
outside of land reform, and seemingly in a manner that favours agricultural land use. 
It remains a question for future research whether what has been happening at Rietvly 
is a more general trend in Makhado and elsewhere.

Before starting Karishume, Richard R and his family were reasonably well off. Richard 
does not appear to have been in the same league as, say, Dr Sadiki, but he was far from 
poor, and his prospects with or without land reform were excellent. Thus, as with Dr 
Sadiki’s project, it is not necessarily our concern whether Richard became better off 
as a result of Karishume. The more relevant livelihoods issue is that in taking over 
portion 16 of Rietvly, Richard intensified the land use to include production of high-
value vegetable crops, including for export. However, in terms of regular workers, 
total employment on Karishume did not become greater than it had been under its 
previous owners. One reason appears to be that the massive new broiler house is highly 
automated, such that a batch of 40 000 birds requires no more workers (four) than 
had managed 19 000 birds. The appropriateness of CASP funding being used in this 
manner is questionable.

Even so, owing to the introduction of vegetable production, there are now casual 
employment opportunities that were not there before. They amount to about 60–80 
person-months’ worth per year, or six ‘full-time equivalents’, which for such a small 
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operation is not insignificant. It is job creation according to the logic of labour-
intensive agriculture, but appears to have little to do with the main thrust of the 
inverse farm-size productivity relationship, in terms of absorbing family labour and 
avoiding the supervision problem by virtue of its small size. On the contrary, Richard 
was not around to supervise at all, and his only family member on the project – his 
older sister Rebecca – was in effect kept on as a sinecure. Rather than subjecting 
workers to close supervision, Richard’s management style was to treat workers with 
respect, set demanding but reasonable goals for them, and allow them ample free time, 
presumably to recover their strength and enjoy life a little. Perhaps this approach would 
not have worked as well on a larger scale – we don’t know.

The intensification of land use at Karishume is another example of what we saw at 
Springkaan, namely continuity with the previous owner’s enterprise, but enhanced 
with something new. Superficially, it recalls many of the SLAG business plans of 
the late 1990s which went through the motions of claiming that a proposed project 
could support so many beneficiaries because the previous owner’s enterprise would 
be embellished, be it with a knitting club or a poultry unit (Aliber & Mokoena 2003). 
But in the case of Karishume and Springkaan, this really happened, perhaps because 
it had been driven by the applicant/beneficiary himself rather than as a wishful 
justification offered by a consultant or government planner. Apart from the modestly 
positive livelihood implications of Karishume and Springkaan, what is arguably most 
interesting about them is precisely that they gave space to Richard R and Daniel M 
to make fuller use of their talents. 

Sadly, in late 2009 Richard died of complications from appendicitis. He was not yet 
50 years old. It is difficult to imagine what his entrepreneurial talent might have 
accomplished if he had not died so young. The management of Karishume was taken 
over by Richard’s wife, who is a schoolteacher. She stops by the project on her way in 
to work, and again on the way home.

Goedgedacht Estate
Goedgedacht Estate (not its real name) is a single-family LRAD project located on 
the northeastern side of Morebeng. The project is on the remaining extent of the 
farm Goedgedacht 1179 LS, which is 993 hectares in size. 

The project has three beneficiaries from the same household, a father and two sons, 
whom we will call the L Family. None of the three is involved in the day-to-day 
running of the farm, which is left to a nephew, Martin L. Martin is not himself one 
of the official grantees/beneficiaries/owners. The relationship between Martin and 
his family in terms of his role on the farm is unclear, but he describes himself as the 
‘farm manager’, implying that he is a sort of employee. Although the family clearly 
has some wealth, Martin does not give the appearance of a well-off man; he dresses 
in old clothes, drives a battered bakkie and lives in very humble circumstances on 
the farm. Moreover, his background (see his biography in Life Stories 5.4) suggests a 
modest level of education and an unglamorous career as a small-scale entrepreneur. 
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Life Stories 5.4

Mr Martin L – farm manager or beneficiary?

Martin L was born in Tshikota township, which abuts Makhado town. According to his ID 

document he was born in 1963, but believes he is older than this would suggest. While 

Martin was growing up in Tshikota, his father was a petrol attendant in one of the garages 

in Louis Trichardt. His father had a tractor and a piece of land where they used to plough 

while Martin was young. This land was adjacent to the township, just on the other side of 

the railway line. The land was later taken away by the apartheid government and they have 

not claimed the land since.

The family moved to Makwarela on the northern side of Thohoyandou in 1971, and in 

1985 moved to Thohoyandou itself, which Martin still regards as home. Martin passed 

Standard 8 and later trained as a motor mechanic at the technical college. He has three 

children by three different ex-wives. He now lives at the farm with a woman he describes 

as his fourth wife.

Over time Martin was involved in different businesses, including taxi operation, beer distribution 

and dealing in scrap metals. He then worked with his uncle on a farm that the latter leased in 

Levubu in 1998. When his uncle passed away in 1999, Martin left that farm, but not long after 

that another uncle and his cousins asked him to manage the farm they were acquiring with 

assistance from LRAD. Although he had never run a cattle farm before, he had gained some 

experience with livestock while working with his uncle in Levubu.

Ms Agnes M – farm worker for previous and current owners

Ms Agnes M was born in Madobidzha village in 1972. Madobidzha is 15 kilometres west 

of Makhado town, not far from Tshikota township. Like other children from poor homes, 

she was involved in her family’s subsistence farming activities. Agnes started school in 1980 

and was educated up to Standard 9. In 1994, when she was around 21 years old, Agnes 

left school to get married. She went with her husband to Gauteng, but they divorced in 

1998 and Agnes moved back to Madobidzha village. Agnes had four children during her 

four-year marriage. 

In 2001 Agnes secured employment as a farm worker on Goedgedacht farm. It is not 

clear how she found this job, but in any event she relocated from Madobidzha to a village 

near the farm Ha-Mulima with her mother. Her job on the farm was mainly caring for the 

avocado orchard, but she also sometimes looked after the cattle. At the time there were 

seven farm workers and they all had different roles on the farm. They worked nine hours 

per day, six days per week, and earned R210 per month, which she described as enough 

to support her family, but which was far below the occupational dispensation which was 

introduced for farm workers a year or two later.
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‘Poor nephew’

As a respondent, Martin was articulate yet taciturn. He was accommodating to a 
point, but also reserved and elusive. Our attempts to find out more about his family 
were rebuffed, as was our request for contact details so we could seek to speak with 
them directly. All we know is that, from the CIPRO database of registered companies, 
the close corporation that owns Goedgedacht Estate shares a business address with 
a well-established and successful black-owned quantity surveyor company based in 
Polokwane. This company, whose majority owner shares Martin’s surname and is a 
regular benefactor of the University of Venda, appears to be associated in turn with 
other businesses in the construction industry owned or part-owned by members of 
the same family. In other words, the L Family is part of the Limpopo aristocracy.

Despite the lack of detail and depth, we gathered enough information to sketch 
a picture of what we call the ‘poor nephew strategy’, whereby the impetus for the 
land redistribution project comes from a wealthy individual or family, who in turn 
install a relative to look after the project. One can infer that to be chosen for this 
role a person must meet three main criteria: the ‘poor nephew’ must be reasonably 
trustworthy, there must be some reason to believe he has the requisite skills, and he 
does not have very attractive, competing alternative opportunities. Martin L would 
appear to fit these criteria. That the purpose of the project is not mainly to benefit 
Martin is suggested by the fact that he is not even one of its beneficiaries. Perhaps it 
is no coincidence that he appears to lead an austere lifestyle. 

There is no suggestion here of ‘fronting’, whereby the poor nephew is used to give 
the appearance of a poor and worthy beneficiary because the wealthy relatives 
would have been turned away. Especially under LRAD, there was no need for 
fronting, because being wealthy did not in any way disqualify someone from getting 
government assistance to acquire land. Something else is going on, and of course 
it is not literally and exclusively about relationships between well-off men and the 
children of their siblings.

We have in fact seen other versions of this phenomenon: examples are, on Marobala 
Chicken, Abraham T in relation to his businessman father; on Sadiki Cattle 
Enterprise, Dr Sadiki’s nephew in relation to Dr Sadiki; and on Karishume, possibly, 
Richard R’s sister in relation to Richard. These are variations on the ‘poor nephew’ 
theme, though they each carry their own real-world complexities and reflect other 
themes as well. 

What is the significance of this for land reform? One obvious point is one must 
be careful to identify who the actual driver of a land reform project is; the actual 
driver may or may not be the person identified in the official records, and may 
or may not be the person whom one meets when visiting the project. A more 
substantive point is that well-off families use their family networks to advance 
their strategies of enterprise diversification and wealth accumulation; particularly 
via LRAD, one sees instances of this in land reform. In effect this aggravates 
already-existing concerns regarding ‘elite capture’ of land reform, because even a 
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Life Stories 5.4 (continued)

When the L Family took over the farm in 2002, there were seven farm workers at 

Goedgedacht. Of these, some went with the former owner, some stayed to work for the 

L Family but soon left to seek better wages elsewhere, and Agnes and one other woman 

remained with the L Family for longer. Since then, other workers have come and gone, in 

particular Zimbabweans. According to Agnes, the Zimbabwean workers complain about the 

salary, and tend to stay for only a few months before leaving to try their luck elsewhere, after 

which they are replaced by new Zimbabweans. 

Agnes now earns R700 per month, which she acknowledges is better than what she used 

to earn from the previous owner. However, Agnes is unhappy with the salary because she 

knows it is below the standard set by the government for farm workers. She is aware that 

farm workers on neighbouring farms are earning a monthly salary of R980, which makes her 

dissatisfied with her current wage and feel she is not well protected by the law. 

Agnes is unsure whether the L Family have registered her with the Unemployment 

Insurance Fund, but is certain that she had not been registered with UIF under the 

previous owner. Agnes mentioned that farm work is very difficult because there is no job 

security. She regrets the decision she made to leave school before she had completed 

her Matric, as a basic education is an important asset for negotiating employment. She is 

encouraging her children to go to school to avoid being in her situation.

wealthy individual who is otherwise occupied and living in town, can and does 
delegate a family member to look after the new agricultural asset/enterprise. It 
represents an odd spin on the ‘inverse farm-size / productivity relationship’, of 
which part of the logic is that family labour is inherently more reliable (less in 
need of supervision). However, here the tendency to rely on family labour is not 
favoured by the small size of the farm; instead, the use of familial relationships is 
precisely what allows someone with capital to run the project in absentia and thus 
advance his or her accumulation strategy.13

However, this is not to say that using family networks to enhance accumulation 
through land reform is entirely unwelcome. For one thing, it represents another 
way in which well-off blacks may channel their capital into rural economic activity. 
Also, to the extent that many land reform projects struggle because of cash-flow 
constraints or negative shocks, having access to the resources of a well-off relative 
can be very helpful, whether this ‘access’ is or is not a function of their generosity. 

The farm

Out of its 993 hectares, 20 hectares are suitable for field crop production, three 
hectares are planted with orchard crops and the rest is grazing land. The L Family 
acquired the farm in 2002, having learned of its availability from an estate agent. 
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The seller was a commercial farmer who had already moved to Tzaneen and 
seems to have eventually started farming there.14 According to Martin L, the 
former owner was no longer making money, which is why he chose to sell, but 
the actual reasons for his deciding to sell have not been verified. In any case, the 
farm was not in active use at the time of the purchase, and the infrastructure was 
not in good condition. In 1999/2000, the previous owner sold another portion of 
Goedgedacht (portion 2, measuring about 749 hectares), but not to a land reform 
beneficiary. It is not clear whether this was the point at which the subdivision 
was effected.

The sale price of the land was R922  000, or R923 per hectare. (Portion 2 had 
been sold two years earlier at R867 per hectare, so this was not a significant or 
unreasonable difference.) According to Martin L, the family took out a loan of 
R400 000, contributed their own cash of R300 000 and received R260 000 from 
Land Affairs. This is an unusually large ‘own contribution’, and a clear indication 
of the atypical resources of the family. The farm is held in the name of a family-
owned close corporation which has six partners and was registered in 2002. 
According to information obtained from the Deeds Office, in 2003 the L Family 
sold off 83 hectares of the land for R70 000. According to the provisional valuation 
roll of Molemole local municipality dated May 2009, the current value of the 
remaining 910 hectares is about R3.2 million. Regardless of the livelihood benefits 
the family derives from the land, their capital gains appear to be significant. 

The farm has two main houses on opposite sides of the farm and one storehouse, 
which adjoins the house where Martin is living. The houses were not in good 
condition when the farm was acquired, but the L Family renovated one of them a bit 
to accommodate Martin. The farm was equipped with two boreholes and electricity. 

After concluding our fieldwork with Martin L, we learned through other sources 
that the land was under claim by the Morebene community and likely to be taken 
back from the L Family. 

The project and its economic aspects

As of late 2008 Goedgedacht Estate had 165 cattle (including 60 calves) and 60 
pigs, and was using the arable land fully for vegetable crops, including cabbage, 
spinach, onion, beetroot and tomato. The vegetable crops are used to pay the 
workers, in the sense that they contribute to the cash flow somewhat so that the 
farm does not rely on cattle alone. Martin is not using the orchard at all because it 
is expensive to do so. The previous farm owner also earned money through safari 
hunting; this still happens to a limited extent, mainly for the benefit of a few white 
police officers who are stationed at Morebeng.

Martin employs three full-time workers, two women and a man. The two women 
worked for the previous owner but the man did not. Martin L also occasionally 
employs casual workers from Zimbabwe.
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According to Martin, a business plan was drawn up on behalf of the project but, 
characteristically, without the input or involvement of the L Family. Martin indicated 
that he regarded this business plan as irrelevant.

Currently, the farm is concentrating on cattle farming. Although the L Family had 
pigs, they had stopped breeding them because it was difficult to market them. 
According to Martin, pig abattoirs were reluctant to accept pigs from black farmers 
(a similar charge to that made by James T of Mmatshehla). The orchards, which 
include both avocado and granadilla, were not actively managed, but some fruit 
was harvested and sold to bakkie traders. Similarly, hunting happened casually and 
occasionally, but was neither actively promoted nor a serious source of income. The 
cash crops were a more significant source of income, but were still secondary to 
cattle production. 

The cattle enterprise consisted of a weaner system. In 2008 there were 67 
breeding cows and three bulls; the bulls were registered Bonsmara breed. 
According to Martin, the herd produced about 60–70 weaners per year, implying 
an impressively high calving rate. However, Martin indicated that 60 weaners 
had been sold in 2008, which for sake of argument is used in the enterprise 
analysis below. These weaners were sold at auctions, namely those organised by 
Vleissentraal at Bandelierkop, which is situated on the N1 and is connected to 
Morebeng by a tarred road. 

Given the size of the land and the herd size, Martin would have little room for 
further expansion in the absence of supplementary feed. In fact, to some extent he 
was producing this in his own unconventional manner. A small portion of the arable 
land was used to produce cabbage, of which about three heads were fed to each cow 
per day. How much this contributed to the nutrition of his herd or to the carrying 
capacity of the land is unclear, but Martin believed that it worked very well. He 
regarded this as his own innovation.

Interestingly, at the time of the fieldwork, Martin was paying a Bonsmara expert 
for technical advice at a rate of R24 per LSU (livestock unit) per month. It is not 
clear whether this payment carried on for the whole year (in which case it would 
have amounted to the significant sum of about R20  000, which was more than 
he was paying for electricity for the whole farm). More interestingly, perhaps, a 
separate interview with this expert, Mr Gavin Bristow, revealed that he was working 
with a number of ‘emerging’ Bonsmara farmers in the area – most of them LRAD 
beneficiaries – and trying to encourage them to go into stud farming. The reasoning 
behind Mr Bristow’s advice was that pedigree studs and weaners fetch far higher 
prices than cattle destined for the abattoir or feedlot (by a factor of 10 or more), and 
as a result one can make a decent living with a far smaller herd and is therefore less 
inclined to put excessive pressure on the carrying capacity of the land. On the basis 
of having worked with a number of ‘emerging farmers’, Bristow’s observation was 
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that, in an effort to push their limited income a bit higher, emerging cattle farmers 
tended to overstock and thereby undermine their own production systems and, 
ultimately, their future incomes. 

Martin complained that he was frequently visited by extension officers and other 
officials, and was regularly invited to attend government-sponsored functions. 
He understood that he was regarded as a success story, but was a bit wary of this, 
suspecting it was because civil servants needed to demonstrate their performance, 
rather than an acknowledgement of his hard work.

Are Martin and Goedgedacht successful? Certainly in many respects they were 
doing quite well. Martin was pulling in positive returns, paying his workers, and 
learning as he went. He was resourceful. His annual net income for 2008 from 
the cattle operation was around R72  000; taking his cash crop production also 
into account, his total net income was around R120 000 (Table 5.2). On the other 
hand, his annual obligation to the Land Bank was R50  000, and it is unclear to 
what extent he relied on his uncle to keep the farm going. Possibly the L Family 
had miscalculated in choosing to focus on cattle. The scope for enlarging the herd, 
and thus increasing the income from the cattle enterprise, appears very limited. If 
they were to go down that road, the farm would need some form of development, 
either in the form of an on-farm microfeedlot such as André F had at Schaaphoek, 
or by taking up Mr Bristow’s proposal regarding stud farming. Alternatively, they 
could have focused more on arable production, and the decision to let the orchard 
go appears reckless.

Table 5.2 Cattle enterprise summary for Goedgedacht Estate, July 2007 to June 2008

Revenue R

60 weaners @ R2 500 each 150 000 

Expenses

Vaccines 7 000 

Dip 4 500 

Cabbage seedlings 3 000 

Electricity 6 900 

Mentorship 20 160 

Transport 1 600 

Labour 34 920

Sum of expenses 78 080 

Net 71 920

Source: Authors
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Livelihood implications of Goedgedacht Estate

As with Dr Sadiki, it is justifiable not to care one way or another about the welfare 
implications of Goedgedacht Estate for the L Family, at least from the perspective of 
appreciating the role of land reform in poverty reduction.

For Martin L the situation is perhaps more ambiguous. He is connected to a 
wealthy family, but he is not well off in his own right. Moreover, he is a promising 
farmer, and to the extent that he might have relied on his uncle for support, that 
can be read as an advantage for land reform, which is inherently risky. On the 
other hand, Martin is not so much an actual farmer as an on-site manager on 
behalf of his extended family. As with Dr Sadiki at Schaaphoek, it is not clear how 
seriously the L Family takes the enterprise. Following the initial purchase, they 
have invested minimally, and perhaps in reality it is more about the real estate than 
the farming; if Martin makes a success of it, all the better, but they do not seem to 
have an intense and active interest and have delegated responsibility to a poor but 
dependable nephew rather than an actual son.

Although Martin has not maintained a large workforce, he is paying significantly 
higher wages than the previous owner, and thus has a higher wage bill. On the 
downside, he has let the orchard go. We cannot judge how significant this is because 
we do not know what economic life remained in the orchard when his family 
acquired the farm. However, he has little space to grow on the farm, so unless he 
intensifies his production in some manner, his income will remain modest. But if it 
is the case that the land will be acquired for restitution, then he – or his uncle – may 
at least receive a handsome payout.

Trajectories of LRAD-based redistribution projects
The LRAD project trajectories are rather simple and very much the same. The 
main differences observed to date are that in some LRAD projects the main 
beneficiary becomes a full-time farmer (Springkaan and Goedgedacht Estate), 
and in others a part-time farmer (Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC and Karishume). 
However, this distinction must be qualified: the so-called full-time farmers 
are extensions of or supported by families whose wealth is based on non-farm 
sources. Thus, arguably the distinction between full-time and part-time is more 
illusory than real.

Apart from this subtle distinction, however, to date there has been little discernible 
variation in the paths of the LRAD projects studied, apart from the obvious 
disruption caused to Sadiki Cattle Enterprise by its land being taken back for 
restitution, and the expected disruption of the same sort to happen to Goedgedacht 
Estate. As for the livelihood implications of the trajectory thus far, they appear to 
be modestly negative to modestly positive, mainly depending on how well the 
farmer is overcoming the initial obstacles to establishing himself/herself as a 
farmer. In the case of Springkaan, Daniel M appears to be losing money, but with a 
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promise that things will improve in the near future; Dr Sadiki was on the threshold 
of breaking even before he had to surrender his farm to restitution. Goedgedacht 
Estate and Karishume were doing modestly to very well, with the differences 
between them mostly because of technical competence, marketing acumen and 
resources available at start-up. 

One interesting feature of the trajectories of some of these LRAD farmers is 
that two of them (Karishume and Springkaan) diversified production compared 
to how their farms were operated by the previous owner, and thus made more 
intensive use of the land overall. To some extent this was not difficult, because 
the production systems in place at the time of land acquisition were not very 
intensive, for example, cattle production. However, Karishume started with broiler 
production and, on the very small amount of land available to it, diversified into 
vegetable production. 

In Figure 5.10 the possible future paths indicated by the first set of dashed lines 
merely suggest different (vague) points in a continuum of success/failure. These 
in turn are followed by different logical outcomes in respect of the land: either the 
individual or family continue to use it, or it is sold in the market or leased out (in 
which case it is more than likely to return to white ownership and/or use), or it 
is returned to land reform, which is especially likely if it is repossessed due to an 
unserviced Land Bank loan. ‘Decapitalisation’ refers to what has been observed on 
a large number of other failed land reform projects, where the farm improvements 
in particular are removed, are vandalised, or by mere neglect fall into disrepair. 
The significance of this is to limit the scope of future agricultural activities on 
this land (or make them more expensive); it therefore runs contrary to the hint of 
intensification noted above. 

Are there other trajectories of effectively single-household LRAD projects 
beyond those we examined as case studies? Certainly it is clear from the project 
census that of the projects where nothing at all was happening on the land at 

Figure 5.11 LRAD project trajectories

possible
observed

Non-farmer
Farmer or 
part-time 
farmer

Succeed

Carry on, 
bequeath …

Sell/lease 
out land; 
‘decapitalise’

Land lies fallow 
or ‘returns to 
land reform’; 
decapitalise

Struggle

Fail and exit

Source: Authors
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the time of the interview, a fair number were LRAD projects. Thus the apparent 
robustness of our case studies should not be taken to imply that LRAD projects 
are inevitably successful: the more common trajectory is one of extinction. 
Curiously, of the small LRAD projects where no beneficiaries were using their 
land, there were none which leased out land. 

Is diversification/intensification a means of promoting survival? Unfortunately, 
we do not know enough about failed projects to draw a distinction between the 
strategies of surviving versus failing projects, but it is clear that intensification 
by diversifying activities promotes a more sustained cash flow. Goedgedacht 
Estate, for example, relies on cash crops to generate enough income to pay the 
workers, whose main focus is on cattle production. And yet diversification has 
its own risks. For example, Daniel M’s investment in irrigation infrastructure at 
Springkaan may well prove a great benefit, but as he lost his first cabbage crop 
to pests and his first tomato crop to frost, the outlay has placed him in a more 
vulnerable situation in the short term.

At the level of individual livelihood trajectories, there is a bit more to add, 
particularly in respect of non-beneficiaries. First, for farm workers, there is a 
difference between farm workers who had worked for the previous owner and 
those who are newly hired. Among the former, furthermore, there is a distinction 
between those who were re-employed by the new owner and those who were 
not. For the re-employed (such as Thomas and Chilidzi on Sadiki), there are 
indications of modest improvement. It is difficult to be sure whether this is 
because they now work for a relatively well-heeled land reform beneficiary, or 
because of the introduction of the minimum wage in agriculture in 2002/2003. 
There is some suggestion that new owners place a premium on having farm 
workers with experience on that particular piece of land, and that they want to 
retain that ‘resource’. From interviews with these farm workers, it was plain that 
they felt valued. The same cannot be said of other farm workers, many of whom 
are Zimbabwean and who, presumably, are appreciated more for their ready 
availability and willingness to work for little money.15

The circumstances of farm workers who lost their jobs are not so clear, but one 
can assume that in most cases they suffered as a result16 though we know of some 
who followed their employer to his new farm.17

The other type of non-beneficiary worth mentioning is tenants. Among our 
LRAD projects, there is only one example – Mr R, who leased part of Dr Sadiki’s 
farm to graze some of his cattle – and so we have little basis for generalising. 
Nonetheless, Mr R’s experience appears rather neutral, in the sense that he 
merely served the same purpose for Dr Sadiki that other black stockowners had 
for Sadiki’s predecessor, namely to provide a buffer between farm operations 
and the community. We did not see any evidence that Mr R’s experience was 
conditioned by the fact that the lessor was a black land reform beneficiary rather 
than a white farmer.18
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Conclusion
It has to be acknowledged that the introduction of LRAD succeeded in resolving (or 
avoiding?) some of the problems that afflicted SLAG-based redistribution projects. 
Indeed, on the basis of the case studies presented above, it is possible to argue 
that LRAD has performed better than could have been hoped, not least given the 
evidence of intensification of agricultural production of LRAD beneficiaries relative 
to previous owners. This is not to say that LRAD projects have been immune to 
problems or even collapse; notably, however, those that survive and/or thrive do not 
need to go through dramatic contortions in order to do so, which is quite different 
to SLAG-based projects.

And yet it must also be acknowledged that the evidence suggests that LRAD is 
unimportant for poverty reduction. There are some marginal benefits in some 
cases for farm workers of LRAD beneficiaries; but LRAD beneficiaries themselves 
tend not to be poor, precisely because the delivery system for LRAD has a systemic 
bias in favour of those with resources, education, advantageous connections, or 
some combination of the three.

Notes
1 Even if one adds the communities of Vleifontein and Nthabalala, André F’s sales figures 

for funeral cattle on their own imply an implausibly high mortality rate for the area.

2 Mr Z, the feedlot owner, indicated that the cost of feed had doubled ‘in recent years’. 
It is also possible that the larger feedlot operation suffers from some diseconomies 
of scale.

3 The project in question was Tau Phuti Tlou, which was an LRAD project from 2005, but 
which turned out to be under claim. Apparently, when the LRAD beneficiaries vacated 
the project, the asset stripping began. 

4 However, see the life story of Thomas M in Life Stories 5.1, whose family used to grow 
field crops to meet their subsistence needs. 

5 AGIS is the Agricultural Geo-referenced Information System, which is maintained by 
the Agricultural Research Council. The overlays mentioned above refer to different 
estimation methodologies regarding grazing capacity.

6 In August 2009 it was reported in the press that the Office of the RLCC had arranged 
in 2008 to pay out R5 million for Schaaphoek. (The report made the news only 
because some of the money in the care of the conveyancing attorney had allegedly 
‘disappeared’.) However, records with the Office of the RLCC for Limpopo put the 
total payout at R6.8 million. Either way, even taking into account that land prices in 
Limpopo did rise dramatically during the period 2004–2008, the payout appears to be 
excessive, particularly as Dr Sadiki’s contribution for the land was only partial. It is 
not clear whether the settlement took into account losses incurred by Dr Sadiki during 
his ownership of Schaaphoek. An unsettling aspect of this epilogue is that it recalled 
another of André F’s pointed claims, namely that people were mainly interested in 
acquiring land via land reform in order to sell it again.
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7 Ironically, in 2008 André was employing more people from Maila than he did 
previously, although he was now farming west of Matoks near the Sand River. He had 
started producing tomatoes, for which he needed lots of workers, of whom about 20–30 
were commuting daily from Maila.

8 With the restoration of Schaaphoek to the claimant, Mr R adopted a ‘wait and see’ 
approach. He knew that he could not ensure privileged access for himself now that he 
was just one community member co-owner among many, but he intimated that as the 
community’s excitement over the return of the land died down, there might be little 
competition for its use.

9 Implementers will tell you that one of their challenges is distinguishing who’s who in 
order to give the right kind of support to the people who will make the best use of it. 
Government’s Small Enterprise Development Association (SEDA) recently began work 
on a diagnostic tool for staff to use to categorise would-be clients (Neves et al. 2011).

10 In contrast, Pieter O grew up on his family’s farm in Levubu and became a successful 
farmer there himself, before branching into agro-processing and then other businesses. 
He features in Chapter 6 because for a while he played a significant role in the Levubu 
restitution claims, first as a vocal ‘willing seller’, and later as a strategic partner.

11  ‘All birds slaughtered at Rainbow facilities are slaughtered by hand under Islamic rites 
and strict Halaal supervision. All Rainbow products are Halaal … Two national and 
official governing bodies certify our compliance, the Muslim Judicial Council (MJC) 
and the South African National Halaal Association (SANHA) … Regular plant audits 
are carried out by both bodies to ensure compliance, while inspectors are also present at 
all facilities’ (Rainbow n.d.). By one account, Rainbow spends R300 000 per year on fees 
to two governing bodies in KwaZulu-Natal alone (Halaal Talk 2008).

12 The Mavungeni project, adjacent to Munzhedzi, was also given a broiler house, more or 
less the same model as Karishume’s.

13 It is reminiscent of a telling joke attributed to Yao Yang of Peking University. In 
explaining the economic incentives that underpin sharecropping arrangements, Yang 
observed that those who let their land out on shares are those well-off households ‘who 
don’t have enough poor relatives’. In other words, those who do have enough poor 
relatives do not have to resort to leasing or sharecropping arrangements; they are also in 
a better position to take advantage of land reform than they would be otherwise.

14 According to Deeds records (DLA 2009b), this farmer purchased a farm of 154 hectares 
near Tzaneen for R1.3 million in early 2002; the purchase date for this acquisition was 
a few months after that struck with the L Family, suggesting that he used the proceeds 
from the sale of Goedgedacht to acquire his new farm.

15 Having said that, we must admit that we did not interview these Zimbabwean workers. 
The two Mozambican farm workers we interviewed (both on Karishume) appeared 
reasonably happy with their relationship with their employer. 
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16 The numbers of farm worker jobs in South Africa have declined significantly and 
steadily over the last 20 to 30 years, especially in respect of ‘regular’ or ‘permanent’ jobs. 
Statistics show that a large proportion of jobs lost are lost when a farm is sold by one 
owner to the next; so in a sense farm workers who lose their employment when their 
employer’s land is sold to an LRAD beneficiary are ‘typical’. 

17 Recall that this was initially the case with Chilidzi, as it was for André F’s other 
employees.

18 The fact that this arrangement is no longer available to Mr R now that Dr Sadiki has 
sold back his farm is another matter, in that the circumstances under which the farm 
was sold back are not a genuine land reform trajectory. However, as noted above, it is 
interesting to note Mr R’s subtle strategy in response to this change.
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Restitution projects

This chapter covers the four case studies on restitution plus the cluster of Levubu 
claims. Restitution operates according to different principles from either form of 
redistribution discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. In the first place, the overarching 
purpose of restitution is to provide redress for the historic injustice of land 
dispossession;1 economic benefits are a secondary consideration. One important 
aspect of this is that, as mentioned in Chapter 2, those claiming rural land are not 
necessarily interested in agriculture; to put it more strongly, being a claimant does 
not necessarily indicate an interest in agriculture, whereas redistribution tends to 
self-select for interest in agriculture (Aliber et al. 2010). A second aspect is that, 
because the dispossession of rural land tended to be a shared experience, claimants 
to rural land tend to be organised into groups; these groups are typically large, even 
by the standards of SLAG-based redistribution projects.

Having said that, however, restitution projects are also very diverse in their own 
right, and this is borne out by our case studies. Before being restituted, Munzhedzi 
was vacant state land; through a conjunction of peculiar circumstances, hundreds of 
households (most of them in fact non-claimants) moved onto the land within a few 
years and established homesteads with gardens. Despite the lack of planning and 
state support, Munzhedzi stands out as having a large number of unusually content 
beneficiaries (understood broadly). 

Mavungeni is adjacent to Munzhedzi but evolved differently, largely because 
of a stalemate between those who favour a Munzhedzi-style do-it-yourself 
settlement, and those who wish to stick to the formal plan that was commissioned 
from consultants. 

The Morebene claim involves 15 farms on the outskirts of Morebeng, most of which 
have fallen idle since transfer. Apart from accusations and counter-accusations 
about the unprocedural disposal of assets, the salient feature of Morebene in recent 
years has been the relatively stable agreement struck between a grandson of one of 
the claimant households and the community, in which his white farm manager has 
operated two of the farms for his personal account, while community members have 
been assisted with small-scale maize production on one of the other farms. While the 
majority of the land remains unused, this arrangement has created a few dozen jobs 
and over a hundred maize plots that would not have been there otherwise. 

Manavhela is a large claim near Makhado town, in which most of the land was 
and remains a nature reserve. The case study explores, among other things, why 
the decision was taken to maintain the land in this use, given its inherently limited 
potential as opposed to various alternatives, not least settlement. 

6
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Lastly, Levubu consists of seven claims encompassing several dozen mainly 
subtropical fruit farms in the Levubu Valley. One of the interesting features of the 
Levubu cluster is government’s initial insistence that the claimant communities pair 
up with strategic partners; another is the historical background of Levubu as a post-
World War II white farmer settlement scheme, together with the question of scale 
(dis-)economies in subtropical fruit production. Our case study does not do justice 
to the scale and complexity of the Levubu claims, but it does try to identify some of 
the pertinent issues, partly by focusing on one of the claimant groups, namely the 
Shigalo community.

Along the way, the chapter explores a number of themes, including the importance 
of settlement relative to agriculture, the ambiguous value of formal planning, the role 
of traditional leaders in land reform, and the relative unimportance of agriculture to 
the rural economy.

Munzhedzi
Three facts about Munzhedzi are all the more remarkable in combination: first, the 
number of people materially and directly affected by Munzhedzi is approximately 
the same as the number of people materially and directly affected collectively by all 
of the other case study projects covered in this report, with the notable exception of 
Levubu; second, those affected by Munzhedzi are overwhelmingly happy with their 
involvement; and third, the path followed by Munzhedzi was not according to any 
plan but is a restitution project ‘gone wrong’.

This is not to suggest that Munzhedzi is the model of what land reform generally, 
or land restitution specifically, should look like. However, Munzhedzi does arguably 
deserve more than an equal share of attention, to understand what happened, how 
and why it is significant, and to appreciate its broader implications.

‘We are next to the road and the land is beautiful’

In July 1998, a chief by the name of TJ Rambau lodged a claim with the Restitution 
Commission on behalf of the Munzhedzi community.2 The Munzhedzi people had 
been dispossessed of the land through various mechanisms between the mid-1930s 
and the mid-1960s. In 2000, while waiting to hear the fate of the community’s 
claim, Chief Rambau was alarmed to discover that the local municipality intended 
to use some of the claimed land for an extension of Vleifontein township, which 
lies immediately to the east of the claimed land. Rambau decided to organise an 
‘occupation’ in order to prevent this. The occupiers set about demarcating residential 
plots and constructing shacks, focusing initially on that part of the claimed land 
adjacent to Vleifontein. 

Chief Rambau’s gambit was successful; the municipality abandoned its plan to 
extend Vleifontein. Then, in 2001/2002, the Restitution Commission finally 
formalised the return of the land to the Munzhedzi claimants, who numbered 486 
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beneficiary households. The land is situated along the Elim-Bandelierkop road (the 
R578) between Vleifontein township and the village of Maila, and is bordered to the 
south by the sprawling village of Nthabalala. It comprises three properties, namely 
Diepgezit 390 LS, part of Vleifontein 310 LS and Zwartfontein 392 LS, having a total 
of 1 204 hectares (see Figure 6.1). Before it was settled by the Munzhedzi occupiers 
it was vacant state land, though some of the Vleifontein residents grew crops there 
and residents of various neighbouring communities used it to graze their livestock.

Although a communal property association (CPA) was formed in order to accept 
the property title and to manage the land, effectively the CPA committee has 
never had any meaningful function. When Chief Rambau died shortly after the 
restoration of the land, one of his sons assumed the mantle of chief and quickly set 
about demarcating plots and allocating them to anyone willing to pay a modest fee, 
which turned out to be quite a lot of people. (In 2007, these fees were roughly R220 
for claimant households and R320 for non-claimants). In fact, there were so many 
people that no one, including Chief Rambau’s son, knew how many.

When agricultural extension officers and local councillors look at Munzhedzi, they 
see two things: a land reform project that went wrong, and a style of settlement 
that has not allowed meaningful agricultural development. As an opportunity for 
agricultural land reform, Munzhedzi has now been ruined because probably the best 

Figure 6.1 Satellite image of Munzhedzi, circa 2007

Source: Google 2009, CNES/Spot Image 2009, with superimpositions
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part of the property has been taken over by residential plots. However, this is in stark 
contrast to the unusually high level of satisfaction among Munzhedzi’s residents. The 
sample survey probed people’s reasons for relocating and recorded whether and in 
what ways they were satisfied with their move.3 

Among the 135 households interviewed, only three expressed regret at having 
moved to Munzhedzi, giving the lack of service delivery as their reason. The vast 
majority, by contrast, were happy that they had moved, indicating a mix of reasons:
•	 ‘We	 are	 next	 to	 the	 road	 and	 the	 land	 is	 beautiful.’	 (Muofhe	 M,	 widowed	

grandmother claimant who relocated from Maila in 2001)
•	 ‘I	am	next	to	the	bus	stop.’	(Lawrence	C,	34-year-old	single	non-claimant	man	

who relocated from Maila in 2001)
•	 ‘We	are	next	to	town	and	we	can	farm	and	have	something	to	eat.’	(Josephina	

M, 40-year-old married non-claimant woman who relocated from Pfananani 
in 2004)

•	 ‘I	stayed	in	a	mountainous	land;	[now]	I	live	next	to	the	road	and	there	is	no	
mountain.’ (Anna M, 35-year-old married claimant woman who relocated from 
Nthabalala to Munzhedzi in 2002)

•	 ‘We	are	next	to	town	and	there	is	lots	of	transport.’	(Johannes	M,	75-year-old	
married claimant man who relocated from Nthabalala to Munzhedzi in 2000)

•	 ‘I	 was	 [previously]	 far	 away	 from	 town	 and	 there	 were	 no	 jobs.’	 (Lucy	 M,	
33-year-old married non-claimant woman who relocated from Maduwa to 
Munzhedzi in 2002)

•	 ‘Even	though	I’m	in	a	dark	place	I’m	nearer	to	the	Vleifontein	lights.’	(Martha	
M, 37-year-old married non-claimant woman who relocated from Maila to 
Munzhedzi in 2002)

•	 ‘Beautiful	land,	we	can	have	maize	and	vegetables	and	we	harvest	better.’	(Maria	
M, 35-year-old widowed claimant who relocated from Maila to Munzhedzi 
in 2007)

•	 ‘We	are	glad	because	we	farm	and	harvest	better	than	before.’	(Doris	P,	married	
52-year-old claimant woman who relocated from Nthabalala in 2001)

•	 ‘I	 am	 able	 to	 farm,	 the	 soil	 is	 more	 fertile	 here	 than	 where	 I	 was	 staying.’	
(Andries M, 75-year-old widower non-claimant who relocated from Mpofu 
in 2001)

•	 ‘I’m	feeling	much	better	when	I	am	here	and	I	can	do	my	business	of	selling	
sorghum beer.’ (Martha M, 56-year-old widow claimant who relocated from 
Nthabalala to Maila in 2000, and from Maila to Munzhedzi in 2005)

•	 ‘I	can	farm	and	get	something	to	eat	and	stop	buying	maize	meal.’	(Regina	M,	
married 40-year-old non-claimant woman who relocated from Mphuphuledzhi 
in 2004)

•	 ‘We	 are	 happy	 in	 our	 forefathers’	 land.’	 (Tshiguvho	 K,	 54-year-old	 married	
woman claimant who relocated from Nthabalala in 2006)

•	 ‘We	 were	 living	 far	 away	 from	 town	 so	 we	 were	 unable	 to	 do	 job	 hunting.’	
(Robert M, 34-year-old single non-claimant man who relocated from Muila 
in 2002)

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   157 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L a n d  r e f o r m  a n d  L i v e L i h o o d s

158

The two dominant themes that emerge from these statements are that people 
appreciate the better agricultural conditions at Munzhedzi and also its convenient 
location (meaning that it is close to a reasonably busy transport route from which 
they can get to Elim, Makhado town and elsewhere). 

The reasons why the agricultural conditions are better appear to vary: they include 
better rain, better soil and less steep terrain. Many of those who formerly lived in 
Nthabalala complained about how hilly it was for farming (and also from a settlement 
point of view). Among those who mentioned better soil, some came from west of the 
N1 where the conditions for arable production are very poor (one respondent who 
had relocated from Kutama said, ‘[We moved to Munzhedzi] because it is a farming 
land’; Judith, aged 33), but others came from Maila, where one would suppose there 
is little intrinsic difference. Possibly this indicates that recently arrived residents 
of Munzhedzi were enjoying a dividend from the fact that the land had been lying 
largely fallow for the previous two or three decades.4 

The appreciation of being on a busy transport route was sometimes stated explicitly 
(‘I am next to the bus stop’), and sometimes implicitly (‘I was [previously] far away 
from town and there were no jobs’), but amounted to the same idea, namely that 
people did not live in economically self-contained settlements, and the easier it was 
to access outside opportunities the better. 

Of the two main perceived advantages of better agricultural conditions and 
favourable location, some people stressed one more than the other, and others 
seemed to appreciate both equally. Some people focused more on one aspect as their 
motivation for relocating to Munzhedzi, and then found that they were especially 
pleased about the other advantage, and vice versa. 

It is difficult to establish correlations between these two main perceived advantages 
and, say, whether the respondent was a woman or a man, or came from a claimant 
versus a non-claimant household, or moved from nearby versus from afar. The 
exception is in a third factor that some people also mentioned, namely the satisfaction 
of having returned to their ancestral land, which is obviously linked to a person’s 
claimant status. Also, it is probably no coincidence that the only two respondents 
who gave ‘not having to pay rent’ as a reason for relocating to Munzhedzi had both 
relocated from Vleifontein township.5

The measure of Munzhedzi and the pattern of settlement

To step back a bit, one of our first tasks at Munzhedzi was to find out how large 
it was. The chair of the CPA committee had a figure, but it was effectively a guess 
which turned out to be an understatement. We conducted a census of all of the 
demarcated plots, making a note of which ones had residential structures, when and 
from where the settlers had relocated, which ones had agricultural activities, and so 
on. The completed census would be used as a sampling frame on the basis of which 
we could conduct a smaller, more in-depth household sample survey.6 In order to 
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conduct the census, we first developed a ‘street map’ of Munzhedzi where the street 
names were given to us by the residents; the extent of spontaneous organisation at 
Munzhedzi was already becoming evident. 

In March 2008, the total number of inhabited sites stood at 931 (about 30 × 50 
metres on average in size), comprising 178 claimants and 725 non-claimants (as 
well as 28 households whose respondents declined to tell us what their status was). 
A further 229 sites were demarcated but not inhabited; of these, 15% had gardens 
nonetheless. Compared to the perception of the CPA committee chair, this was a 
larger total number and was much more dominated by non-claimant households.

Based on the census data, the overall flow of settlers from 2000 to earlier 2008 is 
depicted in Figure 6.2. The figure shows that in 2000, there were only marginally 
more non-claimant households than claimant households; however, thereafter the 
number of claimant households settling per year tended to decline whereas for non-
claimant households the number exploded and then stayed relatively high. (The 
values for 2008 should not be given too much significance because they cover only 
the first two months or so of that year.) The modest up-swing of claimant households 
in 2002–2003 probably has to do with the fact that some claimant households had 
been postponing relocating to Munzhedzi until the claim was finalised.

Initially, the ‘occupation’ was focused on the part of Munzhedzi that straddles the 
road going south towards Nthabalala; this is where Chief Rambau demarcated 
his own site, and this is where claimant households in particular initially started 
establishing themselves. However, very quickly settlement spread to other parts of 
the claimed land, but especially parallel to the R578, although not at first immediately 
next to it.7 Additional settlers were absorbed by both expansion and intensification, 
but increasingly the latter, as later settlers were disinclined to settle too far from the 

Figure 6.2 Settlement over time at Munzhedzi
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main roads; moreover more and more of the land to the south of the main settlement 
(which tends to be more sloped) was being used for small-scale agriculture. The 
images in Figure 6.3 from 2003 and 2008 convey a sense of the ‘in-filling’ process. 
The mechanism for this process is unclear, but respondents in general say that the 
son of the late chief, who styled himself as the new chief, was happy to redefine plots 
in order to demarcate more; for that matter, he has been accused of re-allocating 
(and thus reselling) the same plots over and again.

Apart from the fact that there were far more non-claimants than claimants among 
households settling at Munzhedzi, they are distinct in terms of from where they were 
resettling. To be sure, Nthabalala ranks as the most common prior address for both 
claimants and non-claimants; of the claimants who relocated to Munzhedzi, 88% 
came from Nthabalala, whereas for non-claimants the share is only 31%. Among 
non-claimants, another 40% came from Maila or Vleifontein, which generally have 
better access to services and would appear to offer the same locational advantages as 
Munzhedzi; one can surmise therefore that these people saw an opportunity to get 
out of overcrowded homes and/or conveniently expand their property base.

However, as some of the interviews show, the situation is not so clear-cut; for 
example some of those relocating from Maila moved from relatively poorly situated 
plots within Maila to better-situated plots within Munzhedzi. Also of interest is 
the fact that 54 non-claimant households relocated from Elim, underlining just 
how diverse people’s circumstances and motivations are (Table 6.1). However, the 
most interesting contrast between claimant and non-claimant households is that 
among the latter, almost a fifth relocated from further away in Limpopo, mainly 
from elsewhere within Makhado but also beyond. As many of the interviews 
corroborate, this indicates a strong demand for the kind of settlement opportunity 
that Munzhedzi had to offer, and/or the rareness of such opportunities.

Table 6.1 Where settlers resided before moving to Munzhedzi

  Claimants Non-claimants All
Nthabalala 157 224 381
Maila 4 173 177
Vleifontein 6 114 120
Elim 3 54 57
Elsewhere in Makhado LM 4 100 104
Elsewhere in Limpopo 1 29 30
Other province 0 5 5
Mozambique 2 7 9
Zimbabwe 0 3 3
Unclear 1 8 9
Total  178 717 895

Source: Authors
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Figure 6.3 Satellite images of Munzhedzi, April 2003 (top) and January 2008 (bottom) 

  

Source: Google 2010, AfriGIS 2011, GeoEye 2011 (top) and Google 2010, AfriGIS 2011, CDNG 2011 (bottom)
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Had those who relocated to Munzhedzi been ‘homeless’ or ‘landless’?

The answer depends on what you mean by ‘homeless’ and ‘landless’. Among the 
135 households we interviewed as part of the sample survey, we found none that 
had been ‘out on the street’, or with literally no place to stay. There might of course 
have been some among the residents of Munzhedzi who were not selected for the 
sample survey, but as the survey was representative, such people could not have 
been numerous. However, the survey told us a great deal about why people moved 
to Munzhedzi. They had two main reasons: either it was a way to move out of their 
parents’ home (and in one or two cases out of their children’s home) or out of a home 
which was overcrowded, or it was a way to escape some sort of interpersonal friction 
with others in the household or to avoid being dependent on the home owner. 

Some examples of the first reason, which we call ‘unbundling households’, are 
the following: 
•	 ‘We	are	old	enough	to	have	our	own	stand.’	(Josephina	M,	young	non-claimant	

mother who relocated from Maila in 2002 with her husband)
•	 ‘I	was	interested	to	stay	at	Munzhedzi.	We	left	my	mother-in-law	and	uncles	as	

we were old enough to have our own stand.’ (Lucy N, 33-year-old non-claimant 
woman who relocated from Maduwa in 2002 with her husband)

•	 ‘We	were	supposed	to	move	out	as	we	were	old	enough.’	(Johanna	N,	38-year-
old claimant woman who relocated from Maila in 2006 with her husband)

•	 ‘We	were	many	 in	 the	 same	 stand.	 I	 left	 other	 children.’	 (Sarah	M,	 claimant	
woman who relocated from Maila in 2003 with her adult son, daughter-in-law 
and grandchildren)

•	 ‘[We	moved]	because	we	were	not	staying	in	our	own	stand,	it	was	my	uncle’s	
stand; [now] I’ve got my own stand. I left my sister behind because we did not 
have enough shelter.’ (Ndouvhada F, 27-year-old married non-claimant woman 
who relocated from Pfananani in 2003)

•	 ‘We	did	not	have	a	place	to	stay.	We	were	in	need	of	a	stand,	at	Munzhedzi	there	
was enough land and we were interested in those stands as we were staying with 
my mother’s sister in Vleifontein.’ (Susan T, 34-year-old non-claimant woman 
who relocated from Vleifontein in 2001 with six siblings)

•	 ‘We	were	living	in	one	stand	being	many	so	I	decided	to	have	my	own	stand;	
we are free now without relatives. I moved with little ones those who are old 
I left them.’ (Elisa R, 65-year-old widow non-claimant who relocated from 
Mphuphuledzhi in 2001 with her son and grandchildren)

Examples of people who wanted to put some distance between themselves and the 
people they had been living with (as in the cliché, quite often these were mothers-
in-law), include the following:
•	 ‘There	were	family	conflicts	between	my	wife	and	my	relatives	so	I	decided	to	

move out. I left my mother behind.’ (Jason M, 39-year-old non-claimant man 
who relocated from Mamphaga in 2005 with his wife)

•	 ‘We	wanted	to	move	due	to	family	conflict	and	sold	the	land	to	a	certain	man,	
not a relative. We were stranded, we did not have anywhere to go and heard 
that there is enough land at Munzhedzi and we got a stand here. Now we are far 
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away from the people who were troubling us.’ (Jeanette L, 36-year-old woman 
who relocated from Sinthumule in 2003 with her mother and two brothers) 

•	 ‘My	 husband	 did	 not	 take	 good	 care	 of	 us	 so	 I	 decided	 to	 have	 my	 own	
stand … I left my husband behind because we were fighting. I feel free, I am no 
longer suffering.’ (Violet M, 47-year-old non-claimant woman, who relocated 
from Mpheni in 2003 with her daughter)

•	 ‘We	wanted	to	be	away	from	those	we	grew	up	with … [O]ur	parents	have	their	
own stand.’ (Doris M, 34-year-old non-claimant woman who relocated from 
Masia in 2003 with her husband)

•	 ‘[I’m	glad	 I	moved] … because	 I’m	not	 staying	with	my	 relatives.’	 (Mavis	R,	
55-year-old woman who relocated from Nthabalala in 2004 with her husband 
and son)

•	 ‘I	no	longer	wanted	to	stay	with	my	husband.	[Now]	I	feel	free.’	(Margaret	N,	
39-year-old non-claimant woman who relocated from Maila in 2005 with her 
daughter and grandchild)

•	 ‘[I	moved] … because	my	relatives	were	fighting	with	me.’	(Selmina	M,	78-year-
old widowed non-claimant who relocated from Mpheni in 2002)

•	 ‘Before	I	moved	to	Munzhedzi	we	had	good	harvest	because	my	land	was	big	
enough. [But] it was not my stand, it was my mother-in-law’s. I was interested 
in having my own stand.’ (Grace T, 40-year-old married claimant who relocated 
from Nthabalala in 2005)

These examples show that the two reasons for moving tend to overlap. The situations 
they describe may not fit the various definitions of ‘homelessness’ and ‘landlessness’, 
although one could argue that ‘overcrowding’ could be part of that definition. 
Moreover, the emphasis appears to be on residential space as opposed to space 
for agriculture, though all the people quoted above were agriculturally active at 
Munzhedzi, and most of them explicitly mentioned that they valued the agricultural 
conditions that Munzhedzi had to offer. In any event, the rapidity with which people 
relocated to Munzhedzi – often from far away – indicates that there is a strong 
demand for residential and agricultural space, one which the more planned and 
agriculturally focused sort of land reform has tended to sideline.8

Claimants, non-claimants and common complaints

Lawrence M, the chair of the CPA committee, indicated that prior to the occupation 
in 2000, the claimants expected that the land to be restored would be for the 
Munzhedzi community only, and that there would be plenty of land for residential 
purposes as well as for ploughing:

If it was only claimants on this land, this settlement would have looked 
differently. If it was the CPA committee allocating – it would look 
different, for example the streets are not planned … We would have made 
the houses a bit far apart. The land is very fertile.

However, things turned out differently. According to Lawrence, the CPA committee 
sought to treat everyone equally, and even had a member who was a non-claimant. 
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Participants in a focus group discussion among claimant households also said that 
claimants and non-claimants got along well and that there were no real divisions 
between them, including any detectable residential segregation. This view was 
corroborated by participants in the focus group involving non-claimant households, 
who indicated that non-claimants did not feel excluded from community structures or 
discriminated against in any way; they only felt disadvantaged in one respect, namely 
that because about 50 RDP houses had been built on the land the non-claimants felt 
that this had been rigged by the CPA committee to favour claimant households.

Through the two focus groups conducted, as well as responses to the survey question 
which asked about the ‘worst things’ about living at Munzhedzi, it is clear that 
claimants and non-claimants were indeed preoccupied by the same problems – lack 
of electricity and water. Communal standpipes had been installed at Munzhedzi 
around 2006, but were often dry, forcing people to transport water from Vleifontein 
or Maila. The distance to schools and clinics was also mentioned, though some 
households (depending on where they relocated from) said that their access to 
these facilities had actually improved since they arrived at Munzhedzi. The other 
complaints related to theft (for example, of solar panels that some households had 
relied upon to power lighting), and slippery roads when it rained. 

Only one respondent indicated that lack of land access was among the ‘worst things’. 
Indeed, the fact that claimants and non-claimants shared the same complaints is 
not only a statistical observation but is also how focus group participants explained 
their unity: ‘we are all treated the same  …  we are all having same problems 
concerning services’. Discussions with the police stationed across the road in 
Vleifontein also failed to reveal pervasive social conflicts within the Munzhedzi 
community. However, there are indications that the Zimbabwean households living 
at Munzhedzi had been victimised, though we could not hear their accounts as they 
refused to be interviewed.

Having said that, there is evidence that claimants were more aware of land hunger 
than non-claimants. In response to the question ‘Does your household have as much 
land as it needs for agricultural purposes?’, 60% of the 135 ‘agriculturally active’ 
survey respondents indicated a need or desire for more land; but the proportion 
was 69% among claimant respondents versus 56% among non-claimant households. 
Similarly, claimant households appeared to be more attuned to land-related tensions 
with the neighbouring land reform projects of Shimange (Ximangi) and Mavungeni, 
and the issues of identity with which land issues are imbued. The claimant focus 
group participants indicated that before the removals, the Munzhedzi, Mavungeni 
and Shimange communities had been neighbours who shared a number of customs 
and activities, but now they were like enemies who were fighting for land. The 
Munzhedzi claimant residents maintained that part of the land claimed by the 
Shimange and Mavungeni communities in fact belonged to them, and proposed 
to approach the Restitution Commission to air their grievance. They mentioned in 
particular their displeasure at having to rent ‘their own land’ from the Mavungeni 
for grazing purposes. Of course, they were also aware that the main reason for their 
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land shortage was that their ‘chief ’ sold off most of it to non-claimants and other 
outsiders. In the words of Lawrence, the CPA committee chair:

A lot of these plots were allocated by the chief. In fact he is not a chief, 
he is just a son of the chief. There was a conflict between the CPA 
committee and the chief – because he wanted money. We consulted the 
RLCC and Nkuzi [a Limpopo-based land rights and rural development 
NGO], but they failed. The RLCC – we wrote letters, they came very 
late – they promised to come but did not. They did not do anything. He 
is still allocating to people, even today. He is even allocating land to the 
Mavungeni … This is creating serious problems in the area.

At the same time, the Shimange claimed that residents of Munzhedzi were beginning 
to trespass onto Shimange land: ‘Last year [the leader of the Shimange group] 
contacted me about the problem [to say] some people from this area are invading. 
We are neighbours and we need to settle and agree on matters. He was kind of 
aggressive about it.’

Economic aspects of land use

Virtually all the households who engaged in gardening or farming at Munzhedzi 
grew maize on a rain-fed basis. Just under half of these households also 
grew other crops and vegetables, including sweet potatoes, tomatoes, beans, 
groundnuts and sugar cane; and some also maintained fruit trees such as mango 
and pawpaw. 

Of the 135 ‘agriculturally active’ households interviewed in mid-2008, just over 
half hired tractor services for soil preparation (mainly from Mavungeni), while 
the others relied exclusively on hand hoes. Of the latter, about one-sixth hired 
labour to undertake (or assist with) land preparation. Most households who hired 
tractor services spent about R140 for this, but those with larger or multiple plots, 
or those with extra land outside the demarcated area, spent more. One individual 
hired donkey services, which cost him R300. In terms of other inputs, 44% of 
households used at least some hired labour, virtually all purchased at least some of 
their seeds, 11% used chemical fertilisers and only 2% used pesticides. It is worth 
noting that only five of these 135 households also practised agriculture on land 
outside Munzhedzi, mostly in the communities where they had resided before 
relocating to Munzhedzi.

A smaller number of households kept livestock at Munzhedzi, mainly within their 
homesteads, which were mostly fenced. Altogether about one-sixth kept chickens 
(overwhelmingly for home consumption), and a handful kept goats, pigs and 
cattle. The few households that kept cattle did so mainly to earn an income, but the 
largest herd observed was 20 (the second-largest was five). There was a discernible 
relationship between arable production and keeping livestock; for example, while 
41% of those with gardens or fields kept livestock, only 14% of those without gardens 
did so. Only eight households incurred cash costs associated with livestock, generally 
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for parasite control. Only two households spent money on hired labour for livestock, 
and these again were cattle owners.

While all of the 135 agriculturally active households interviewed in mid-2008 
incurred some cash costs for inputs related to garden or crop production, only six 
(about 4%) had any cash income. This was by design and not, for example, because 
2007/2008 was a poor growing season (three-quarters of respondents reported 
that it was a relatively good season). As mentioned above, by contrast only eight 
households incurred cash costs associated with keeping livestock, versus the five that 
had cash income from livestock sales.

One way to appreciate the economic significance of own production– especially in 
light of the emphasis placed on growing maize – is to consider how well households 
satisfied their own maize meal needs. Figure 6.4 shows that for 60% of households, 
own-produced maize in the 2007/2008 season was only enough to satisfy one to 
two months’ worth of maize meal needs, while only about 5% actually produced a 
surplus. However, given that maize meal accounted for about 9% of total household 
expenditure (that is, despite some own production), it can be argued that own 
production of maize was often meaningful for marginal households.

As a more comprehensive measure of the economic significance of agricultural 
production at Munzhedzi (including garden/crop production as well as livestock 
production), we estimated net farm income for the 2007/2008 season. The calculation 
is incomplete in the sense that it did not seek to place a value on own (that is, non-hired) 
labour, but it did seek to calculate a value for production for own consumption, using 
market prices as proxies for value. Figure 6.5 summarises the findings, distinguishing 
between those who hired tractor services for land preparation and those who did not.

Figure 6.4  Distribution of estimated own-produced maize meal expressed in terms of months of need 
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Figure 6.5 Distribution of estimated net farm income
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Figure 6.5 shows that almost 15% of agriculturally active households derived a 
negative net farm income in the 2007/2008 season. Notably, however, almost all 
of these households were the ones who hired tractor services, reflecting the fact 
that these services were one of the main cash costs for the people who employed 
them. For another 20% of households, net farm income was less than R250, and 
again, these were dominated by those who hired tractor services. At the same time, 
however, those who hired tractor services predominated among the relatively few 
whose net farm income exceeded R1 500.

Livelihoods significance

Agriculture is clearly not the most important component of people’s livelihood 
strategies at Munzhedzi. In fact, according to the census of all resident households 
conducted in early 2008, only one household (representing 0.1% of all settled 
households) identified agriculture as its main source of (cash) income (Table 6.2). 

Table 6.2 Main source of household cash income (%)

Grants 30
Wages 51
Business/enterprise 2
Agriculture 0.1
Other 9
Combination 8

Total 100

Source: Authors
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Life Stories 6.1

Mr Franz M – non-claimant settler and small-scale farmer

Mr Franz M was born in 1933 at Songwozwi on a farm just north of Louis Trichardt on the 

Soutpansberg ridge and grew up there. Both his mother and his father worked on the farm. 

The farm mainly grew maize, wheat and fruit trees such as avocado, banana and peach. The 

farm was owned by Mr G, an Afrikaans-speaking farmer who was unusually generous. There 

were 12 other households who lived on the farm, all labour tenants. Franz’s family had fields 

and livestock (goats and cattle) which were not in camps but were herded in the fields. The 

fields were large enough and there were no restrictions on how much land one could plough. 

They used animal traction for cultivating fields; even Mr G relied on donkeys and mules for 

ploughing and traction in general. 

As a young boy, Franz chased birds away from G’s wheat fields. It was not onerous work but 

it was expected of children: ‘It was good in those days because we did not know anything 

better.’ There was a school building on the farm which was not used. At some stage a teacher 

came to open the school but did not stay because the area was very remote and few people 

were interested in schooling. Franz attended school until Grade 3.

In keeping with common practice, Franz started working on the farm when he was 18, but 

he decided to leave when he turned 20. He needed money for clothing and other personal 

needs, so started to look for jobs elsewhere. He started doing garden work in Louis Trichardt, 

but in 1953 went to Johannesburg, where his father had gone in the meantime to work for 

Mr G’s sister as a cook. Franz did garden work at the same place his father worked. When his 

father retired and returned home, Franz remained in Johannesburg but continued looking 

for jobs elsewhere. In 1959, six years after he had come to Johannesburg, his family, together 

with other families, was removed from the farms in the area. By that time his father had 

already passed away, so his mother went to Sinthumule because it was close by and there 

were many other people from the farms she knew. 

Franz found work at a house on the corner of Pritchard and Nugget Streets in the 

Johannesburg CBD – today the area consists mainly of flats. He worked there for three years, 

and later as a waiter at the Emmarentia Hotel. He returned to the Northern Transvaal (now 

Limpopo) around 1963 because he wanted to work closer to home and to his mother, who 

was then living in the tribal area of Sinthumule. He found a job in Louis Trichardt, where he 

worked for two years doing gardening and kitchen work. However he did not earn enough 

there, so he went to Pretoria in 1965, where he worked at ISCOR (the iron and steel foundry) 

for almost 13 years. From ISCOR, in 1978 he joined Asia Steel and worked there for 21 years 

until he took early retirement in 1999. He got married while working at ISCOR and had a 

family. When he took early retirement he came back to Sinthumule with the idea of starting 

a business. He bought cattle and a bakkie and began selling firewood in the villages. 
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However, as noted above, generating cash income was not the reason most residents 
practised agriculture, particularly those who were gardening within their homestead 
stands. Thus ‘imputed income’ is of more interest. Figure 6.6 gives an idea of the 
relationship between net farm income and average annual household expenditure, 
where the latter is a proxy for total household income. While the pattern is not 
very well defined, there appears to be a general negative relationship, so that higher 
economic benefits from agriculture are associated with lower total household 
expenditure/income. This runs counter to the often-told story that households derive 
more benefit from agriculture the better off they are in the first place, simply because it 
is easier for them to invest in inputs (May et al. 1995). Instead, with the exception of an 
outlier point for those households with net farm income in the R2 000 to R2 999 range, 
it seems that poorer households got more out of agriculture, presumably because 
they needed to. It is not that the other logic did not also play a role, but it may be that 
Munzhedzi simply does not offer much opportunity for investing in agriculture, so 
agricultural participation is driven more by need than by opportunity.

An obvious reason for the fairly modest pay-off from gardening is the limited size 
of most of the gardens. As mentioned above, 60% of the 135 agriculturally active 
survey respondents indicated a need or desire for more land. The explanations for 
this desire to have more land tended to be opaque (‘Because I am not satisfied by 
what I harvest’), but some gave a clearer indication that the purpose of having more 
land would be to pursue subsistence production on a larger scale: ‘If I get more land 
I can farm and harvest better and stop buying food for a long time as it is expensive’; 
‘Because what we harvest cannot support us for long time’; ‘Because if I have a big 
field, I can farm and get good harvest and stop buying maize meal’; and so forth. 
What are absent are unambiguous declarations that the respondent wants more land 
to enable production on a commercial basis.

Figure 6.6 Relationship between net farm income and average annual household expenditure
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Life Stories 6.1 (continued)

However, his cattle were stolen and so selling firewood was his only livelihood. His family, 

which has no relationship to the original claimants of Munzhedzi, moved from Sinthumule 

to Munzhedzi in 2000. When he was busy with his business he became aware through other 

people that there were residential stands available at Munzhedzi. He contacted the chief 

(TJ Rambau) who, according to Franz, accepted him and agreed to allocate him two stands. 

Franz’s house was the seventh in the area. He came to Munzhedzi because it was a better 

place to live and farm than Sinthumule. There was a lot of space when he first arrived, but 

now there are many people. 

He became actively involved with the claimant group; when they were facing threats of 

eviction, he worked closely with the chief and feels accepted as part of the group. He forms 

part of the two group projects, poultry and piggery. His other business did not last long: 

business was slow, the bakkie aged (he sold it in 2007) and the income was not enough. He 

now depends on his old-age pension, farming and sale of pigs and vegetables from the fields.

Ms Shonisani M – claimant through marriage and successful 
subsistence farmer

Ms Shonisani M was born in 1959 at Khalavha, in the Nzhelele valley. She lived in the 

communal areas of Nzhelele, where she also attended school until Grade 9. She grew up 

assisting her parents in the backyard garden and never had formal employment. In 1991 

Shonisani married Tilfred M, who had a home in Nthabalala but who worked in Gauteng. 

They have three children together. Her husband is part of the claimant group at Munzhedzi; 

he lived at Munzhedzi before the community was removed. 

After Shonisani got married, she came to live with her in-laws in Nthabalala, where she was 

expected to till their fields. Nthabalala was completely different from Khalavha, where she 

grew up. For one thing, it was drier, so that when she ploughed she did not get a good 

harvest. It was not worthwhile to spend such energy on farming, but she carried on tilling the 

field and keeping her husband’s livestock. She occasionally visited her husband in Gauteng, 

particularly during school holidays. At some stage she went to live with him in Johannesburg. 

While she was away, her mother-in-law sold their cattle because of drought and because she 

could not find someone to herd them. 

Around 2000, the then Chief TJ Rambau told her husband that the Munzhedzi community 

was returning to their ancestral land, and that her husband should get land for his household. 

Tilfred paid the chief R120 for the stand and was given a receipt as a proof of payment and 

‘ownership’ of the stand. On the 10th January 2001, they came to put up a shack on the 

stand at a place they call ‘masimuni’ (‘their old plots’) located in Block B. At that time her 

husband was on leave and so had time to build a makeshift house, buying all the building 

materials from a hardware store in Vleifontein. At the same time Shonisani started planting 

fruit trees such as mango, avocado, pawpaw and orange. She also cultivated maize and 

different vegetables. 
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However, there is seemingly a contradiction between this predilection for having 
more land and maintaining the sort of convenient ‘peri-urban’ lifestyle people 
have opted for at Munzhedzi. Many people at Munzhedzi seem to be interested in 
accessing more land there so they could garden on a larger scale, which would imply 
larger homesteads, that is so that the land would be close. But this would imply either 
that many of the homesteads would end up further away from the main roads, or 
that there would be fewer homesteads, that is, fewer households and people.

One other livelihood issue is worth mentioning, namely that gardeners/farmers at 
Munzhedzi hire casual workers to do work related to crop or garden production. Our 
rough estimate is that the total amount spent on labour in the 2007/2008 season was 
around R57 000; while this is not much in the greater scheme of things (it represents 
less than 1% of aggregate household expenditure/income among Munzhedzi’s 
residents), it does equate to about 1 600 person-days of work (at R35 per day), which 
is not trivial.

Residents of Munzhedzi who gardened or farmed did so on an individual household 
basis. The exceptions were two projects which were initiated by Nkuzi, a local 
NGO (which also organised donor funding to cover start-up costs, for example for 
structures): one was a piggery and the other a broiler project. The piggery closed 
down by around 2003, while the broiler project was still carrying on in 2008, albeit 
with only a handful of households remaining active. While neither project was 
closely examined for this study, we got the impression that they were typical of group 
agricultural projects, in which the quality of management and the ability to operate 
‘entrepreneurially’ were weak. There was no sign of support from the provincial 
Department of Agriculture at Munzhedzi. 

Thus, effectively, the vast majority of the people who practised agriculture at 
Munzhedzi did so independently, and without outside support apart from informal 
support from neighbours, which was fairly common and mainly involved borrowing 
hand tools. Neither was there evidence of residents cooperating in order to purchase 
inputs in bulk. However, virtually all maize growers at Munzhedzi relied on 
Hluvukani Mills, a business east of Elim (see the biography of the mill owner, Mr B, 
in Life Stories 8.3) to mill their maize into meal. As for other communities in the 
Elim area, Hluvukani sent a truck to Munzhedzi to collect people’s maize, which 
was later returned to them as maize meal; thus in a sense Hluvukani internalises the 
coordination costs to minimise collective transaction costs. Larger maize producers, 
however, tended to make other arrangements, in particular with Breenco, a mill in 
Makhado town. 

Social differentiation and livelihood implications of Munzhedzi

Respondents were asked to describe who were the ‘rich’ and who were the ‘poor’ at 
Munzhedzi. The most common answers referred to housing quality, or employment, 
or both. 
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Life Stories 6.1 (continued)

Depending on weather conditions, she has on average been able to harvest enough maize 

to make three 80kg bags of maize meal, which is ground at the mills at Elim or Maila. The 

meal lasts her household of five for six to eight months, depending on how many meals 

the household has per day; her household eats one main meal of pap and vegetables, 

sometimes with meat, daily.

She ploughs the yard assisted by her children, who are attending school at Maila. Farming 

on the homestead garden is now her main activity. Although the household has a field 

at Nthabalala, they are not using it at the moment. When her husband retired he came 

back to live at Munzhedzi with the family. In 2003 they started building a five-roomed 

house which is now complete. They also bought two cattle; the herd has since increased 

to 11 due to births and additional purchases, and they have sold two in the past 12 

months. These cattle are kept at Munzhedzi in a kraal which is built within the household 

yard. Shonisani generally does all the farming tasks; she ploughs and also herds cattle 

for grazing across the road and between Vleifontein and Munzhedzi. She feels that she 

needs more land for grazing and cultivation; she says she can manage more land but 

unfortunately there is no more good land available. 

Mr Simon Rambau – son of TJ Rambau and self-appointed 
headman

Mr Simon Rambau is one of the children of Mr  TJ  Rambau, who was a headman of 

the Munzhedzi community under the chieftaincy of Nthabalala. He was born in 1971 

in a section of Nthabalala village called ‘Munzhedzi’, although this was long after the 

dispossession and removal of the Munzhedzi people. He grew up at Seshego after his 

parents separated. He started schooling in Nthabalala and continued with secondary 

school at Seshego. He has never had any official employment. 

In 2002 he came back home when his father was ill. When his father passed away in 2000, 

he appointed himself heir to his father and thus presumed to lead the community. He 

began allocating land to everyone who needed it and charged community members fees 

of between R150 and R300 for access to residential land. Moreover, he used the CPA’s 

tractor, which was given as part of the package for settlement support by the Department 

of Agriculture, to plough the gardens and fields at Nthabalala, Maila and Munzhedzi. He 

keeps the earnings from these services. Simon does not live at Munzhedzi but in Maila 

with his aunt. He has not been formally installed as headman of Munzhedzi and it is not 

clear what the processes are to formalise his position. He sees his role as administering 

the land and resources at Munzhedzi and feels challenged by the CPA committee, which 

does not recognise him.
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The ‘rich’ are:
•	 ‘those	with	big	houses’
•	 ‘those	who	are	working	so	they	can	build	big houses’
•	 ‘those	who	have	better	houses	and	eat	well’

And the ‘poor’ are:
•	 ‘those	who	live	in	small	houses’
•	 ‘those	who	are	not	working’
•	 ‘those	who	stay	in	shacks	and	sometimes	go	to	bed	with	empty	stomachs’

To the extent that quality of housing was a good indicator, the wealth differentiation 
at Munzhedzi was quite visible, with scatterings of shacks interspersed with three-
bedroom brick houses sporting tiled roofs. As implied by some of the quotes 
above, there seemed to be a close correspondence between employment status and 
household wealth. Moreover, using our own crude classification of housing quality 
(‘below-average’, ‘average’, and ‘above-average’), we observed that the ‘rich’ are 
well-represented by women-headed households: of the 13% of agriculturally active 
households residing in ‘above-average’ dwellings, almost two-thirds were headed by 
women, even though women-headed households are the minority of all households. 

The fact that some households built very nice homes at Munzhedzi implies that they 
are not particularly worried about tenure security, even though their actual tenure 
status (especially among non-claimants) was highly ambiguous. The most salient 
aspect of land tenure in Munzhedzi was this lack of clarity, which was closely related 
to the general crisis of governance. One problem was that the ‘chief ’ appeared to 
have sold some stands more than once, to different people. In the words of one 
respondent, ‘It can happen that one stand is sold to five different people at the same 
time, without them knowing it; the problem is that people don’t always receive a 
receipt, so they often cannot prove they paid the money for the stand.’ 

This may be true, but it does not appear to have happened with developed plots, and 
perhaps tenure security was established by building structures, rather than having to 
wait for some kind of indication of tenure security before building. Indeed, judging 
by the housing stock visible in 2008, over the previous seven to eight years the total 
private expenditure on housing construction came to approximately R33  million 
(excluding 52 RDP houses built there), or an average of around R38  000 per 
household. Assuming this money had been spent over the preceding six years, this 
comes to an average amount per household per year of R6 300; this gives a ratio of 
investment in housing stock relative to average annual incomes that is higher than 
for most middle-class urban households.

Moreover, despite the speed with which people settled at Munzhedzi, and the fact 
that people came from a dozen or so different communities to settle there, residents 
of Munzhedzi did not seem to regard it as some kind of transit camp, but as their 
new home and their new community.

Munzhedzi is fundamentally different from the other projects where we conducted 
case studies, in that settlement and subsistence production are the primary land uses. 

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   173 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L a n d  r e f o r m  a n d  L i v e L i h o o d s

174

Life Stories 6.1 (continued)

Mr Lawrence M – teacher and chairperson of the CPA 
committee 

Mr Lawrence M is the chairperson of the CPA committee. He also teaches history and 

economics at the secondary school in Maila, which sits on the western edge of Maila that 

borders Munzhedzi.

Lawrence was born in 1970 in Soweto and raised there. When he was about seven, he was 

sent to live with his grandparents in Nthabalala. He helped them with their farming, and 

developed an interest in it himself. ‘Even when I was growing up they hired tractors – but 

sometimes used donkeys. Nthabalala was a nice place, but not very good, it is rocky and 

mountainous. Compared to Munzhedzi.’

Lawrence was elected chairperson of the CPA committee because he was one of the people 

who fought to have the land restituted.

His stand at Munzhedzi has space for a garden, but it is smaller than the land his 

grandparents had at Nthabalala. However, Lawrence has another, larger ‘garden’ down 

by the river. Chief TJ Rambau had told him: ‘When you stay here you must not forget to 

plough because you are among the first people to come to stay on this land.’ 

Lawrence is sceptical of Simon, the son of the late chief, who allocates not only residential 

stands but also farming plots along the river: ‘The fields are allocated by Simon, they paid 

when they got the fields. People are charged differently – R500 to R1 000. People are not 

treated in the same way. He looks at you and concludes that you have a lot of money and 

you are charged a lot of money.’ 

‘There are many people from Vleifontein building houses here. People living in back yards, 

renting and sons moving out of parents’ homes. Some people are putting a lot of money 

on the land.’

Ms Salome P – non-claimant beneficiary and hospital worker

Ms Salome P was born in 1953 on a farm near Soekmekaar. She was one of eight children 

who grew up on the farm with her grandparents and parents, who worked on the farm. 

Her father owned some livestock that he kept on the small portion they had on the farm. 

The living conditions on the farm were hard and the farmer was cruel. Men, women and 

children all had to work on the farm and were given food in lieu of wages. Salome’s father 

had to work in Gauteng to earn money and work on the farm as well to secure the family’s 

tenure. The farm owner sold Salome’s father’s livestock while he was away and kept the 

money; he frequently assaulted both male and female employees on the farm. The workers 

used their own livestock to plough their subsistence plots, which they were only allowed 

to work on Sundays. Salome’s mother grew mealies and brewed beer to earn an income. 
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From the project census, we can be pretty confident that it is unique in north-central 
Limpopo. While the study did not attempt to fix a value on the settlement benefits 
enjoyed by Munzhedzi’s residents, these appear to be substantial, judging by the 
verbal reports. As for the subsistence production benefits, our estimates suggest that 
these are modest, though not negligible. 

What makes Munzhedzi stand out is not the size of the benefits enjoyed by the 
average resident household, but the sheer number of households that share in such 
benefits. This relates to a fundamental issue of land reform, that of ‘breadth versus 
depth’. The redistribution programme in particular has followed a trajectory away 
from breadth and towards depth – that is, fewer and fewer beneficiaries per year, but 
potentially more significant benefits per beneficiary. We would argue, in fact, that 
Munzhedzi is more informative about the missed opportunities in redistribution 
than as a particular model for restitution; after all, the fact that so many of 
Munzhedzi’s residents are non-claimants is disquieting. More disquieting, perhaps, 
is that the redistribution programme does not enthusiastically embrace Munzhedzi-
style settlements as significant.

Mavungeni
The background of the Mavungeni claim involves the typical pattern of dispossession 
via the imposition of labour tenancy, but there are other features as well. For one, at 
more or less the same time that white settlers were appearing on the scene, Shangaan 
speakers arrived and began settling within what was originally the extended territory 
of the Venda: 

In the late 1800s, the Mavungeni people came from Mozambique 
and settled the land around Mulambunjele, which they named 
Mavungeni … In the late 1800s both Shangaan and Venda speakers lived 
together in this area. The arrival of whites on this land from the 1880s 
dispossessed blacks without physically removing them from this land, as 
their status was reduced to that of squatters and later labour tenants.  
(Manenzhe & Lahiff 2007: 9)

Mavungeni is situated along the Elim-Bandelierkop road just east of Vleifontein 
township. It abuts one of the few remaining commercial farms in the area, which 
is operated by the H Family. One feature that makes Mavungeni unusual is that it 
straddles both restitution and redistribution. In fact, two different groups lodged 
claims for the same property – defined along ethnic lines? – but these claims were 
consolidated at some point. The final, consolidated claim accommodated about 
200 claimant households. The claimed land was a 745-hectare portion of the farm 
Vleifontein which, for the previous 30 years, had been semi-used state land. Because 
of the uncertainty about the restitution process, in 1998 a subgroup of 98 claimant 
households also applied for a redistribution grant to buy a different, adjacent portion 
of Vleifontein, historically known as Lovedale Park, comprising 561 hectares. By 
coincidence, the redistribution award and the land restoration took place within 
months of one another, in 2002.9 
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Life Stories 6.1 (continued)

Salome’s family was expelled from the farm in the 1970s. They relocated to Mpofu, 

where the headman allocated them a stand. Mpofu was inaccessible by vehicle and the 

terrain was rocky. In 1985 the family moved to Mphuphuledzhi. Salome later moved to 

Ha-Mulima, and also to Nzhelele, Tshikota and Ha-Ramantsha, in an attempt to balance 

her need to work, to maintain access to a family home, and to get an education. In 

1968 Salome married a farm worker and lived with him for a while on the farm where 

he worked. 

After she left this farm, Salome secured employment as a cleaner at the hospital. She 

resettled at Ha-Mulima, but had to walk a long distance to get to the public transport 

which took her to and from her workplace. She injured her leg in an accident and was 

unable to work for nine months. When she went back to work, she moved temporarily 

to Mankweng hospital as she could no longer walk long distances, and only went home 

when she was on leave. She moved to Munzhedzi because from there it was easier to 

travel to work.

She has been living in Munzhedzi since 2000. She secured the land after paying R120 to 

the traditional authorities, as she was not a former resident. She lives with her husband 

and her two surviving daughters. Although she has reached retirement age, Salome is 

still working at the hospital because her birth date was incorrectly recorded on her ID 

book, making her ‘officially’ younger than she actually is. Salome has a driver’s licence, 

has been for ABET training, and is currently enrolled in a primary education course. She 

has three children. All Salome’s children acquired a professional qualification, and she 

also paid for her siblings’ tuition. To supplement her income from the hospital, Salome 

grows mealies and vegetables on her stand. There is no electricity or water supply at 

Munzhedzi. Salome has to buy water and supplements this with rain water. Although she 

has a refrigerator, Salome cannot afford the paraffin to power it.

Ms Josephina H – successful small-scale farmer

Josephina’s parents originally lived in the Maila section of Munzhedzi, but moved to 

Pfananani when she was still a toddler. Josephina was born in 1968, the youngest in a 

family of five children. Her father worked in Gauteng, ‘for an individual’. He kept livestock 

at home, which were sold to meet the family’s needs. Her mother looked after the rural 

home, raised the family and also worked on ZZ2 farms, often being away for two-week 

stints, during which time she lived in the hostels provided for the workers. Josephina was 

educated up to Matric.

When Josephina heard rumours about the land claim she was interested, especially 

because she knew that the soil at Munzhedzi was very fertile. Her cousin confirmed that 

some time before, the white farmer who farmed at Munzehdzi produced the best mealies 

in the area. 
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As a place and as a project, Mavungeni is a complex overlay of conflicts, historical 
and current, although it does provide modest benefits to a few. It could probably offer 
benefits to many more, but only if it were to get beyond its current impasse. In this 
respect, as with so many other projects, Mavungeni is a microcosm of land reform. 

‘They want Mavungeni to become like Munzhedzi; they are invaders because 
they are violating the plan’

By now it is obvious that conflict is a common feature of land reform projects. 
While in practice each conflict appears tied to its own particular circumstances, it 
is also possible to discern some general patterns, especially in relation to how land 
reform is designed and implemented. While for Mavungeni it is also the case that 
conflict cannot be reduced to one simple explanation, Mavungeni does help illustrate 
one important dimension of land reform implementation associated with conflict, 
namely the tension between formal planning – with all of the bureaucratic processes 
associated with it – and direct agency, whereby people take initiative according 
to their own preferences and judgement, often despite very limited means, and 
frequently in violation of rules, regulations, procedures and so on.

In short, Mavungeni’s beneficiaries are divided over which parts of the land 
people should be allowed to settle, and for that matter what kind of settlement 
they should have. The ‘plan’ in the heading of this section is the idea that the 
settlement would be located as close to Vleifontein township as possible, to 
link into the bulk infrastructure that already exists to support the township. 
In this vision – detailed in a plan developed by a service provider in 2005 –  
the Mavungeni settlement would be a sort of extension of the township, or 
alternatively a new township more or less adjacent to Vleifontein, including 
provision for subsidised housing, business sites, a school and sites for two 
churches (Manenzhe & Lahiff 2007: 12). Another feature of this plan is that it 
would allow for an expansion of commercial agriculture. A business plan which 
was developed on behalf of the Mavungeni community for the restitution part 
of the land states that much of the land is suitable for crop and tree production 
(Agriconcept 2000). As the bulk of the land is not given over to small plots, this could  
theoretically happen.

By contrast, the ‘invaders’ are those who prefer to live close to the main Elim-
Bandelierkop road; some of them have indeed settled there on small demarcated plots 
in a fashion similar to that of Munzhedzi (though somewhat larger) (Figure 6.7). At 
one stage the ‘invaders’ had demarcated more than 30 plots, on which some erected 
rudimentary shelters or shacks; but the number of visible land users and residents 
dwindled over time, allegedly because settlers were intimidated by threats of legal 
action from the other faction or the municipality. In the words of one of these ‘invaders’, 
‘Those who do not want us to be here are not hungry’, meaning that the ‘invaders’ are 
there out of need, whereas those opposing them have the leisure of waiting for their 
grand plan to unfold. ‘Invaders’ also commonly accuse those opposing them of wishing 

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   177 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L a n d  r e f o r m  a n d  L i v e L i h o o d s

178

Life Stories 6.1 (continued)

At this time Josephina had been living in Munzhedzi for about five years. She once 

worked in the crèche for four years at Munzhedzi and is now involved in adult literacy.  

Josephina’s family owns two stands: one was allocated to them, and the family bought 

the other to increase the area for agriculture. Josephina lives in Munzhedzi with 

her husband, who is employed, and four children. One of the children completed 

Matric and the youngest one is still to start primary school. There is no electricity or 

reticulated water. Josephina grows maize, groundnuts and vegetables for domestic 

consumption and for sale. The vegetables are irrigated with water that has to be 

fetched from a distance. They use a tractor to prepare the land: the fertile soil does not 

really need additional fertilising. Josephina is planning to diversify into sweet potatoes.

Ms Florah M – successful small-scale farmer

Ms Florah M was born in 1934 in Mavungeni, which was regarded as part of 

Munzhedzi village. She was one of eight children. Her father worked at Ha-Mabasha, 

while her mother worked initially on the farm where they lived, and then at other 

farms in the area. The farm where they lived was owned by a Frenchman known locally 

as ‘Shady’. He was quite different from the other white farmers in the area; he allowed 

them to stay for free on the farm, and did not allow children to do farm work.  He 

urged all parents to send their children to school, and Florah went up to Standard 6. 

The farmer was willing to pay women a monthly wage for their work. Florah recalled 

that, during December, she helped to plant potatoes. They used their wages to buy 

books and clothes for their children. The farmer also allowed his workers to dip their 

cattle together with his.

At some stage, however, they were evicted from the farm (it is not clear whether this 

was by the same owner or by a subsequent one), at which point Florah’s family moved 

to Ha-Masethe at Nthabalala.  She would be forced to relocate at least twice more in 

her life. Florah married at Modjadji village in 1952. Her marriage produced six children, 

of whom three are still alive. At some stage, Florah worked in Johannesburg, which 

she knew well. She worked ‘in the kitchens and restaurants’; the little money she 

accumulated she used to build her house back in Limpopo. 

Florah learned about the land claims from the radio and from the Munzhedzi headman, 

who is her relative. She moved to Munzhedzi from Ha-Masethe because Munzhedzi is 

closer to town and on the transport route. She built a house from the money she saved 

while she worked in Johannesburg, and lives with her grandchild. She maintains her 

family through her pension grant and by subsistence farming. She produces mealies, 

sweet potatoes and vegetables and relies on her own labour to work the land. There 

is no electricity in the ‘village’ and Florah relies on solar energy, which only generates 

enough power for lighting. 
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to lease out the land to the H Family so that the latter can expand their commercial 
farming; such people are ‘traitors who are lazy and believe in the white man’s magic of 
farming and think that a black person cannot farm’.

Are these two visions entirely incompatible? Given that it is unlikely that commercial 
agricultural development will take off on a large scale in the short to medium term, it 
is difficult to imagine a real conflict between spontaneous settlement and commercial 
farming. Moreover, while the scale of Munzhedzi’s spontaneous settlement may be 
intimidating, it shares a similar logic to the growing  settlement at Mavungeni, in 
that proximity to the main road appears to be the crucial consideration; in other 
words, there is little reason to expect that, left unchecked, spontaneous settlement at 
Mavungeni would extend significantly southwards. But what if it did?

One example of an apparent conflict of interest between the ‘invaders’ and those 
opposed to them is that the settlement near the road happens to be cheek by jowl 
with a war memorial which forms part of the so-called ‘Zoutpansberg skirmishes 
route’. The skirmishes route is a recent attempt to create a tourist attraction out of 
a collection of sites in northern Limpopo associated with events from the South 
African (Anglo-Boer) war (see the stories of John and Mary Cooksley, ‘Breaker’ 
Morant and Constable CW Eagle in Life Stories 6.2). One of those most vehemently 
opposed to the ‘invaders’, Ezekiel, was unhappy that the presence of the ‘invaders’ 

Figure 6.7 Homesteads of ‘invaders’ at Mavungeni

Source: Google 2010, AfriGIS 2011, CDNG 2011
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Life Stories 6.1 (continued)

Mrs Kutama T – elderly woman who successfully reclaimed 
her birthright 

Kutama was born around 1940 in Munzhedzi, to small-scale farmers who grew mealies and 

other crops and also kept cattle and goats. Kutama never went to school. She got married 

in Munzhedzi but moved to Madabani (in Dzanani) after they were evicted ‘by a white man 

who gave them two days ultimatum; the white man said we should no longer find our self 

at Munzhedzi’. She and her family later relocated to Mpofu village (south of Munzhedzi), 

because the headman was relocated to Mpofu and demanded that ‘his people’ follow him. 

The terrain at Mpofu village was so steep and rocky that Kutama had to climb six steps to 

get from one hut to the other. She has five children, one of whom works on a farm, and the 

others are unemployed. Her husband passed away some years ago.

Kutama heard about the Munzhedzi claim from Chief Rambau himself, as they were relatives. 

She likes Munzhedzi because it is ancestral land, but also because the soil is fertile and it 

is near to Vleifontein, where she can get piece jobs to supplement the family income. She 

lives there with a grandchild and survives on an old-age grant and the income from small-

scale agriculture. She has four cattle that provide milk and draught power, and extends her 

cropping area by renting some land from other people. She plants mealies for subsistence 

and for sale. She does not cultivate vegetables because of the limited water supply.

Life Stories 6.2

Jonas M – retired school principal and deputy secretary of the 
CPA committee

Jonas M is a retired school principal who is now the deputy secretary of the CPA committee. 

He was born on the farm Vleifontein in 1941, and grew up there with his parents. His father 

was a farm supervisor, and was highly trusted by Mr Du Toit, who was the farm manager at 

the time. Jonas started school at the nearby farm Syferfontein. 

While growing up, Jonas and his siblings used to work on the farm after school and on 

weekends, where they assisted their parents. When other people were removed from the 

farm his family was not removed but remained on the farm for a while. Jonas attended a 

teacher training course at Lemana and then got a job as a teacher at Bungeni while still living 

on the farm. Eventually his family relocated to Bungeni.

Jonas has 29 cattle on the project for which he was supposed to pay a fee, but up to now it 

has not been decided how people must pay for their individual livestock. He is an influential 

CPA committee member who is respected by other beneficiaries; however, some of the 

beneficiaries say that although he is a good leader, he also capitalises on the weaknesses 

and division of the CPA membership to exploit project resources, like funds and the use of a 

tractor, for his own benefit. 

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   180 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



R e s t i t u t i o n  p R o j e c t s

181

would make it impossible to capitalise on the potential of a stop on the route that 
happens to be on Mavungeni land: ‘They have destroyed everything. They have 
stopped development. [They are] destroying the attraction there.’ 

The irony is too rich to ignore: a black claimant community seeking to benefit 
economically from a tourist site that marks the contest between two white powers 
for control over black people’s land  …  On the other hand, how significant is this 
potential? It is difficult to say, but it is probably very modest.

Another concern expressed by Ezekiel is that the ‘invaders’ are not all bona 
fide claimants or beneficiaries. Some of these settlers acknowledge that they are 
not themselves on the beneficiary list, but claim to be related to beneficiaries, 
or hope that if the CPA reviewed its membership, it would discover that their 
grandparents had links to the land and they should have been counted among 
the claimants anyway. More to the point, they are from the area and need land; 
in their minds, if the CPA committee would simply assess their needs and show 
some compassion, it would agree to let them remain.

A third concern expressed by Ezekiel is that as long as there is such obvious discord 
within the CPA, the municipality will not proceed with the township expansion plan. 
Whether the municipality is truly committed to the plan, and ready to implement it, 
is another question.

The land

The first white owners of what is now the SLAG part of the Mavungeni land – and 
among the first white residents in the area – were Mr and Mrs Cooksley:

A great number of visitors will recognise in Lovedale Park the charming 
estate of Mr. J. S. Cooksley at the frontier of the Klein Spelonken. For 
eighteen years Mr. and Mrs. Cooksley have resided at this outpost 
of civilisation, which may fairly be called the real frontier of the 
South African Republic with respect to the great adjacent native 
territories. During this period the worthy couple have dispensed royal 
hospitality to all and sundry passing their way, and many is the fever-
stricken digger who owes his life and the restoration of his strength to the 
Samaritans of the Lovedale Park sanatorium. (Wessmann 1908: 146)

The depiction of Lovedale Park as ‘the real frontier’ still has resonance, in the sense 
that most of the land to the north and east of Mavungeni is former Venda, while that to 
the south and west is largely white-owned farmland. As mentioned above, the previous 
owner had a fully functioning dairy parlour on the property, as well as improved 
pastures under irrigation and extensive grazing of almost 500 hectares (Figure 6.8). 

While it is unclear who were the first white owners of the restitution part of 
Mavungeni, in 1968/1969 it was acquired by the South African Development Trust 
(SADT). The SADT was a statutory body created by the apartheid government to 
hold and manage land that was earmarked for incorporation into the bantustans as 
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Life Stories 6.2 (continued)

James B – claimant, rebel and small-scale farmer

James B was born in 1966 on the farm Vleifontein. He is the second-born of his parents, who 

were also born on the farm and grew up there. When James was three his family was removed 

to Riverplaas, about 15 kilometres southeast of Elim. He started schooling at Riverplaas 

primary school and completed his Matric at Marimani High School in Mbhokota, which is 20 

kilometres away from where they lived. From a young age he and his friends did weekend 

and holiday work on the farm for the H Family. At the time they did not know that they were 

working on their own land from which their parents had been removed. 

James went to Johannesburg in 1992 when he was 26, and worked for a company that 

specialised in precast concrete products as well as some municipal infrastructure works. 

However, he was retrenched in 2003 when the company went out of business. When he 

returned home, he found that the family’s land had been given back to them and decided 

to become a farmer. However, his plan has had some setbacks, in particular because the CPA 

committee denied him and others access to the land. Consequently, he and other claimants 

who felt sidelined decided to invade the land. The CPA committee wanted to lease out part 

of the land to the H Family, including the part that had macadamia trees and an undeveloped 

area which it seemed the committee was hoping the H Family would develop. 

James and others therefore allocated themselves land where they erected shacks and started 

crop farming. Since he began farming on the land he has saved his family from poverty. 

With the harvest he gets from the land he doesn’t have to buy any maize meal from local 

shops for a year, and he can even take some of the harvest to his parents and close relatives 

at Riverplaas.

He now lives on the farm with his wife, younger brother and his two children. However, 

he doesn’t feel well settled as he is intimidated by the CPA committee. He hopes that the 

division within the Mavungeni community can be resolved and people can then concentrate 

on production.

Ezekiel P – small-scale farmer and advocate of ‘the plan’

As a young man Ezekiel P joined the police force, in which he served from 1980–2002. In the 

course of his service he saw much of the country. From 1980–1982 he served in Pietersburg 

(now Polokwane), then spent a couple of years in Hillbrow, Johannesburg, followed by a year 

in Port Elizabeth in the mid-1980s (‘I spent the whole year in riots’). By 1988 he had ended 

up in Messina (Musina), where he remained for over 10 years. Around 2002 he had a ‘fight’ 

with a white colleague, but around the same time he was involved in a car accident; he was 

discharged from the police with a pension, although he says he had decided to leave anyway. 

He spent most of 2003 in hospital and 2004 recovering at home. 
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Figure 6.8 Approximate geography of Mavungeni

Source: Authors

part of the ‘homeland consolidation’ process. ‘SADT land’ thus constitutes a distinct 
form of state land. While on the face of it the white government was expropriating 
land from white owners for the purpose of expanding the bantustans and thus 
benefiting their residents, the case of Mavungeni shows how far from altruistic 
were the motives behind this process. While the white owners were paid out,10 the 
remaining black residents – who were the rightful owners of the land in the first 
place – were removed and scattered to settlements within Venda and Gazankulu. 

Following its acquisition by the SADT, some of the land was leased to local white 
farmers, who used it for crop and cattle farming, while the rest was operated by the H 
Family in terms of their arrangement with the homeland development corporation at 
the time. In fact the H Family was expropriated of their adjacent farm at more or less 
the same time, but the development corporation asked to them to stay on to manage 
the land on its behalf. Most of the orchards on ‘their’ land date to this period, as do 
those on the Mavungeni land which the H Family also developed. Following the 
collapse of the development corporation in the late 1990s, the H Family continued 
to operate as before, but either on ambiguous terms or via short-term arrangements 
with the new government. Several years ago, the H Family lodged its own claim in 
terms of the Restitution Act. 

The ‘restitution’ part of the Mavungeni land included about 20–30 hectares 
of formerly irrigated avocado, mango and macadamia orchards, previously 
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Life Stories 6.2 (continued)

Ezekiel P lives on the restitution part of 

the Mavungeni land, but is the only one 

on this part of the property, in contrast 

to the 20 or so homesteads close to the 

Elim-Bandelierkop road. Ezekiel wanted to 

be close to the family graves, but also to 

‘protect the orchard’ belonging to the 

Mavungeni community. He lives there with 

his wife in a small self-built mud house with 

a corrugated tin roof (Figure 6.9). Access to 

the plot is fenced off. Beyond the yard area 

is a maize field, which slopes down towards 

a dam; the house and shed are on the right 

and a number of beehives are visible on 

the left. One beehive is on the roof – for 

‘capturing’. 

The H Family’s mango and macadamia farm is not far away, with mountains in the 

background. On the other side of the road that leads past the plot is the project’s small, sad 

macadamia orchard. Ezekiel spends most of his weekends back ‘home’ in Riverplaas. It takes 

‘some few hours’ to get there, because he has to walk a long way before getting to where he 

can catch a taxi; but he likes the walk: ‘I’m exercising like this. I’m ok. I’m a soldier otherwise.’

Researcher: Are you surprised that more people didn’t move back?

Ezekiel: People are confused. They are so lazy. Land restitution is very difficult. The only 

thing is that people don’t like to work.

Researcher: Is life better now than when you were a policeman?

Ezekiel: Yes.

Researcher: What kind of house are you going to build?

Ezekiel: Ah, the one that I can afford.

Ironically, Ezekiel appears to be not so different from the ‘invaders’ with whom he is in 

conflict. He has also carved out a small homestead on the land, where he practises small-scale 

agriculture. He depends on four main sources of livelihood, namely subsistence agriculture 

production (maize), market-oriented vegetable production, beekeeping, and wages from 

managing the project’s orchard, which he seems to have done for the past few years (but 

it is not clear how much he earns from this). Ezekiel’s wife used to make dresses, but he 

discouraged her because ‘there’s no market there’ because there are too many people 

competing in the same arena. 

It is difficult to establish the relative importance of beekeeping, but Ezekiel sees it as 

comparable to their vegetable production. 

Figure 6.9 Ezekiel’s temporary homestead

Source: Authors
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operated by the H Family, who leased the land from government. Also, before 
the settlement of the land claim, some residents of Vleifontein township used 
some of the land for grazing and dryland cultivation. These people used the 
land without permission or secure rights to the land, but they still feel entitled 
to the land and some are antagonistic to the Mavungeni people to whom it was 
restored. The Mavungeni CPA tried to address this concern to some extent by 
leasing out plots to Vleifontein residents for the nominal sum of R50 per year; in 
2007 there were about 15 lessees, mostly older people who were using plots on 
an area of the restitution part of Mavungeni closest to Vleifontein. 

As for the SLAG part of the land, it included an equipped dairy facility and 
some grazing and non-irrigated arable land. The balance of the redistribution 
grant was used to buy a tractor, while the Limpopo Department of Agriculture 
provided a ‘starter pack’ which included a second tractor, a trailer, a planter and 
two ploughs.

A single CPA was created to take ownership of both the restitution and SLAG land.

Livelihood implications of Mavungeni

At present there is a complex mix of activities at Mavungeni: agricultural, 
residential, individual initiatives and group projects or enterprises, and some 
involving claimant households and others not. Among the enterprises are cattle 
farming, fieldcrop production, vegetable production, orchard production, broiler 
production and bee production. (The dairy operation collapsed a short while after 
transfer due to an outbreak of disease in the herd.) This diversity suggests that, 
despite the impasse described above, a variety of claimants and non-claimants 
have managed to exploit the weakness of the CPA committee. While few of them 
are getting wealthy, a couple of dozen are deriving benefits which they regard 
as significant, not least because they were poor to begin with. In this respect, 
therefore, ‘impasse’ is arguably too strong a word. 

And yet there is reason to suppose that the benefits could be greater. If there 
were no stand-off between the ‘invaders’ and those who advocate ‘the plan’, there 
could be two or three times as many settlers similar to James B (see Life Stories 
6.2). But as in the case of Munzhedzi, there appears to be only a weak correlation 
between being an official claimant and needing land for homesteading purposes. 
It is therefore reasonable to expect that many such settlers will not be official 
claimants – even if perhaps they should have been, given the complexities of family 
histories and the fluidity of population movements over time. In fact one could 
argue that the semi-uncontrolled nature of Mavungeni offers a reasonable balance 
between an overcontrolled state – in which no non-claimants (such as Shimangi) 
and only a few official claimants take advantage of the agricultural resources – and 
an undercontrolled state where non-claimants flood in to the detriment of actual 
claimants (such as Munzhedzi).
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Life Stories 6.2 (continued)

He also points out that beekeeping complements his homestead’s other activities, especially 

vegetable and orchard production.

John and Mary Cooksley, ‘Breaker’ Morant and Constable  
CW Eagle

John Skinner Cooksley (aka ‘Caaksley’) was an Englishman who arrived in South Africa 

in the mid-19th century at Port Elizabeth as a ship’s carpenter. He became a trader 

and married.

He and his wife Mary ended up in Matebeleland from about 1862 to 1871, and then 

settled in the Northern Transvaal. There they acquired Lovedale Park in 1883, probably 

as part of the ZAR’s ‘occupation farm’ policy. It was originally just over 2 000 hectares in 

size, but was repeatedly subdivided over the years, making way for different branches of 

the family tree, as well as for Fort Edward, a police station, and ‘homeland consolidation’.

The Cooksleys make a number of cameo appearances in the history books which, 

because of their contrasts, evoke the complicated role of early white settlers in northern 

Limpopo. By some accounts, the Cooksleys developed a good relationship with Chief 

(or King) Makhado (Wessmann 1908). But there are also claims that the poison used 

to assassinate Makhado came from the Cooksleys’ shop; by implication the Cooksleys 

were part of the plot, which revolved around Chief Makhado’s unwillingness to submit 

to ZAR authority (Khavhambe Communications 2010). In 1896, following the death of 

Makhado, the Cooksleys were called upon to host an encounter between General Cronje 

of the ZAR and two of Makhado’s sons, Chief Mphephu and Chief Sinthumule. Cronje 

was seeking to mediate a dispute between the brothers over claims to land in the area 

(Nemudzivhadi 1985, cited in Manenzhe & Lahiff 2007: 9). 

A monument at the northern boundary of the Mavungeni’s restituted land marks the 

approximate location of the portable steel structure that served as Fort Edward during 

the final phase of the South African (Anglo-Boer) War. Two squadrons of the Bushveldt 

Carbineers, Australia’s contribution to Britain’s war effort in South Africa, were based at 

Fort Edward. Their ostensible aim was to pacify the remaining Boer commandos and thus 

hasten the conclusion of the war; but in mid-1901 they went on a killing spree in which 

most of the casualties were civilians, including a father and two sons whom they shot at 

Sweetwater’s Hotel (on the farm now operated by the H Family) while en route to the 

Elim hospital. The leader of this foray was Lieutenant ‘Breaker’ Morant, who was later 

court-martialled and executed by the British army.

Next to the war monument is a small police cemetery. One of the graves is that of 

Constable CW Eagle, who according to his tombstone died on 10 October 1908 ‘from 

injuries received in an encounter with a lion’. Eagle was a Native American who had 

served with the 5th Canadian Mounted Rifle Brigade, and who came to South Africa 

shortly after the war, when he managed to join the South African Police Force and was 

posted to the Northern Transvaal.
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Arguably, the other insight from Mavungeni comes from Ezekiel, living in isolation 
in the southern part of the restituted land. Asked to explain why others do not also 
live and farm there, he ascribes it to their laziness. Yet for the poor who have taken 
the risk of ‘invading’ at the other end of the property, it is poverty itself that makes 
proximity to the road so important.

Morebene
The Morebene community claimed approximately 30 farms in the Morebeng area. 
For a long time, no progress was made in resolving these claims, not least due to the 
resistance of the then owners, who united to coordinate and fortify their opposition. 
The story of how this situation was unblocked is one interesting feature of the 
Morebene claim. The next relates to what happened once most of the land was 
eventually restored – in short, not much. Having finally secured the return of their 
land, the Morebene community was too divided to agree on anything like a coherent 
approach to using it, thus causing another blockage. 

Two deals

A few of the resisting owners realised that this might be a good opportunity to 
get out of farming and/or leave the area. Very likely what made this easier was 
that they had observed some of their neighbours getting good prices for the land 
they were selling via the redistribution programme. The group of claim-opposing 
owners – or at least a major part of it – soon became a forum where the owners 
came together to collectively negotiate their speedy exit. It is not clear whether the 
owners made overtures to the RLCC or vice versa, but it seems to be the former. In 
January 2003, one of the owners wrote to the commissioner on behalf of himself 
and 14 other ‘willing sellers’ in the area:

Myself and several other farmers who are willing sellers of land in 
Soekmekaar hereby respectfully request a meeting with the Commission 
and the claimants … We believe such a meeting will set a platform 
for constructive progress and amicable discussion. We would like the 
following matters discussed.

1  What is the validity of the claims on Soekmekaar? 

2  What other outstanding issues still need to be resolved?

3  Will we as willing sellers have to wait for the issues with those 
not willing to sell and opponents to land reform to be resolved 
first?

4  How will the final selling price of each portion be 
determined?
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5  What post-transfer options are available to us?

List of willing sellers attached. (RLCC for Limpopo n.d.) 

Around the same time, the main claimant group – who at that stage called 
themselves the ‘Ratsaka Community’, after their chief, but later were dealt with 
as the ‘Morebene community’ – drafted a letter, apparently addressed to the 
‘willing sellers’:

The farming community should assist us with title deeds and tracing 
the old farmers who knew our forefathers who they found on the 
land. There are other non-beneficiaries who are trying to disturb the 
claim by falsifying their heritage. Such should be prevented by the 
coming together of both the Ratsaka Community and the present farm 
owners in recognising the Ratsaka people as the correct original land 
owners … We request affidavits from white farmers in support of the 
Ratsaka Tribe. (RLCC for Limpopo n.d.)

The letter further appeals to the white farmers for ‘assistance in pressurising 
the Land Claims Commissioner to speed up the process’, suggesting that the 
claimants did not see recalcitrant landowners as their main obstacle.

The RLCC office duly organised meetings between the ‘willing sellers’ and 
the claimants, and commissioned a valuation firm to value all of the willing 
sellers’ claimed farms. By 2004 the commissioner for Limpopo had submitted 
a memorandum to the Minister for Agriculture and Land Affairs, effectively 
finalising the first phase of the claim, and requesting approval for the funds 
with which to acquire the properties. The memorandum notes that the other 
landowners on claimed land who were still resisting had recently asked that 
their properties should also be valued in preparation for reaching a settlement. 
In the end, those landowners who felt bitter were the one or two owners who 
had eventually decided to sell, but whose properties were not acquired for one 
reason or another. Interestingly enough, however, it does not appear that the 
white farmers who sold their land for restitution were overpaid for their land, 
or at least they didn’t get anything near the excessive prices paid for some of the 
farms sold earlier for redistribution.

From the data acquired from the Restitution Commission, we know that in 2010 
the land restored to the Morebene community was about 6  647 hectares (with 
more on its way), and the claimant group consisted of 590 households. Most of 
this land was restored in 2004. The Morebene community refused to speak to 
us, so we only learned more about them at a late stage in the fieldwork phase 
of the study. Their refusal to talk to us seemed to be connected to significant 
infighting that had created (or reflected) an atmosphere of general mistrust. 
However, having decided near the beginning of the study that we would not select 
the Morebene community project for in-depth work because of this early failure 
to find out even the most basic information, we stumbled into the project later 
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on. What we now know about the project is thanks largely to the Gauteng-based 
grandson of one of the claimants (Themba B). 

The story goes that following the restitution of some of the land in 2004, relatives 
of the community’s leader asserted their right to some of the land, and without 
further ado sold the timber from two of the farms they received to a private 
company and ran off with the proceeds. These two farms then lay idle (Figure 
6.10). On the rest of the land, most of which had previously been for mixed use, 
nothing was happening because of the lack of resources, a plan and effective 
leadership. Most of the claimant households live 20 or more kilometres away 
from the land, for example in Ga-Ramakgopa and Matoks to the west. None of 
the claimant households had returned to the land to settle on it.

Around 2006, Themba B, the grandson mentioned above, decided he would try to 
do something about the moribund state of the project. He proposed to the claimant 
community that he would assist claimant households to farm on household plots 
demarcated on two of the community’s restored farms, in exchange for access to 
two farms for his own use. It is not clear precisely how he obtained agreement 
with the community, but he certainly felt secure enough to begin operations on 
two of the farms. Given that Themba is a Gauteng-based professional, and has 
little personal experience with farming, he needed a farm manager. For this he 
hired Kallie, an Afrikaans man he happened to meet at the fresh produce market 
in Polokwane. The two farms managed by Kallie are operated similarly to any 
other large-scale white commercial farm in the area. These farming operations, 
which began in the 2006/2007 season, focused on potatoes, sweet potatoes, maize, 
strawberries and various vegetables, under pivot and sprinkler irrigation. They 
employ 44 workers from the claimant community on a regular full-time basis, 
plus about three times as many seasonal workers. They sell mainly to the fresh 
produce market in Johannesburg.

However, apart from managing these two farms, Kallie is a de facto on-site 
extension officer to claimant households working on plots on the other two 
farms designated for this purpose. In the 2007/2008 season, there were roughly 
35 households from the claimant community farming their own plots, on whose 
behalf Kallie organised land preparation and provided seeds and advice. A member 
of the claimant community was hired to help households demarcate their plots. In 
2008/2009, there were about 60 such households receiving support, but these were 
complemented by over 100 other claimant households who planted small plots of 
maize on the land but did not receive direct assistance from Kallie for doing so. In 
2009/2010, there were about 200 households farming maize plots, again with a mix 
between those who received direct support and those who did not.

The plots measure approximately 10 × 20 metres each, and provide enough 
maize to supply the household with two to four months’ worth of maize meal. 
One question that arises is: why are so many claimant households interested in 
farming at Morebene when they live 20–30 kilometres away and have access to 
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Figure 6.10 Details of Morebene, April 2003 (top) and January 2008 (bottom)

Source: Google 2010, GeoEye 2011 (top) and Google 2010, CDNGI 2011 (bottom)
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land much closer to where they live? After all, many of those growing maize on 
the restituted land are not even taking advantage of the support offered by Kallie 
and Themba (except to the extent that their plots are demarcated for them), so 
this in itself cannot be the only explanation. The distance makes it awkward but 
also appears to be the reason most of the claimant households live to the west of 
the project and of Morebeng, where agricultural conditions (especially rainfall) 
are noticeably worse.

Themba B, Abraham T and James T

One fruitful line of inquiry is to ask what distinguishes Themba B from Abraham T 
and James T (Marobala Chicken and Mmatshehla respectively, presented in 
Chapter 4). After all, they operate (or formerly operated) in the same area, but have 
adopted quite different approaches.

First, just as there was a class difference between Abraham and James and the project 
beneficiaries from whom they were leasing, so too in the case of Themba, who is 
also a successful businessman and an educated, affluent young man. However, he 
appears to have been significantly more able than either Abraham or James to leap 
into large-scale commercial production; although his personal circumstances are not 
clear to us, it is probably no coincidence that (unlike Abraham T and James T and 
their respective families) Themba’s business ventures are centred in Gauteng rather 
than in the backwaters of Limpopo.

But the main question is: why did Themba not follow the same route as Abraham and 
James? To an extent he did, in that he operates some of the Morebene land himself 
for his own account, using a conventional large-scale farming ‘package’; and to work 
this land he hires members of the Morebene community, that is, ‘beneficiaries’. The 
difference is that he has introduced the other aspect, whereby he and Kallie assist 
the claimants with small-scale maize production. Why did he not just offer to pay 
rent for the use of the two farms where he has embarked on commercial production? 
Or, alternatively, why did he not adopt the typical land reform model in which the 
community operates a unified commercial operation with his assistance, perhaps as 
a major shareholder in a registered business?

Themba’s stated reason is telling: first, because a farming model for claimant 
households based on small independent plots would absorb more labour (in contrast 
to the unified commercial farm model, which tends to do the opposite); and second, 
because individual plots would ensure a stronger link between people’s initiative and 
their reward, which implies individual responsibility. To all appearances, Themba 
approached the problem as a policy-maker rather than as an entrepreneur (which 
might have dictated a different approach). 

On the other hand, perhaps there is more ‘entrepreneurial logic’ to Themba’s 
approach than he himself acknowledges. Part of the awkwardness of Abraham’s 
and James’s operations is that they are employing workers who are or who include 
the project beneficiaries, that is, the owners. Of course at Morebene, Themba’s 
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commercial farming enterprise employs people who are part of the claimant 
community, and who thus own the land that he is farming for his own income; 
however, by providing for and supporting small-scale production at the same 
time, in effect he is creating an opportunity for claimants to benefit from the 
land in a manner other than being his wage employees. (It is not clear whether 
it is significant that Morebene is a restitution project, whereas Marobala and 
Mmatshehla are redistribution projects.)

What is arguably most striking about the case of Themba and Morebene is 
that two contrasting farm models now operate side by side; the large number 
of small family-based subsistence plots on one side, and the capital-intensive, 
land-extensive unified commercial farming enterprise on the other. There is 
a hint that these activities are complementary. Because they are engaged in 
labour-intensive crop production, in the short run the plot farmers are likely to 
exert little pressure on the available land, meaning that Themba can continue 
his operations without fearing competition over land from his own community. 
Moreover, offering support to his smallholder neighbours is presumably 
relatively easy and inexpensive, given that his commercial farming enterprise 
(including its manager) is right next door. Whatever the underlying logic, it 
appears to work.

Manavhela
By some accounts, it was King Makhado’s unwillingness to submit to Boer 
rule – in particular to pay taxes and confine his people’s territory to the 
designated reserves – that led other Venda leaders to murder him in 1895, to 
bring peace between the Venda and the Boers (Khavhambe Communications 
2010). Following Makhado’s death, the youngest of his four sons, Maemu, was 
installed as king. Against the wishes of his brothers, Maemu quickly sent word 
to Pretoria that he submitted himself to the Boer government. Shortly thereafter 
the other brothers revolted, and Maemu fled south to seek protection from 
the ZAR government. The eldest brother Mphephu was then installed as king. 
Sinthumule, another brother, supported Mphephu, but they soon had a falling 
out, in particular over the allocation of land. 

In the battles that ensued, one of Mphephu’s armies pursued Sinthumule and his 
people. Sinthumule sought the protection of one Venda chief after another, but 
none would harbour him, so he fled across the Muhohodi River and took refuge 
at Ha-Manavhela: ‘Mphephu initially did not want to pursue Sinthumule since 
in terms of Tshivenda rules of combat, an enemy that fled and crossed a major 
river was not supposed to be pursued’ (Khavhambe Communications 2010:  3). 
But Mphephu changed his mind when he discovered that Sinthumule had 
reconvened with Maemu and other leaders at Ha-Manavhela. Mphephu’s army 
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then attacked, killing a number of people and forcing Sinthumule and Maemu to 
flee to Pietersburg. Ha-Manavhela thus features unhappily in the saga in which 
white conquest led to internecine war among the Venda.

Probably not long afterwards, the residents of Manavhela were dispossessed of 
their land to make way for a white farmer. Certainly by the mid-1900s, what had 
become known as Vygeboomspruit 256 LS was a cattle farm. Most of it eventually 
became the Ben Lavin Nature Reserve, named after a previous owner.

The Manavhela claim was lodged on behalf of 600 claimant households and the 
land was restituted in 2002. The property measures 2  612 hectares in all, and 
is located about 15 kilometres south of Makhado town (see Figure 6.11). When 
the claim was finalised, it became the ‘Manavhela-Ben Lavin Nature Reserve’, 
which lies at the heart of the community’s aims for economic upliftment. The 
reserve was complemented by two other enterprises, broiler production and 
crop production, both located on the northernmost corner of the land that is 
separated from the reserve by the road linking Makhado town to Elim. The crop 
production enterprise fizzled out after two seasons, but the broilery managed to 
carry on for six or seven years before fading away. In addition, the community 
leases out five houses, mostly situated on the western extreme of the property 
bordering the N1 highway just south of Makhado town. The claimants live 
mainly in the village of Mufeba, some 30 kilometres to the east, while others 
are scattered in Nzhelele, Kutama,11 Elim and further away in Gauteng. The 
suspiciously round figure of 600 claimant households betrays the difficulty 
experienced in compiling the list in the first place; the effective claimant 
community is apparently much larger.

At the heart of the Manavhela restitution project are two disputes which have 
greatly influenced the story of the project, though what precisely they have to 
do with the ‘livelihood outcomes’ is not clear. One of these clashes involved the 
relationship between the Manavhela community and the previous custodians of 
the land, namely the Wildlife and Environment Society of South Africa (WESSA) 
(formerly the Wildlife Society of Southern Africa). The other was between two 
ill-defined factions within the so-called ‘Manavhela community’ itself. 

The story of the nature reserve is briefly as follows. When Mr Lavin passed away 
around 1970, his widow attempted to carry on farming cattle, but soon gave up. 
Because of her fondness for wildlife, she decided to convert the land into a nature 
reserve, which would become a memorial to her late husband. The story goes 
that first she offered the land to the National Parks Board (on what terms we 
do not know), but they were not interested. She then offered it to the Provincial 
Parks Board, who also turned it down. When the Louis Trichardt municipality 
also declined, she turned to WESSA.
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Figure 6.11 Location of the Manavhela restitution project

Source: Authors

Figure 6.12 Hand-drawn map of the Manavhela land before dispossession

Source: RLCC for Limpopo (n.d.) 
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In one form or another, WESSA had been around since the late 19th century. Its 
main roles are advocacy and education, and its current website claims a role in 
encouraging the proclamation of the Kruger National Park among other things. 
However, the society did not own or even manage nature reserves itself, and so 
although it was interested in Mrs Lavin’s proposition, WESSA could not take it on. 
However, it agreed to sanction the creation of a nature reserve and provide some 
expertise and moral support; moreover, some of its officers volunteered considerable 
amounts of their time. Thus the Ben Lavin Nature Reserve came into being. A 
board of directors was established – largely comprising WESSA officers who were 
based in the PWV (now Gauteng) – who among other things oversaw an initial 
fundraising drive. One of their most successful endeavours initially was minting a 
set of six inaugural coins, the sale of which fetched around R150 000, a small fortune 
at the time. This money was used to improve the fencing and hire some initial staff. 
Possibly some of the money was also used to purchase game, but Mrs Lavin’s initial 
idea was to give sanctuary to the wildlife already there. The reserve opened in 1977. 

The economics of the reserve are fuzzy (we tried and failed to access any kind of 
written statements regarding the reserve, whether before or after the transfer to the 
Manavhela community), but it is clear that it was a fairly hand-to-mouth existence. 
To the extent that it created revenue streams at all, they were used mainly for covering 
the expenses of the reserve, not to earn a profit. Its main expenses were its small staff 
(a manager, two or three assistants and about a dozen labourers) plus maintenance 
costs. It kept staff costs low by drawing in unpaid students, whose year of practical 
experience at Ben Lavin counted towards their degree in wildlife management. Over 
time, the reserve built up a modest guest infrastructure of caravan sites, ‘luxury tents’ 
and half a dozen chalets; but again, the purpose was to generate an income to cover 
the overall running costs of the reserve (Figure 6.13).

After 10 years or so, the reserve began struggling under an excessive population of 
animals, especially impala. The board was in a quandary – the whole purpose of the 
reserve was to give sanctuary to animals, not to exploit them – but their numbers 
were too great. So the reserve began a sporadic programme of game removal that 
turned out to be a source of income equally as important as that of tourism. The 
implication is that the animals were auctioned off to other concerns, including some 
which no doubt profited from selling hunting packages.

Around 1998, Ben Lavin’s board of directors became aware of the Manavhela claim. 
As explained by a former director, they decided not to oppose the claim as long as 
the Manavhela community agreed to maintain the land as a nature reserve. However, 
it does not appear that either the board had the means to oppose the claim, or that 
the Manavhela people had other plans for the land anyway. In fact, according to a 
member of the Manavhela community who was instrumental in driving the claim, 
it was the community’s idea to maintain the land as a nature reserve and even to 
ask WESSA to stay on as a partner – although what is meant by ‘community’ in this 
context is a question to which we return below.
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In due course it was agreed that the reserve’s board of directors would henceforth 
have equal representation from the Manavhela community and WESSA, and 
that members of the Manavhela community would begin to integrate into the 
management team. This process began even before the finalisation of the claim. 
However, it is clear from the accounts of both the WESSA-allied directors, and the 
members of the Manavhela community, that the process did not go well. From the 
perspective of WESSA, the Manavhela people were passive and ineffective, to the 
point of not making any meaningful inputs in the board’s decisions: ‘Basically the 
Manavhelas did nothing, they just did nothing. The whole thing started going down’ 
(Jason S). From the Manavhela community’s point of view, WESSA did not make a 
genuine attempt to involve and assist them: ‘They were not helping us a lot; they were 
the ones having experience, but they were not capacitating the Manavhela, they were 
doing nothing at all’ (Mr P).

An offhand comment by Jason S, one of the former WESSA-allied directors, 
who happens to be a direct descendant of John and Mary Cooksley, poignantly 
summarises the attitude of WESSA:

You see, another thing I think one must appreciate. Wildlife conservation 
is a thing that people do once their bellies are full … I mean, the early 
white settlers, if a thing moved they shot it … And it’s only now, as 

Figure 6.13 The entrance to the Manavhela-Ben Lavin Nature Reserve

Source: Authors
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you go up the ladder of civilisation, where you can afford the luxury of 
devoting x number of hectares to wild animals to run around and just 
for people to look at, you know. I think the Manavhelas score way down 
on that level of development … I mean, if we go for the odd walk, and I 
just mean … from one part of the camp to those luxury huts that are not 
taking off … and the guys see something move, hell, ‘nyama’ [meat]! So 
wildlife conservation is not on their level of development, really. (Jason S)

Beyond these derogatory assumptions and characterisations is a kernel of truth 
that lies at the centre of recent debates about ‘conservation versus livelihoods’.12 
Ben Lavin Nature Reserve was set up for one purpose, and now the Manavhela 
community was attempting to use it – in more or less unchanged form – for a 
rather different purpose, and without the underlying conservation ethos. But the 
contemptuous attitude of Jason S and others probably also helps explain why the 
partnership between WESSA and the Manavhela community was so plagued with 
misunderstanding and mistrust. WESSA-aligned directors started to lose interest. 
After all, they were volunteers, and their cause was nature conservation rather than 
land reform or the economic upliftment of the Manavhela community: ‘What am I 
driving up 400 kilometres for to spend a weekend every six weeks?’13

However, the Manavhela-Ben Lavin venture was also badly affected by two other 
developments. One of these was the dramatic decline in visitors from around 
2002–2003, due to developments in Zimbabwe at that time. Although Ben Lavin’s 
tourism business was diverse up to then, a large share of it consisted of people 
who spent one or two nights there on the way up to or back from Zimbabwe. This 
was because it was conveniently located next to the N1 highway and was two to 
three hours from the South Africa–Zimbabwe border. As Zimbabwe’s appeal for 
South African tourists dropped precipitously (not unrelated to its own land reform 
programme), so did the visitor numbers at Ben Lavin. A vicious cycle appears to have 
set in, whereby fewer visitors meant reduced revenues, which in turn contributed to 
the lack of upkeep of the facilities.

The second important development was the infighting within the Manavhela 
community. It is difficult to understand either the origins or the real nature of this 
conflict, which brought with it a multitude of mutual allegations of corruption 
and interference.

Manavhela’s intracommunity conflict

When we first met him in late 2007, Mr P was a beleaguered man. He was losing 
control of the project for which he had served on the CPA committee since the 
beginning. According to him, the project was being engulfed in power struggles 
related to tribal politics: ‘People are fighting for chieftainship; they are mixing 
chieftainship with projects, one thing which is a very big problem here.’ He 
specifically accused ‘the royal people’ of corruption: 
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[They are] taking money without any approval, they just share it among 
themselves, the royal people. Is this the royal land? Or the beneficiary 
land? You see, that’s the main point. I’m also royal, but I’m saying, 
this thing about it belonging just to us royal people, no, it belongs to 
everybody. I’m the one who compiled the list of beneficiaries … I’m also 
afraid now. I’m really afraid. We fought so long, for 17 years, getting this 
land back. Now they’re destroying it. Because of? Fighting for leadership, 
fighting for money, fighting for chieftainship. It is a big problem.

This statement indicates another reason for Mr P’s bitterness, namely his singular 
role in driving the Manavhela land claim. Amazingly, he began his quest in 1985, 
making an appeal directly to the President of Venda, Patrick Mphephu. Mphephu 
was sympathetic and by some accounts had already assisted other communities to 
reclaim their land; but his term in office ended in 1987 before anything was done in 
response to Mr P’s pleas, and Mphephu’s successor was not interested.

At some stage – probably in the late 1980s – Mr P decided that if the Manavhela 
community could not regain their land, then at least they would resume 
honouring their ancestors’ graves there. One day he showed up at the entrance to 
the reserve. Upon being told he would have to pay the entrance fee, he retorted 
that he refused to pay in order to visit his ancestors’ land. The reserve manager 
was called and Mr P was allowed to enter. Mr P convinced the management to 
have the graves enclosed by a fence, and to permit the Manavhela community to 
make annual visits to the site. 

When the Mandela government introduced the restitution programme almost 
a decade later, Mr P again took up the cause. With assistance from the Nkuzi 
Development Association, he engaged with the Restitution Commission and began 
to compile the list of claimants. According to him, he made significant personal 
sacrifices in time and money. Although he managed to collect a large number of 
signatures, only when the claim was successful did most of his fellow claimants take 
an interest, and seemingly not a healthy interest:

Because the problem was, the rest of the people they don’t have a 
knowledge about this. Because I’m the one who fought this for 17 years, 
ALONE, to get this land back, you see? They were not interested! It was 
very difficult for people, to convince them that we will get the land back, 
I got the vision that the land will come back … But now, because there’s 
money, we’re making money that other side, there’s a lot of fight now, they 
don’t want to see me any longer, and sad things. 

However, it is also clear that Mr P was already a controversial figure in his own 
community. During the 1980s and 1990s, he lived in Gauteng, where he was employed 
by Transnet (the railway network), first as a driver and then an office worker. He 
maintained a home in Mufeba, where he had grown up, but in 1990 decided to 
relocate to Elim. By his own account, he was being accused of wanting to be a chief, 
and remaining in Mufeba was becoming intolerable. In 1994 he was retrenched from 
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his job in Gauteng, and returned full-time to his new home in Elim. As for the 1998 
submission to the Restitution Commission on behalf of the Manavhela community, 
which bears his name and signature, the following handwritten text appears:

The Commissioner should take this matter very seriously as we want 
to go back as soon as possible. We are willing to furnish any further 
information if there is a need. We are no longer enjoying the privileges we 
used to enjoy at our land, e.g. we were chiefs and we had authority over 
our subjects (RLCC for Limpopo n.d.; Manavhela claim form, 1998)

Understanding the forces opposing Mr P proved just as difficult. However, one 
particularly articulate figure in the opposing camp is Mr Rejoice M, a young man 
from Mufeba with a partial university education and a penchant for community 
work. At the time that the Manavhela claim was gathering momentum, Rejoice was a 
14-year-old community worker with the Mufeba Tribal Council, and he recalls being 
happy to assist with the compilation of the claimant list under Mr P’s guidance. Years 
later, in 2006, Rejoice was hired as an administrator on the Manavhela-Ben Lavin 
Nature Reserve. Among other things, he helped record financial transactions, which 
is how, in late 2007, he became suspicious of Mr P and three other officers serving 
on the 11-member CPA committee. When Rejoice queried certain transactions, he 
was allegedly told, ‘You don’t need to ask your boss about his own money’. Shortly 
thereafter he drafted a letter to all the members of the CPA committee, voicing 
his concerns. A week later he and his two administrator colleagues on the reserve 
– to whom Mr P tended to refer collectively as ‘those boys’ – were retrenched, 
ostensibly on the grounds that the project’s finances did not allow for their 
continued employment.

According to Rejoice, his letter to the CPA committee prompted its non-impugned 
members to research the state of the project’s five bank accounts,14 only to find that 
the accounts had been looted. The extent of the theft was difficult to establish because 
of the poor overall state of the project’s record-keeping, but even the account into 
which rental income was usually paid had a balance close to zero, despite monthly 
deposits of around R15 000. A period of mutual finger-pointing followed, complete 
with threats back and forth to call in the police and/or the Restitution Commission. 
The overdue elections to reconstitute the CPA committee were finally held, and Mr P 
and some of his close associates were not returned.

Also according to Rejoice, the tribal authority had up to then played very little part 
in the project, either directly or indirectly. He said that the chief in particular had 
tried to be neutral and objective, and to remain in the background. The chief ’s main 
intervention up to that point had been to insist on the above-mentioned elections 
according to the CPA’s constitution. At a focus group discussion conducted around 
this time, which took place in Mufeba under the tree where tribal meetings were 
usually held, the chief himself was reticent and a rather different dynamic emerged. 
The participants, including the chief, were on the whole young adults who, like Rejoice, 
aspired to obtain degrees and get jobs. They complained mostly about Mr P’s quixotic 
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and opaque leadership style, and the fact that he and other members appeared to 
be clinging to the reins of the project. What Mr P had presented as a fight between 
selfless grassroots community leaders and overprivileged royals, began to look more 
like a clash between authoritarian elders and savvy youth who wanted a fair chance to 
improve their lives while upholding the democratic principles of the CPA.

Economic aspects

In 2007, the costs of running Manavhela-Ben Lavin Nature Reserve were 
approximately as follows:
•	 Salaries	and	wages:	There	was	one	paid	manager	earning	R1 700	per	month,	

three assistant administrators paid R1 200 per month, and six labourers earning 
an average of R1  000 per month, making a total annual wage bill of about 
R136  000. However, earlier in the project there had been twelve labourers, 
which had been reduced to six in 2004. Assuming a full staff complement 
of one senior manager, three administrative assistants and twelve labourers, 
theoretically the wage bill would have been about R208 000. 

•	 Electricity:	approximately	R50 000	per	year
•	 Telephone:	approximately	R40 000	per	year
•	 Cleaning	chemicals	(e.g.	for	accommodation):	about	R12	000	per	year
•	 Printing	and	stationery:	approximately	R3 000	per	year
•	 Pool	maintenance:	about	R8 000	per	year
•	 Veterinary	products:	by	2007	the	project	was	spending	no	more	than	R200	per	

year, largely for water treatment
•	 Petrol	 and	 vehicle	maintenance:	 no	 records	were	 available;	 a	 rough	 guess	 is	

R60 000 per year.

Thus the total annual expenses for 2007 were roughly R200 000. Information about 
revenues is even patchier. Tourism income – comprising gate fees and fees for 
accommodation – varies from month to month; our estimate for 2007 is R90 000. 
There had been no revenues from game captures in the preceding two years, nor is 
it clear what these might have amounted to. Thus for 2007, the reserve ran at a loss 
amounting to about R160 000. However, the project more broadly was also receiving 
rental income of about R180 000 per year. In 2007, net income from the project’s 
poultry unit was theoretically about R40 000 to R50 000, though it is unclear whether 
any of this was banked. In other words, in 2007/2008 the Manavhela community had 
little going for them apart from rental income, but as suggested above it appears that 
this income was misappropriated.

How much better could the Manavhela community have realistically expected to do? 

Recall that under the previous ownership and management, the reserve had tended 
just to cover its costs, and in so doing employed only about 13 people, most of whom 
were labourers. If this represents the real economic potential of the reserve, then the 
problem is not so much the Manavhela community’s mismanagement of the reserve, 
as their expectations relative to the reserve’s extreme limitations.
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This is especially the case bearing in mind that 2003 was not the same as 1993; 
as mentioned above, one of the things that had nourished the former Ben Lavin 
Nature Reserve was the flow of tourists who used to stop at the reserve en route 
to or from Zimbabwe. This flow started to dry up just at the time when the 
Manavhela community took over, and has probably not fully recovered even now. 
The other reality, of course, is that the Manavhela claimant community numbers 
600 households, not to mention its non-official members. While we do not know the 
number of unemployed adults among these households, it is clearly many more than 
the reserve and the broiler enterprise could cater for.

Even so, as interviewees and focus group participants said, there was a broadly 
shared hope and expectation that the project would bring jobs; but the reality fell 
badly short of this. 

But it is easy to stand back and say that these expectations were unrealistic; if so, 
how unrealistic, and how can one know? Perhaps part of the problem is that it is 
so difficult to say. Could Manavhela-Ben Lavin Nature Reserve not have hoped to 
generate more income and create more jobs than Ben Lavin Nature Reserve? Why 
not, especially if income and jobs were not even Ben Lavin’s primary concerns? Even 
more so than in respect of agriculture – whose economic parameters are more elastic 
than many would care to admit – it is very difficult to determine or even define the 
potential of a place like the Manavhela-Ben Lavin Nature Reserve.

One reason members of the Manavhela community may have had unrealistic 
expectations relates to the mystique surrounding game farms in northern Limpopo; 
in fact it is interesting that both Rejoice and Bongani referred to the Manavhela-Ben 
Lavin Nature Reserve as a ‘game project’ or ‘game business’ (see Life Stories 6.3).15 
Jason S acknowledged that game farms may indeed have more economic potential 
than nature reserves, but also noted that perceptions of game farms tended to 
be skewed:

If you took all of the game farms, only a small percentage of them 
are actually making money. A high percentage of them are wealthy 
guys … they made money somewhere, they bought five or six hundred 
hectares, they fenced it, and they like coming with some of their friends, 
shooting the odd animal, having a braai, drinking more beer than they 
would have at home … 

Thus game farms are justifiably associated with wealth, sometimes its generation 
but more often its disposal. Those who generate wealth need a great deal of business 
acumen, not least to ensure a flow of big-spending hunting tourists from Europe and 
North America.

Livelihood implications of the Manavhela restitution claim

Apart from a small handful of temporary exceptions, members of the Manavhela 
community did not get livelihood benefits from the restituted land. It seems the 
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main reason is that none of the enterprises performed as planned; however, another 
reason may be that even if they had, they could not reasonably have been expected 
to touch a significant number of community members.

Was it inappropriate for the Manavhela community to hope that the nature reserve 
and add-on enterprises such as the broilery and the crop production unit would 
contribute to economic upliftment? Possibly not, but unfortunately such enterprises 
do often fail. Indeed, enterprises fail in all sectors, especially start-up and small-scale 
enterprises, never mind ‘group projects’ such as these; the risk of failure is in their 
nature, as is the possibility – however remote – of their spectacular success. 

The frustrated economic programme of the Manavhela community is in a sense 
similar to South Africa’s experience with ‘local economic development’ (LED), 
through which communities are expected to pull themselves up by their bootstraps. 
LED has enormous potential, but at the same time it is generally acknowledged that 
it has accomplished little to date. Makhado municipality’s Integrated Development 
Plan (IDP) of 2010/2011 says simply: ‘The strategic thrust of the LED plan will 
be … overcoming the constraints to economic development in Makhado … creating 
an enabling environment for local economic development, [and] SMME and 
entrepreneurship development’ (Makhado Local Municipality 2010: 51). Such a 
statement defies any meaningful economic forecast, positive or otherwise. Similarly, 
the restitution of their land was like a blank screen upon which the Manavhela 
projected a fantastic future, one which seemed to have much encouragement from 
government and other wellwishers.

How to turn around the prospects for Manavhela? In this at least all the factions 
agreed: they needed a new partner, first and foremost to help impose order, but 
also to provide technical assistance and to help with fundraising. In the course of 
2008 such a partner was found – Khulile Africa. In July 2008, Khulile issued a news 
release, parts of which read as follows:

A grant of R10 M was recently pledged by Bouygues TP at a special event 
organised by Khulile Africa at the Manavhela Nature Reserve – a beautiful 
piece of bushveld 15 km from Louis Trichardt in the Limpopo Province 
of South Africa. ‘The grant will be used to upgrade the infrastructure at 
the reserve and implement a Wildlife and Tourism Management Plan’ 
said Pierre Boiraud – Deputy Director of International Operations of 
Bouygues TP – who handed over the cheque.

[T]he founder and Programme Director of Khulile Africa stressed that 
the Government’s Land Reform programme will only be successful if 
all stakeholders contribute. ‘The Department of Land Affairs has been 
criticised but cannot make a success of the programme on it’s [sic] own. 
To this end Khulile Africa is co-ordinating a support framework which 
include private as well as public stakeholders to take the Manavhela project 
as well as the overall Hlanganani programme and their other projects 
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forward. If local and district government do not budget adequately for the 
needed bulk infrastructure, the project will remain a dream.

The Manavhela Nature Reserve will be closed for business and should be 
fully operational by 2010. (Khulile Africa 2008: 1) 

Perhaps one positive sign was that ‘Ben Lavin’ had finally been dropped from the name. 
However, perhaps there was still too strong a continuity with the past. According to 
Khulile Africa, ‘The MEC for Agriculture has emphasized that the authorities wanted 
to operate the territory as a Nature Reserve and would prevent members of the 
Manavhela Community from using the Nature Reserve as grazing for livestock and/
or squatters from settling on the land’ (Khulile Africa 2009: 5). Assuming this is true, 
the question is why? Seeing that the land is located so close to Makhado town, and 
that its most consistent income came from the few houses it rented out, why did the 
Manavhela community not simply go into real estate? The possibilities are endless: a 
Munzhedzi-style settlement, or rental accommodation on a larger scale (using labour-
intensive construction), or some combination of these with other things. It does indeed 
appear odd to reserve this land for ‘wild animals to run around for people to look at’ 
when there are so many other urgent needs and exciting possibilities.

Levubu
The Levubu Valley east of Elim has the most significant concentration of commercial 
production of nuts and subtropical fruit in Makhado local municipality, and indeed 
in Vhembe district. It is also the site of seven land claims that were at least partially 
resolved during 2005–2008. Collectively, these claims comprise over 100 farms at a 
cost of over R200 million. It appears that (depending on the source) there are three 
or more times as many outstanding claims to farms.

If ever there was a case where commercial agriculture was central to the rural economy 
around it, it was Levubu. This was precisely why the Restitution Commission was so 
determined to ensure that the claimant communities had the support they needed 
to keep the farms running. How they chose to do so turned out to be controversial 
for a variety of reasons. In exploring these reasons, we also question the underlying 
premise of Levubu’s economic importance.

Upsetting ‘the fruit basket of Limpopo’?

Levubu has already attracted a fair amount of attention from academics, organised 
agriculture and the media. Newspaper articles and public statements from organised 
agriculture tend to express the same concerns: given the high value of these complex 
farms and the poor record of land reform to date elsewhere (especially where farms 
of this sort have been involved), there is much at stake: 

Experts say the often chaotic land reform programme has compromised 
food production … 
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Life Stories 6.3

Mr Rejoice M – claimant and former project administrator

Mr Rejoice M was born in 1983 at Mufeba. He dropped out of his degree programme at 

the University of Limpopo due to financial problems. Rejoice has project administration 

experience from the Mufeba Tribal Council, where he worked as an administrator. He 

later served as a ‘village administrator’ on behalf of the project, which was meant to 

be a conduit of communication between the project and the community. He was later 

appointed as an administrator on the nature reserve. When Rejoice joined the project, 

he and the community expected it to create jobs and reduce poverty in the community. 

However, the project’s sustainability was undermined by serious management, funding 

and support challenges.

The project lacks strategic management because the CPA committee is locked in a 

power struggle and has little discipline and leadership. What leadership there is lacks 

commitment, as they do not attend meetings or honour their constitutional obligations.

The CPA committee should be re-invigorated by an injection of new members, including 

young people and women. The CPA would be more effective if committee members 

were appointed on the basis of their understanding of land reform, business acumen 

and experience. 

One of Rejoice’s particular annoyances is that the CPA committee does not consult on 

important issues and disregards its own constitution. One example was the decision that 

the community would maintain Ben Lavin as a nature reserve, which was never properly 

discussed, even though the CPA committee tended to present the decision as the will of 

the Manavhela community. Another is that the CPA committee appears to have remained 

in place longer than its constitutional term; Rejoice was one of those who pointed out 

that new elections were overdue.

The project does not have funding to invest in equipment and cover its running costs. It 

is supposed to generate revenues from its various activities, which it could then re-invest 

for the benefit of the project and the community. The game and accommodation 

businesses, which have the greatest income-generating potential, are vulnerable to 

seasonal fluctuations which affect their cash-flow. The government has only paid a 

quarter of the money the project is entitled to under the restitution grant. Rejoice 

believes that for the project to succeed, the government and municipality must provide 

the financial and infrastructural support that they pledged. 

Mr Freddy M – employee since the time of the previous owner

Mr Freddy M is an employee of the project who has been working on the farm since 1992. 

Freddy is employed to fix the fences, cut trees, fix the roads, paint and keep an eye on the 

game. Freddy was born 49 years ago at Maila. He lives with his wife and five children. Before 

working with WESSA, Freddy worked as a self-employed painter in Louis Trichardt.
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In Limpopo’s Levubu valley, known as the fruit basket of the agricultural 
sector, where all the farms are facing land claims, production has 
dramatically decreased in the past three years … 

‘I think land restitution is important, but food security should not be 
jeopardised because of it. A viable production plan should be put in place. 
On the other side of the ideology is the economic reality,’ says Derek 
Donkin, chief executive of the Subtropical Growers’ Association.  
(Van Schalkwyk 2008: 1)16

Indeed, government has been very aware of, and sensitive to, the danger that land 
reform potentially poses to agricultural production, and nowhere more so than at 
Levubu. Years before the Levubu claims were settled, the Restitution Commission 
was very clear on this. In 2003, the then restitution commissioner for Limpopo, 
Mashile Mokono, was quoted as saying ‘We don’t want a situation where the 
economy of the area collapses’ (SAPA 2003). By that time the commission had 
already identified two options for Levubu: either to keep current farmers on as 
partners, or to recruit other qualified partners from elsewhere (SAPA 2003).

Partnerships with SAFM and Mavu

Eventually, the commission settled for a sort of combination of these options, but 
initially it favoured a solution in which all seven claimant communities were matched 
with the same agribusiness management company, namely SAFM (South African 
Farm Management), an established outfit which a few years earlier had apparently 
rescued Zebediela Citrus Estate, a former state-run farm south of Polokwane. SAFM 
became the strategic partner for five of the claimant communities, but because 
of objections from some of the claimants, the other two communities ended up 
being partnered by Mavu Management Services. Mavu was a consortium of some 
of the actual Levubu farmers who had agreed to sell (many did not), together with 
some black partners (Derman et al. 2010). Both SAFM and Mavu therefore became 
‘strategic partners’ to the restitution claimant communities; in other words they were 
private-sector entities that would provide the farm and business management, while 
sharing the returns and to some extent the risks. The two strategic partners were 
formally appointed in 2005. Both were given the responsibility of developing internal 
capacity within the claimant groups, to enable a complete handover within 10 years. 

Much of the academic interest generated by restitution in Levubu has focused on 
these strategic partnerships, and with good reason. While the commission’s intention 
to introduce strategic partnerships was understandable, the way it was done was 
called into question, as was the content of the agreements that were struck with the 
partners. Fraser (2007) observes that imposing strategic partnerships to ensure the 
continuity of production on the restituted farms happened despite government’s 
neoliberal tendencies, for example in its reliance on willing buyer/willing seller 
and its concern not to alienate would-be foreign investors. Fraser calls this curious 
combination ‘hybridity’, whereby government has melded ‘market-led approaches 
with more authoritarian interventions that dictate to land reform beneficiaries how 
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Life Stories 6.3 (continued)
Although his job description has remained the same since 1992, Freddy’s conditions of service 

have deteriorated since the CPA assumed responsibility for the reserve. There are not as many 

employees, they have to work with fewer resources and his annual pay goes up more slowly 

than under the previous owner. Workers who are members of the CPA are paid much better 

than those who are not. Also, the length of service an employee has given to the project does 

not count when calculating his or her wages. Freddy believes the CPA’s weakness is that it has 

no capacity to supervise workers. He has also heard that the poor project management is a 

result of the CPA committee members’ power struggles. Freddy thinks that the project will not 

last the next five years if nothing is done. To stop the project deteriorating more, Freddy thinks 

they should either hire a skilled game manager to run the reserve, or the land must be leased 

to people who are competent in game farming, in which case the Manavhela community will 

benefit from the proceeds of the lease.

Mr Alfred M – claimant and former office bearer in the CPA 
committee

Mr Alfred M was the CPA committee member in charge of game. He has been working on 

the project since 1997, meaning that he is one of the few community members who actively 

supported Mr P with the claims process. Alfred is in his mid-fifties. He was born in Mufeba 

village, but relocated to Vuwani (east of Levubu) to take up an appointment as a teacher. He 

is now school principal at Tshimonela Primary School at Mpeni village, which is part of Elim. 

When he first became involved in the claim he helped compile the list of claimants, especially 

those in and around Mufeba and Vuwani. Alfred used his personal resources to do this, but he 

was never adequately compensated. Alfred believes his involvement in the project sharpened 

his leadership skills and developed his appreciation of the need for sustainable management 

of the environment. 

When the land was restored to the claimants, Alfred and other members of the community 

believed they would be resettled. However, the government’s plan was for them to continue the 

game farming. It was expected that through this project, the community would generate an 

income from which they could benefit. Up to now, however, few people have been employed, 

which has dampened the community’s hopes. Alfred believes the involvement of traditional 

leaders is undermining the CPA committee’s work on the project. He blames the division 

within the committee on the power struggle between the chiefs and the CPA committee 

over control of the resources. The chiefs have misappropriated money meant for community 

development, but an attempt to audit the project’s financial accounts was undermined by 

the infighting. The divided CPA committee has limited capacity to communicate, discipline 

errant members and strategically direct the project. As a result, the community has lost 

respect for the committee and poaching is rife in the reserve. Alfred believes that leasing the 

project to experienced game farmers would go a long way towards restoring its viability. 

The community will only regain confidence in the project if all the beneficiaries receive 

a tangible benefit. The project would also benefit if the government and local authority 

honoured their pledges to provide financial, infrastructural and human resource support.
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the land will be used’ (Fraser 2007: 299). Derman et al. acknowledge how challenging 
restitution in the context of Levubu is, but also question the ‘new model’:

Despite the compelling arguments for it, restoration presents numerous 
challenges. First and foremost is the scale of the claims. Transferring 
such an extensive resource to a new set of owners is unprecedented 
and presents enormous practical challenges for the Commission on 
Restitution of Land Rights (CRLR), which has limited staff and technical 
resources. Furthermore, the change in landownership could potentially 
be highly disruptive of the local economy – in terms of productivity, farm 
employment, upstream and downstream industries, and property values. 
(Derman et al. 2010: 310)

This new model raises many questions about the direction of the 
restitution program, the realization of benefits among claimants, and 
the extent to which the original objectives of the South African land 
reform program are being achieved. Also in question is the capacity of 
the state to plan and implement complex commercial deals on such a 
scale, as well as provide the necessary support to claimants and their 
commercial partners, and, over the longer term, safeguard the interests of 
communities and their individual members. (Derman et al. 2010: 307)17

However, as Derman et al. note, by 2007 there were already signs of trouble. First, in 
2006 Mavu pulled out, saying that it could not make money under the circumstances, 
especially if government did not keep up its end of the bargain by providing 
necessary capital funding. Mavu was replaced by another company called Umlimi. 
Then, in 2008, it emerged that SAFM was in deep financial trouble; it seemed that 
the reasons, which were unrelated to their work in Levubu, affected and eventually 
ended this work and led to SAFM’s liquidation. Then Umlimi’s contract was 
terminated around 2009. In 2009, most or all of the communities were discontented 
with strategic partnerships, both the specific ones they had dealt with and the idea 
in general. However, some of them did recognise a need for management assistance, 
and some had negotiated with specific individuals (including former employees of 
SAFM), but these individuals were employees rather than partners. There were also 
allegations that SAFM had taken out a large loan with a commercial bank using the 
property of one of the communities as collateral, which they were not entitled to do 
and which they were unable to repay. 

Nevertheless, in 2010 the DRDLR put out a tender to attract new partners.

Because of the scale and complexity of restitution in Levubu, it was not feasible 
to apply the same methodological approach as we used for the other case studies 
covered in this book; in other words, a fuller appreciation of the implications of 
restitution in Levubu for livelihoods would require a better-resourced and more 
custom-designed treatment than was possible within the confines of this study. 
Instead, we have relied to a greater degree on recent studies by others, complemented 
by a relatively limited amount of original fieldwork and an attempt to source useful 
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Life Stories 6.3 (continued)

Ms Fhumulani M – claimant and former employee

Ms Fhumulani M is a woman in her early thirties who was born in Mufeba village and 

grew up there. She did not finish secondary school due to problems at home, but she 

can read and write English. She is married and has a 15-year-old son. 

Before joining the project in 2006, she was a volunteer at a home-based care organisation 

which was initiated within the community. She relied largely on her husband’s income 

to support the family, and this continued when she joined the project, where her salary 

was only R1 000 per month. She joined the project as a worker on the chicken project 

after having gone for training at Madzivhandila College of Agriculture, where they ran a 

course on book-keeping and project management. When Fhumulani joined the project, 

she expected to get a good salary and be able to support her family, and also that the 

project would grow and be able to employ more people. However, she started to realise 

that this was not going to happen; not only was her salary low, but there were times 

when she was not paid at all. Even so, having worked at the project for two years, she 

was growing increasingly uncomfortable, knowing that she was one of the few people 

who had any employment on the project at all. Other community members often asked 

her how she got her job.

Looking at the way the project is being managed, she thinks the CPA committee is 

not doing enough. The project is sinking, because sometimes they do not buy simple 

inputs like spades and chicken feed. While she appreciates having a job, she would 

prefer it if every claimant household had at least one person employed on the project; 

this is why community members are disgruntled, and some are suggesting that the 

project be leased out so that the rental or dividends could be distributed fairly, instead 

of some people benefiting and others not. She believes the CPA committee should be 

disbanded and a new committee formed which would include women and the youth. 

Also, she feels government should get involved in the project instead of standing outside 

and watching.

Mr Bongani H – claimant and former poultry manager

Mr Bongani H worked as the poultry manager. He joined the project in 2003 after the 

land was restored to the community. Bongani, who is 26, was born in Mufeba. He 

attended school up to Matric level in Mufeba, where he still lives. He is also a volunteer 

at a home-based care organisation. The community project enabled Bongani to get a 

job, earn a salary, support his family and contribute to the community. 

Bongani notes some challenges in the project that undermine his work and the project’s 

capacity to improve the community’s economic situation. The CPA committee lacks 

commitment to the project and its activities, has poor management skills, and is divided.
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secondary data. For the most part, we confine ourselves to two questions: i) how does 
one understand the economics of the restituted farms, especially in respect of their 
effective amalgamation? and ii) how important is Levubu really, and in what way? 

Historical background – land appropriation, white farmer settlement schemes 
and the case of Levubu

Starting mainly in the 1930s, the South African government began to establish a 
number of irrigated farmer settlement schemes around the country. These included 
large well-known schemes such as Vaalharts and Loskop, but also numerous others 
such as Pongola, Riet River and Sterk River. These schemes usually involved a 
cooperative effort between the Departments of Land, Water Affairs and Agriculture. 
In due course, they were known as ‘Section 29’ schemes according to the Land 
Settlement Act of 1956, which distinguished irrigated schemes meant for ‘dense 
settlement’ from those involving non-irrigated grazing or cropland (DoA 1960).

The idea of these schemes was that the farmers would begin as ‘probationary lessees’ 
who would receive training and be subject to ongoing supervision. Farmers who 
passed the probationary period (usually up to two years) would then be allowed to 
remain on a lease-purchase basis, according to which they would have to exercise 
their purchase option within the prescribed number of years (5 or 10). There is thus 
more than a passing resemblance between this and PLAS, at least as the latter was 
originally introduced in 2005/2006.

What of those settled farmers who did not pass their probation? Typically, 
they would be replaced by new settlers, or, at the discretion of whoever was 
running the scheme, other farmers on the scheme might be allowed to expand 
laterally. But most of the consolidation of the holdings established by the 
scheme presumably happened after the scheme was no longer administered 
as such, at which stage the farmers had bought their plots and thereafter were 
entitled to sell them. As some owners chose to leave the scheme, other scheme 
beneficiaries saw an opportunity to expand by buying them out, and other new 
entrants bought in. But in terms of broad trends, ownership patterns on scheme 
land tended to reflect the processes that prevailed in the commercial farming 
sector more broadly from around 1950, whereby the number of farmers and 
operational units declined over time, while the average size of operational units 
tended to increase. 

However, in many instances, it would appear that the process of consolidation on 
scheme land happened more dramatically. While there are no statistics available to 
support this, anecdotal evidence suggests that at Loskop, for example, the number of 
settlers declined from over 600 just after World War II to maybe a dozen today; at 
Pongola, from 160 to fewer than 10; at Vaalharts, from over 1 200 in the 1930s to a 
few dozen today (personal communication, K van Zyl, April 2011).

The Levubu Settlement Scheme was another such Section 29 scheme, albeit a 
relatively small one. The initial purpose, as mentioned earlier, was to relocate 
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Life Stories 6.3 (continued)

The division in the leadership goes down to the community level, making it difficult for 

management and the community to work together. The CPA management recruits and 

rewards employees in the project unfairly. As a result some community members and 

employees benefit more than others, even if they have equal levels of responsibility. This 

causes disillusionment and lack of motivation and as a result the workers lack strategic 

direction and effective supervision. The community is divided along the same lines on 

which the CPA committee is divided, and this makes it difficult for them to work together. 

The involvement of traditional chiefs in the project also causes tension. While two of the 

three chiefs participate as ordinary beneficiaries, one chief was suspended from the CPA on 

allegations of fraud and using project resources for his personal benefit. Bongani says the 

game project should recruit experienced personnel and the government should give much-

needed support to the project.

some of the struggling livestock farmers from ‘behind the mountain’ (that is, 
north of the Soutpansberg range), to give them a new start, as well as giving the 
remaining, stronger farmers a chance to expand and become more viable still. The 
common perception was that the original allotments of these cattle farms were 
uneconomically small and thus doomed farmers to struggle and fail (Mulaudzi 
2000: 134).

The initial focus for the scheme was on four farms along the Luvuvhu valley, 
which had to be bought from their current (white) owners and subdivided, or 
at least partially subdivided. Diversion weirs and canals were built, and by 1939 
43 holdings had been demarcated and prepared, of which 21 were allocated in that 
year (DoA 1960). However, because of the unpredictable nature of the water supply, 
a decision was taken to build a dam. Construction of what became the Albasini Dam 
was started in 1947 and completed in 1952, after which another 50 holdings were 
demarcated and allotted. In 1960, there were 116 holdings and another 17 were being 
developed (DoA 1960).

African communities were removed to make way for the scheme. Technically, 
these communities had already been dispossessed, in the sense that the state now 
regarded their land as the property of the white farmers to whom it had been 
allocated. However, as was the way with the development of white farming in 
Limpopo, the dispossession often worked differently; communities were permitted 
to remain as long as they were not ‘in the way’, or to remain relatively undisturbed 
because their labour was needed – a bit, but not a great deal. When land use 
intensified once the irrigation scheme was established, presumably both of these 
conditions changed dramatically – space was now of optimum value and labour 
demands presumably skyrocketed. The communities along the Luvuvhu were 
initially absorbed more fully into active labour tenancy, and progressively removed 
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en masse. The Masakona, for example, ended up in a village by the same name 
some 40–50 kilometres south of their ancestral land.

It is difficult to find a coherent account of how the Levubu Settlement Scheme 
evolved over time, including at what stage it ceased to actually function as a ‘scheme’. 
Moreover, figures vary as to how many ‘Levubu farmers’ there were on the scheme, 
on how much land, including how many there were at the close of the 1990s as the 
restitution claims process gathered momentum. 

For instance, according to the Department of Agriculture, the Albasini Dam had ‘a 
scheduled area of 1 740 morgen’, with each holding scheduled at 15 morgen (DoA 
1960: 194). These figures translate to 1 480 and 12.75 hectares respectively, and imply 
a total of 112 holdings. 

However, Derman et al. indicate that while only 63 properties had been transferred 
in the first phase of restitution in Levubu (that is, up to around 2009), ‘virtually the 
entire irrigated area in the valley – up to 420 properties – would be affected’ (Derman 
et al. 2010: 309). Fraser states that this first phase involved the restoration of 4 000 
hectares, but that the Levubu claims in total amount to about 10 000 hectares (Fraser 
2007: 300). And, according to Du Toit:

The area’s commercial farmers flourish in one of the world’s most 
productive valleys, South Africa’s own Garden of Eden. R250 million 
worth of foreign exchange is earned every year from the Levubu Valley’s 
agricultural production, and the area employs 10 000 workers. With five 
dependants each, more than 50 000 people rely upon the sustainability of 
the valley. But land claims have targeted 50 000 hectares of this productive 
farmland, and the insecurity, racial tension and lawlessness which 
has occurred since these claims were gazetted has added an ominous 
dimension to the future of the valley. (Du Toit 2004)

Du Toit furthermore indicates that ‘approximately 250 commercial farmers now farm 
there: their properties are conservatively estimated to be worth around R700 million 
because of the high level of crop output’ (Du Toit 2004).18

For that matter, on a map encompassing the Levubu farms, it is difficult to discern 
what the final boundaries of the scheme might have been. The farm Levubu 15 LT 
is clearly the centre of the scheme, and it is presumably from this farm (a corruption 
of the name Luvuvhu) that the scheme took its name.19 According to Mulaudzi, 
three other farms were also acquired in the 1930s to establish the scheme, and 
presumably more were acquired after that. Judging by the portions that have been 
restored as part of the Levubu claims, the main farms apart from Levubu 15 LT are 
Schoonuitzicht 10 LT, Klein Australie 13 LT, Nooitgedacht 14 LT and Laatsgevonden 
20 LT. However, from the map in Figure 6.14, it appears that some of these other 
farms were subdivided somewhat differently than Levubu 15 LT (most likely because 
the irrigation infrastructure could not serve some areas of these farms to the same 
extent) and thus some of the subdivided portions are considerably larger.
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Figure 6.14 Location of the Levubu Settlement Scheme farms

Source: Authors

From the pieces of information we have been able to assemble, it appears that 
Levubu’s settlement scheme followed a path similar to other white farmer settlement 
schemes: a significant decline in the number of active farmers, accompanied by a 
commensurate degree of consolidation. Judging by the pattern of multiple ownership 
of parcels, we estimate that the extent of consolidation was about 40%, meaning there 
are 40% fewer operational units now than in the early 1950s. If so, however, this is a 
relatively modest amount of consolidation, certainly by the standards of most other 
schemes, but even compared to the commercial farming sector overall, for which the 
decline in operational units since 1950 is about 73%. 

The reason that we suggest for the relatively modest extent of consolidation at 
Levubu is merely an hypothesis, but an important one; namely, it is due to the 
diseconomies of scale that characterise orchard production at sizes that are small 
relative to other production systems. Orchard farmers at Levubu have indeed 
expanded to an extent, but expansion of primary production has its problems as 
well; therefore a more attractive form of expansion is into beneficiation, which is 
precisely what the more affluent farmers of Levubu have done. In this way most of 
the macadamia nut processing capacity in Levubu was born, as well as the fruit juice 
and fruit-drying capacity. 

It is in this light that one must consider the effective consolidation of operational 
units that happened – almost literally overnight – in the process of seven claimant 
communities acquiring over 8 000 hectares of land, together with the government’s 
decision to assign two strategic partners to cover all seven communities. 
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The economics of the Levubu farms

We illustrate the economics of the Levubu farms using the example of one of the 
claimant communities, the Shigalo community. This community received over 16 
farms (that is, operational units owned by different people), encompassing about 
768 hectares of land, of which at least 400 hectares were under orchards. The cost 
of the land acquisition was R36 million. The orchards were dominated by banana 
and macadamia, of which collectively there were 240 and 85 hectares respectively; 
however, there were also smaller amounts of avocado, guava, citrus, litchi and 
mango, as well as some land used for vegetable production. Whereas most of the 
constituent farms focused on two or maybe three orchard crops, the Shigalo land 
now encompassed seven. Moreover, even though there might be macadamia or 
mango on more than one of the constituent farms, they were not necessarily the 
same cultivars, and the stands were not necessarily of the same age, nor were they 
generally contiguous – as one commercial farmer from the area described it, each 
farm was a ‘patchwork’, now put together with a bunch of other ‘patchworks’, with 
self-contained irrigation systems (Figure 6.15). While some degree of diversity can 
help to reduce production and price risk – which was why the previous owners 

Figure 6.15 Satellite image of orchards in Levubu 

Source: Google 2010, AfriGIS 2011, CDNGI 2011
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diversified in the first place – the extent of diversity on Shigalo land required a 
very involved management plan; moreover, Shigalo was one of two communities 
that were initially partnered by Mavu and then by Umlimi. As one of the principals 
of Mavu, Pieter O, explained it, it would have taken 10 to 15 years to integrate the 
infrastructure and production systems on the Shigalo community’s land to the point 
that it could be operated as an actual operational unit.

As with the arrangements involving the other Levubu claims, the farm operation 
was the responsibility of a company that was co-owned by the community (through 
its CPA) and the strategic partner. In this case, the company was Shigalo Farm 
Management, and the co-ownership was equally split between the CPA and Mavu/
Umlimi. The company paid the community rent for the use of its land. With Mavu, 
this fee was determined as 1.25% per year of the land value, paid in monthly 
instalments. (It was the same for all of the SAFM partnerships.) For Shigalo, that 
meant R450 000 per year. Given that Shigalo comprises 120 claimant households, 
this would have worked out to R3  750 per claimant household per year. In other 
words, it would appear to be a lot of money, and if used to develop community 
infrastructure could make a visible difference; but as a source of household income 
it potentially represented a nice bonus more than a new economic trajectory. 

However, for reasons that are unclear, the agreement struck between Umlimi and 
Shigalo provided for a rental of 2.5% of the land value per year (making a total of 
R900 000 per year); but this was largely offset by the introduction of a ‘management 
fee’ of R750 per hectare per year, making a total of R576 000, payable by the CPA to 
Umlimi. The difference was a mere R324 000 in favour of the CPA, which worked 
out at R2 700 per claimant household per year. So if there was no real rental income, 
what was there?

In principle there were dividends, but that assumes profits which could be 
distributed. Seemingly none of the restituted farms consistently made a profit, 
though explanations vary as to why not. The shareholder agreements to which 
SAFM was party each included a statement more or less as follows:

It is recognised and acknowledged that the Land, may not have been 
properly farmed and maintained up to the Effective Date, due to delays 
in the restitution process. The Shareholders shall at all times make 
approaches to the Government Authorities for grant funding to enable 
the Land to be re-established as a first class farming entity. It is recorded 
that should sufficient grant funding not be available, the success of the 
farming venture may be jeopardised. The grant funding will be utilised 
in terms of the conditions imposed by the grantor of the grant funding. 
(Tshakuma CPA & SAFM 2005: 8)

Was SAFM acknowledging a major handicap, or preparing an excuse just in case? 
Both, apparently. Certainly some of the farms were run down, because some 
previous owners had stopped replanting two or three years before the handover, or 
even stopped properly maintaining their orchards, thanks to the uncertainty about 
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the conclusion of the settlement process. Neglecting an orchard over a period of 
two or three years means at the very least that it requires time and investment to 
restore it to productivity. Moreover, in settling the claims, government had decided 
not to acquire all of the packhouse facilities situated on the claimed farms, in the 
belief that these were expensive and could be rationalised (Limpopo Department 
of Agriculture  n. d.). There was an expectation of government assistance to 
recapitalise the farms, which from the perspective of Mavu and SAFM was generally 
not honoured.

However, one former owner of a farm that later fell under SAFM’s care claimed 
that he took particular care to run his farm as well as he could up until the day of 
transfer; but within two years after transfer it was showing signs of abject neglect. 
Former employees of his who later remained as employees on the SAFM-managed 
restitution farm corroborated his account: 

Land claims are good but the implementation of settlement is not good; 
if this farm can continue the way it is, there will be a drop in production 
and will affect the workers. We have not been following the programme 
of pruning, fertilising and spraying … The foreman and supervisor when 
told they say that they know what they are doing and this is not an old 
management; it is new and has their way of doing things. Things will go 
wrong and we will all suffer. (Anita, 33). 

This picture is further corroborated by one of SAFM’s production managers, 
Jeremy N, who in 2008 complained to us that SAFM seemed to be taking revenue 
out of the Levubu farms but not re-investing, leading to a deterioration in the 
quality of the orchards and the infrastructure. Jeremy’s claims made more sense 
the following year after we learned that SAFM was having financial difficulties 
due to some of its operations outside Levubu (possibly in Zebediela, the very place 
where it had earned its reputation as an excellent strategic partner). Jeremy was 
emphatic that if SAFM had not ‘borrowed from Peter to pay Paul’ (and afterwards 
borrowed from ABSA bank to pay Peter, as it were), the particular community 
farm for which he was responsible would have been performing very well, 
including turning around some of the farms that had deteriorated before transfer. 
But instead, SAFM’s mismanagement appeared to be replicating or advancing this 
deterioration. In a sense, the downward trajectory of some of the restituted farms 
in Levubu is partly bad luck; if SAFM had not had these other financial difficulties, 
and if it had not abused the Levubu farms in trying to bail itself out, then the 
situation might have turned out quite differently. 

Tensions between old and new

The quote above from Anita, however, raises another, distinct dynamic, namely 
the tensions between the old and new workers; the new workers were, of course, 
generally claimants and thus co-owners. A common theme running through 
discussions with non-claimant workers, and with managers, is that non-claimant 
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workers who were ‘inherited’ were used to the rigours of farm work and had the 
relevant experience and skills, whereas many new workers – who also tended to fill a 
disproportionate number of supervisory roles – did not have this ‘culture of working 
on farms’. There are echoes here of the differences that were evident on some SLAG 
projects between beneficiaries who had previously been farm workers and those who 
were recruited from the villages (see for example the case studies for Makhamotse 
and Fanang Diatla). It is difficult to gauge how much this problem influenced the 
fate of the Levubu restitution projects; suffice it to say that it probably did not help.20

Similar challenges confronted Umlimi in respect of the farms restored to the Shigalo 
and Ratombo communities, which had briefly been managed by Mavu. When 
Umlimi took over from Mavu in late 2007 and became a partner to the Shigalo 
community, it conveyed the same idea as SAFM before it, but stated clearly that it 
expected the enterprise to run at a loss for the next few years:

Due to the time taken to transferred [sic] the land to the Shigalo 
Community, a large section of the crops were neglected by the previous 
owners, and Management understands that significant portions of the 
farms require replanting. 

Management concluded that the first five years after transfer of the farms 
should be considered as the redevelopment phase of the Levubu farms. 
The project will make substantial losses during this time. The grant 
funding and CASP funding will be used for rehabilitating and developing 
the farms over a 3–5 year period. (Shigalo Farm Management 2009: 17)

In fact, for the seven-month period July 2008 to January 2009, Shigalo Farm 
Management racked up losses of R6.8 million – about 30% worse than projections 
had indicated. One reason may have been slack demand associated with the 
international financial crisis, but another problem appears to have been that the 
wage bill came in higher than expected. By that stage, the ‘Umlimi loan account’, that 
is, the amount that Umlimi had loaned to the operating company to keep it liquid, 
was R4.3 million.

One sign that Shigalo Farm Management was beginning to flounder badly came 
in late 2009 or early 2010, when it was no longer able to pay the wage bill; by 
that stage, it was only paying senior staff, and a small core of other workers for 
priority harvesting. It was heavily indebted by then, and as with Mavu before it, was 
aggrieved that government was not fulfilling its promises to meet some of the costs 
of recapitalisation. 

So profits and therefore dividends never materialised, and the situation at Shigalo is 
more or less indicative of the situation on the other Levubu farms. Mostly, this does 
not appear to have been due to fundamental problems with the farms, but instead 
to a combination of negative factors and influences, notably the poor state of the 
farms, lack of infrastructure, delays in recapitalisation, SAFM’s unrelated financial 
woes, and perhaps conflict among workers. In 2008, managers at the macadamia 
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processing factories indicated that despite the initial wobbles with the restituted 
farms, production seemed to be improving in both quality and quantity. Some of 
these factories even hinted that they were contemplating making a bid to take over 
the role of strategic partner to the claimant communities.

‘The farms were intrinsically profitable and workable’

But what of the ‘intrinsic’ economics of the farms? The managers with whom we 
spoke believed that the farms were intrinsically profitable and workable, albeit in 
need of some recapitalisation. Some managers doubted the feasibility of developing 
capacity and ultimately handing over, and some argued (with some supporting 
anecdotal evidence) that the whole idea of restituting the Levubu farms and having 
strategic partnerships was a political vision which was more imposed by government 
than desired by the communities themselves. We mentioned earlier the complexity 
of managing groupings of self-contained ‘patchwork’ farms, but that was more 
to explain the absence of economies of scale in production than the presence of 
diseconomies of scale. (This fits with the observation we made above that, before 
land restitution came to the Levubu Valley, there was not the same degree of 
consolidation as on other white farmer settlement schemes, or within commercial 
agriculture in South Africa generally.) 

The one area where managers we interviewed disagreed was on whether or not 
there were economies of scale related to marketing. Intuitively, some managers 
felt that this was a potential advantage of amalgamating units, whereas others felt 
that effective marketing needs a good knowledge of all of the different parts of the 
farm, and could not be centralised. This was one of the faults of the SAFM model, 
which had centralised its marketing (it was mostly organised off site from their 
head office in Tzaneen), resulting in what one manager described as avoidable 
losses. Perhaps the disagreement is more illusory than real; the possibility of 
economies of scale in marketing is there in principle, but not given the patchwork 
nature of the farms. 

Another area where there might be economies of scale is in packing, but in this area 
there are subtleties that government did not appreciate when it chose to rationalise 
the packhouse facilities in hopes of saving money. The problem is that different crops 
require different facilities and different forms of transport. Thus a 20-hectare banana 
farm justifies having its own packing facility, and before the claims were settled some 
40- or 50-hectare farms had two or more in operation, serving different parts of the 
farm. Maintaining quality is not possible if the bananas have to be transported a 
long way for packing, so not including many of these packhouses proved to be a big 
mistake. Avocados, by contrast, can be transported further, and the costs of setting 
up an appropriate packing facility are far greater, so most Levubu farmers with 
avocadoes did not have their own packing capacity for this fruit. The same is true 
for macadamia nuts, for which processing and packing facilities are expensive and 
thus generally off site. 
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The tentative conclusion is that amalgamating the farms according to claimant 
community was fairly neutral economically, and the reason it did not work as 
planned had to do with errors and misfortunes that were not intrinsic to the ‘model’. 
There is little doubt, however, that the technical and management expertise the 
strategic partners brought was essential, and it is not clear whether the same level of 
expertise could have been attracted without the amalgamation.We certainly cannot 
determine whether the proposal that the previous farmers would have remained as 
strategic partners with the claimant communities on their specific farms would have 
worked better; very likely it would have made it more difficult to develop a coherent 
capacity development plan for the claimants and handover strategy. (Umlimi’s initial 
capacity development programme for the Shigalo community involved training 
programmes to take place over a two-year period at a total cost of about R276 000.) 

But what if, for sake of argument, the restituted farms had been profitable, as 
there is every reason to suppose they might have been? What would the economic 
consequences have been for the claimants? If, for instance, the return on capital had 
been a robust 7%, then profits at Shigalo would have been, say, R2.5  million per 
year, of which half would have gone to the claimants, allowing for about R10 400 per 
claimant household per year. In contrast to the fairly symbolic rental payments, the 
(theoretical) profits represent a decisive economic boost to households. Of course, 
the longer-term goal of not having to share profits with a strategic partner improves 
the scenario even more, to R20 800 per household per year. This is already more than 
the average farm labourer could hope to earn in a year.21

But in the short term – in the absence of sizeable and regular profits – the workers’ 
wages are far more significant. For Shigalo for 2008/2009, the wage bill was about 
R6.7 million (excluding management fees), or 42% of total operational expenses.22 
This was not extravagant by First World standards (an illustrative budget for 
macadamia nut production in Hawaii, USA, put labour costs as 30% of overall 
farming/enterprise expenses (US International Trade Commission 1998: 2–28), but 
it was high by South Africa’s own historical standards; in the 1960s, labour costs 
on orchard crop production averaged about 22% of farming costs. However, of this 
R6.7 million, only a share was earned by members of the Shigalo community. 

In early 2009, Shigalo’s farms included 340 workers, of whom 285 were permanent, 
but only 86 were from the claimant community. This means that at this stage, 
members of the claimant community collectively earned only about R2  million, 
but all other things being equal this would increase as members of the claimant 
community rotated into the workforce.23 In an environment characterised by high 
unemployment (we say more about this below), this is no small advantage. From 
this perspective, sharing (non-existent) profits with a strategic partner, and paying 
a management fee, is a reasonably modest price to pay to ensure the enterprise can 
keep paying workers’ wages. But it still raises the question of what kind of future the 
claimants’ farms might have had. One plausible interpretation is that, because of the 
unfortunate combination of factors mentioned above, all that really happened is that 
the future came to the Levubu farms sooner than it might have otherwise.

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   218 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



R e s t i t u t i o n  p R o j e c t s

219

Production trends of macadamia

Although it is difficult to get a precise idea of production trends in Levubu, 
particularly on the restituted farms, there are secondary data that give some idea of 
trends over the relevant period. Unfortunately, these secondary data do not entirely 
agree. We focus here on macadamia.

Figure 6.16 shows production trends for macadamia in Limpopo, Mpumalanga and 
South Africa, based on data published by the Southern African Macadamia Growers’ 
Association (SAMAC). (Mpumalanga and Limpopo account for over 92% of national 
macadamia nut production.) For these two provinces and South Africa as a whole, 
macadamia production has been growing rapidly over most of this period; however, 
Limpopo experienced a modest dip in 2006, and from 2008/2009 a noticeable 
drop. The dip in 2006 corresponds to the story told by the macadamia factories in 
Levubu: that after the initial handover of the Levubu farms to the claimants in 2005 
there was a decline in deliveries, but thereafter production and quality improved to 
previous levels. As for the decline from 2008/2009 (unfortunately, we don’t know 
what happened between 2009 and 2010), it could possibly be linked to SAFM and 
then Umlimi dropping out. Even so, while these drops in production are noticeable 
and could be ascribed to restitution in Levubu, they are hardly catastrophic.

However, we have more detailed data from a 2010 Department of Agriculture 
publication (DAFF 2010a), which shows export production of macadamia nuts by 
district (Figure 6.17). Unfortunately, these data only cover the three-year period of 
2007–2009 and the quantity units are not stated.24 Moreover, because the data refer to 

Figure 6.16 Macadamia nut production in South Africa, Mpumalanga and Limpopo
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Figure 6.17 Macadamia exports originating from Vhembe and Mopani districts, Limpopo
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exported macadamia nuts rather than total production, they are not strictly comparable 
to the SAMAC data noted above; however, domestic consumption of macadamia nuts 
is negligible (less than 1%), and logically this must hold true for Limpopo as well. 

In any event, these data present a different picture. First, the data suggest that overall 
production in Limpopo grew by 42% between 2008 and 2009 (totalling the export/
production volumes for Vhembe and Mopani, which are virtually the only macadamia-
growing areas in Limpopo). And second – and of particular importance for the question 
of Levubu – Vhembe specifically accounted for the growth between 2007 and 2009.

Taking the two data sets together, we arrive at an ambiguous picture; but we suspect 
that, while Limpopo has faltered on occasion in macadamia nut production, it is not 
on account of Vhembe, and therefore not due to restitution in Levubu.

How important is agriculture in Levubu?

The same newspaper article quoted above which highlighted the threat of land reform 
to ‘food production’ also conveyed some astonishing and worrying facts about Levubu:

‘Approximately 300 tons of fresh produce was transported out of Levubu 
to the market every week three years ago. Now 60 tons maximum is 
transported out of Levubu each week,’ says Lionel Hartman, general 
manager of Mopani Fruit packers. Hartman says the production of 
export fruit – mostly avocados – in the area decreased from 63,5% 
three years ago to 38%, a loss of R2 million a year in income. He says 
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factories also rejected about 700 tons of macadamia nuts because of 
quality problems, at a loss of R6,3-million. Apart from lost profit, more 
than 1 000 farm workers have lost their jobs, as have truck drivers and 
agricultural specialists. ‘All of this means that more than R40-million is 
lost by Levubu each year.’26 (Van Schalkwyk 2008: 2)27

If ever agriculture played an important role in the local economy, it was in Levubu. 
This is not only for the concentration and intensity of the primary production, and its 
demonstrable labour intensity, but also because of the link to agro-processing, which 
is now regarded in policy circles as a significant site for job creation in its own right.28

Let us assume that production did drop on the restituted land and remained down. 
(The preceding discussion, of course, calls this assumption into question.) The 
question is how to gauge the significance of this. Our approach is indirect: we try to 
understand the economy of the area better and to contextualise Levubu accordingly.

Table 6.3 shows labour force figures for Makhado local municipality. The figures for 1996 
and 2001 come from the respective censuses, while those for 2007 are taken from Stats 
SA’s Community Survey.29 Table 6.3 shows that for Makhado as a whole, employment 
figures rose significantly between 1996 and 2007, overall by more than 30%. While the 
unemployment figures and the unemployment rate tell a more ambiguous story, this 
is largely because of a curious fluctuation in the number of age-eligible people seeking 
work, as summarised in the participation rate. The fact remains, however, that the 
number of people in employment grew far faster than the adult population. 

However, over this same period, employment in agriculture declined, first gradually, 
and then steeply. Could this be because of land reform in Levubu? If Van Schalkwyk’s 
article is to be believed, at most this is partially true; 4  000 jobs were lost in 
agriculture between 2001 and 2007, as opposed to the 1 000 jobs mentioned in the 

Table 6.3 Employment/unemployment trends in Makhado local municipality, 1996–2007

1996 2001 2007

Percentage change:

1996–2001 2001–2007

Employed 57 360 60 042 75 639 4.7 26.0

Unemployed 46 299 59 628 53 387 28.8 −10.5

15 to 65-year-olds 261 617 271 392 262 097 3.7 −3.4

– unemployment rate (%) 44.7 49.8 41.4 5.2 −8.5

– participation rate (%) 39.6 44.1 49.2 4.5 5.1

Employed in agriculture and forestry 10 478 10 116 6 188 −3.5 −38.8

– as share of employment (%) 18.3 16.8 8.2 −1.4 −8.7

Employed in manufacturing 3 214 3 591 7 376 11.7 105.4

– as share of employment (%) 5.6 6.0 9.8 0.4 3.8

Sources: Stats SA 2003, Stats SA 2009b and authors’ own calculations 
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article. Moreover, according to Giacomello et al., the number of jobs in Levubu just 
before land reform was actually 2 000, of which 400 were in processing and 200 were 
seasonal/casual (Giacomello et al. 2004: 48); and as indicated above, the evidence of 
agricultural decline in Levubu is ambiguous. Given the partial extent of restitution 
in Levubu by 2007, it is unlikely that a significant number of the 4 000 jobs lost in 
agriculture had anything to do with Levubu. Even in 1996, before land reform had 
begun to any discernible degree in Limpopo, employment in agriculture accounted 
for less than one-fifth of employment, so we are speaking about the decline of a 
sector that was not large to begin with. Curiously enough, manufacturing jobs 
were increasing in the municipality over this period, so to the extent that agro-
processing jobs at Levubu were regarded as manufacturing and some were lost due 
to restitution, there were far stronger countervailing forces at play.

The link between primary production levels and agro-processing jobs is not in fact 
straightforward. For stand-alone facilities like Levubu’s macadamia nut factories 
and the juice factory, when there is a drop in throughput due to a drop in local 
production the factory will try to make up at least some of the shortfall by sourcing 
from elsewhere (for instance, this is what happened in 2006 at Green Farms, one of 
the macadamia factories in the area). The reason is that the factory wants to maintain 
its market share, and in particular to remain in good standing with clients. However, 
one can assume that a decline that is seen as long term will elicit a different response. 

With on-site processing such as banana packaging, the situation is different. In 
the first place, this does not usually employ a distinct labour force as such, but 
uses a subset of farm workers who specialise or part-specialise in packing, and 
generally such workers will be picked up in the data as farm employees. Secondly, 
most on-farm packing facilities rely largely on their own production, and could not 
feasibly source-in from far away.

In order to focus a bit more clearly on the Levubu area itself, we use the census data 
at ward level for 1996 and 2001. (Unfortunately, we have no source of ward-level data 
for 2007.) We then re-aggregate the ward-level data to construct three ‘areas’ – ‘West’, 
‘North-east’ and ‘South-east’ – roughly indicated in Figure 6.18. ‘South-east’ is the area 
in which the Levubu valley is located, and from which most of the farm workers of 
Levubu are drawn. (The settlements in ‘North-east’ are separated from ‘South-east’ by 
part of the Soutpansberg mountain range, so commuting to work from there is possible 
but difficult. More problematic perhaps is the non-inclusion of wards immediately to 
the east of ‘South-east’, which are found in Thulamela local municipality.)

Table 6.4 summarises what happened between 1996 and 2001 in these three areas. 
While our main interest is on ‘South-east’, it is also interesting to compare the 
three areas; one plausible interpretation is that during this brief period, there was a 
depopulation of ‘North-east’ in favour of the other two areas. Meanwhile, in ‘West’ and 
‘South-east’, there were modest increases in employment. ‘South-east’ even enjoyed a 
modest increase in agricultural employment, but this was from the modest base of 
5 000 workers in all, or 17% of those employed. What is interesting is that it did not 
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Figure 6.18 Approximate demarcation of different ‘areas’ within Makhado local municipality

Source: Authors

Table 6.4 Employment in areas of Makhado local municipality, 1996 and 2001

West North-east South-east

1996 2001 % change 1996 2001 % change 1996 2001 % change

Employed 19 012 20 865 9.7 9 306 8 745 −6.0 29 042 30 432 4.8

Unemployed 6 224 10 143 63.0 9 886 11 640 17.7 30 189 37 845 25.4

15 to 65-year-olds 51 952 55 737 7.3 49 024 46 275 −5.6 160 641 169 380 5.4

– unemployment rate (%) 24.7 32.7 8.0 51.5 57.1 5.6 51.0 55.4 4.5

– participation rate (%) 48.6 55.6 7.1 39.1 44.1 4.9 36.9 40.3 3.4

Employed in 
agriculture and forestry 5 077 4 293 −15.4 425 525 23.5 4 976 5 298 6.5

–  as share of 
employment (%) 26.7 20.6 −6.1 4.6 6.0 1.4 17.1 17.4 0.3

Employed in 
manufacturing 958 1 335 39.4 666 396 −40.5 1 590 1 860 17.0

–  as share of 
employment (%) 5.0 6.4 1.4 7.2 4.5 −2.6 5.5 6.1 0.6

Source: Stats SA and authors’ own calculations
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conform to the loss of farm employment that happened in the ‘West’ over this period, 
or in South Africa for that matter. Of course, not having data to help explain what 
happened with agricultural employment in ‘South-east’ after 2001 is little short of 
agonising, but we can surmise that even if all of Levubu had been restituted, and all of 
it had collapsed, then the decline of total employment in ‘South-east’ would have been 
less than 10%, and very likely quite a bit less.30 While a 10% decrease would have been 
unfortunate, especially for those directly affected, what it suggests is that the doomsday 
scenarios painted by sceptics – based on much more partial problems associated with 
restitution in Levubu – are grossly overdrawn. This echoes a theme running through 
this book, namely that what looks like an ‘agricultural area’ is not necessarily one.

Alternatives to the current models?

What are the alternatives for Levubu? In other words, what are the alternatives to the 
strategic partnership approach, and what are the alternatives to the ‘community-level 
amalgamation’ of farming units?

Derman et al. observe:

The emerging model at Levubu has proven problematic from many 
perspectives, especially that of poor and unemployed community 
members, but there is scope for improving it. Probably the most 
important modification, which would bring the most immediate benefit 
to the most people at relatively little cost, would be to allow for limited 
settlement (combining both housing and small-scale agriculture) on 
noncore land. (Derman et al. 2010: 322)

Greenberg notes that smaller-scale production units should be considered where 
land reform is concerned, especially as an alternative to share equity schemes 
and joint partnerships (with specific reference to the Levubu restitution claims) 
(Greenberg 2009). 

Our ruminations above do not, unfortunately, give us much guidance as to what 
alternatives for Levubu might exist. On the one hand, we and others have stressed 
that there is a real possibility of complete failure, which would result in the loss of 
jobs and of the potential for communities to make reasonably meaningful profits. 
On the other hand: i) there is little evidence that this is more likely if a strategic 
partnership is not in place than it is with one; and ii) the catastrophic implications 
associated with the collapse scenario appear to be exaggerated. Moreover, we 
have shown that there is an incongruity between the bleak assessments of the 
economic situation in Levubu to date, and various pieces of qualitative and 
quantitative evidence.

As for the ‘go small’ recommendation, it is not beyond the pale. After all, amid the 
fierce competition in the international banana market, the country that consistently 
accounts for the largest market share is Ecuador, where banana production is 
dominated by smallholders, many of whom operate in dryland conditions. On the 
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other hand, the success of Ecuador’s farmers is partly the result of pervasively bad 
labour practices, and in fact there is not necessarily an easy route from where the 
Levubu farms are now to a smallholder-type production system.

Arguably the most important lesson one can draw from Levubu is how little 
government in particular has invested in exploring and testing alternatives. 
Given so much uncertainty about the viability of different approaches, as well as 
the applicability of examples from abroad, there is a desperate need to find out 
more, and the best way of doing so would be to partner with Levubu’s claimant 
communities to conduct a set of deliberate experiments. The word ‘experiment’ 
may sound like we are proposing to expose the communities to unnecessary risk, 
but the imposition of a single, faith-based solution such as strategic partnerships is 
far riskier. Moreover, the fact that government is looking for new strategic partners 
despite the unimpressive track record to date, suggests how little has been learnt 
over the past half-decade.

Restitution project trajectories
The trajectories of large restitution projects appear to be particularly diverse. One 
obvious reason is the stark contrasts in the types of property acquired (for example, 
from unutilised land such as that of Munzhedzi to the high-value plantations in 
Levubu valley),31 different types of government intervention and so on. 

Abstracting for a moment from some of the detail and complexities, we note six 
distinct observed trajectories, one non-observed trajectory and one noteworthy 
‘non-trajectory’ (Figure 6.19). The trajectories are: 
•	 spontaneous	 settlement	 (Munzhedzi	 and	 to	 a	 limited	 degree	 its	 neighbour	

Mavungeni, which we observed at arm’s length);
•	 the	use	of	 the	 land	 for	 communal	 grazing	 (Kranspoort	 and	Makgato,	which	

also were not case studies but which we observed from a distance); 
•	 the	use	of	 the	 land	 for	group-based	production	(Manavhela	and	to	a	 limited	

degree Munzhedzi);32

•	 the	use	of	the	land	for	individual	production	(Munzhedzi	and	Morebene);	
•	 entering	into	a	partnership	(the	Levubu	cluster	and	Manavhela);	and	
•	 leasing	out	(Manavhela,	Morebene	and	Makgato).	

The non-observed trajectory (the dashed arrow in Figure 6.19) is ‘planned settlement’, 
as distinct from the unplanned settlement that practically defines Munzhedzi. 

While ‘planned settlement’ is contrasted with the unplanned settlement that took 
place at Munzhedzi, we singled it out because there are various other restitution 
projects where planned settlement was expected but never materialised. For instance, 
two restitution projects that abut Munzhedzi, namely Mavungeni and Shimange, 
both had settlement plans at least partially drawn up on their behalf, but the fate of 
these plans was caught up with broader, conflicted processes of collective decision-
making. There was a similar situation at Kranspoort, a restitution project west of 
Makhado town.32 To reflect these frustrated processes in Figure 6.19, we refer to 
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them collectively as the ‘non-trajectory’ of ‘waiting’, to convey the idea of things not 
happening, for lack of common will, expected resources or someone to take decisive 
action. ‘Waiting’ is not only to do with (lack of) planned settlement. At Morebene, 
apart from the flurry of activities sparked by the intervention of Themba, the well-
off grandson, there was little happening and most of the restituted farms stood idle. 
At Makgato, a vast restitution project west of Morebeng and east of Matoks, the 
gerontocracy that is the CPA committee spoke wistfully of farming the land as in the 
old days, but in the absence of someone else taking initiative, nothing happened.33 

On the ground, members of projects that can be described as in ‘a state of waiting’ 
usually point to external factors that prevent things from happening. On one level it 
seems this is usually true, to the extent that people are waiting for a specific vision 
or plan to be realised, but either the money has not been released or the relevant 
partner has not done their part. What is remarkable about these situations is how the 
attitude of waiting seems to preclude or at least inhibit individual initiative.

What of the next phase/stage of these trajectories? From ‘spontaneous settlement’, 
a possible future course might be formalisation and/or service provision. At 
Munzhedzi, formalisation has not happened, but some service provision has begun, 
albeit slowly and imperfectly.

For ‘group production’, which has been pursued in different ways but mostly on a 
small scale on restitution projects in our sample, the experience thus far has tended 
to be failure. At Munzhedzi, there were a couple of small animal husbandry projects 
that existed mainly thanks to the assistance of Nkuzi, but these had largely faded away 

Figure 6.19 Schematic of restitution project trajectories

possible
observed

Claimant 
households 
(and others?)

Land transfer

Spontaneous 
settlement (a)

Formalisation; 
service provision

Fail

Consolidate
New 
partnership

Group 
production

Radical 
restructuring

Dissolve

Settle and/or use 
somehow

Enter 
partnership

Planned 
settlement

Use for 
communal 
grazing (b)

Use for group 
production (c)

Subdivision 
(individual 
production) (d)

Enter 
partnership (e)

Lease out (f)

‘Waiting’ (g)

Source: Authors
(a) Munzhedzi and Mavungeni; (b) Munzhedzi and Mavungeni; (c) Mavungeni, Levubu and Manavhela; (d) Munzhedzi and 
Mavungeni; (e) Morebene, Manavhela and Levubu; (f) Mavungeni and Manavhela; (g) Mavungeni, Manavhela and Morebene.
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or declined to the point of involving only two or three individuals. At Manavhela, the 
group-based crop production enterprise collapsed, followed eventually by the broiler 
enterprise; the nature reserve, meanwhile, was in limbo. The striking exception is the 
Levubu cluster, where group production was anchored to strategic partners as a way 
of ensuring discipline and coherence.

For ‘subdivision’, the only example we have is Munzhedzi. While theoretically 
consolidation could take place – even of the agricultural plots that are established 
apart from the area demarcated for settlement – it is difficult to imagine under what 
circumstances this would happen, especially as there are so many households and so 
little land seems to be available. 

From the ‘enter partnership’ scenario, it seems inevitable that the partnership will 
not carry on indefinitely, as has indeed been the case for Levubu and Manavhela. 
However, Manavhela chose to find a new partner, while for Levubu it would appear 
that new partners were thrust upon them. Radical restructuring will always remain 
an option, if only in the background; for Levubu, this could involve, for example, 
subdividing the farms to create opportunities for small-scale orchard production.

Conclusion
Restitution projects are highly diverse. One result of this is that sketching different 
project trajectories, as we have done, might suggest a degree of choice or discretion 
that is not entirely there. For instance, a restitution project established on vacant 
land has a fundamentally different starting place than one involving functioning 
subtropical fruit farms. 

One issue that restitution case studies make especially clear is the preference for 
maintaining the previous owner’s land use strategy, especially within government, 
but also to some extent among claimants. While it seems obvious that maintaining 
the Levubu farms in subtropical fruit production is the only option, we need to ask 
‘is it really?’ More poignant, perhaps, is the case of Manavhela, where the decision 
to maintain most of the land as a nature reserve – and most likely a permanently 
marginal one at that – seems especially short-sighted. Arguably one of the main 
reasons Munzhedzi became the success it did (certainly from the perspective of the 
many residents, but also from our own perspective), was because there was virtually 
no ‘previous use’ to take into account. 

Munzhedzi also holds other lessons – to some extent shared by Mavungeni – namely 
the importance people attached to being able to establish homesteads. This is not 
to say that establishing homesteads is appropriate or desired everywhere; in fact, 
the value of Munzhedzi and Mavungeni seems above all to be conditioned by their 
location, which happens to be conducive to the kind of multiple livelihood strategy 
one associates with low-income households. Many of those flocking into Munzhedzi 
have done so explicitly in order to live closer to transport routes to nearby towns. 
Having said that, as a model Munzhedzi is arguably more relevant to redistribution 
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than to restitution. Unfortunately, the restitution case studies offer relatively few 
ideas about how best to proceed with restitution projects that are not settlement-
oriented.

Notes
1 In a general sense, redistribution contributes to this objective as well, but restitution seeks 

to offer redress to those households who themselves, or whose proximate ancestors, were 
directly affected by land dispossession.

2 He is described variously as a chief or a headman; in any event he falls under the Nthabalala 
Royal Council.

3 The survey was conducted in July 2008 and, because of our interest in agricultural land 
use in particular, the sample of 135 households was drawn from ‘agriculturally active’ 
households only, meaning those who were recorded in the census as being involved in 
agriculture. This therefore introduced a bias towards respondents with an interest in 
agriculture. However, it should not be exaggerated. The census data show that a higher 
proportion of earlier-settled households are involved in agriculture than later-settled 
households, implying that much of the difference between ‘agriculturally active’ households 
and those who are not was not deliberate, but because the latter had not yet had time to start 
their gardens. 

4 It should also be pointed out that some people feel that agricultural conditions are worse 
at Munzhedzi than where they came from, but are glad to have relocated anyway. Even 
people who relocated to Munzhedzi from the same place report different experiences: ‘At 
Munzhedzi we harvest better than at Nthabalala’ (Kutama, aged 54) and ‘At Nthabalala we 
used to harvest more than here at Munzhedzi’ (Ndivhudzannyi, aged 24).

5 This is all the more significant because the household sample survey included only eight 
respondent households who had relocated from Vleifontein. Unfortunately, none of our 
sample survey respondents happened to be households that had relocated from Elim. 
Elsewhere, however, this issue of avoiding rent is prevalent. Recall the ‘Bredell land invasion’ 
of 2001 on the East Rand, in which about 2 000 people occupied a piece of state land. At the 
time, many observers interpreted this as a symptom of the ineffectiveness of land reform. 
However, it then appeared that the ‘invasion’ had more to do with the ineffectiveness of the 
housing programme, in that many of the occupiers were local residents looking for a place 
to stay where they were not obliged to pay rent (SACC 2001). 

6 This sample was randomly drawn but was stratified by ‘block’, of which there were three in 
Munzhedzi. These blocks had been determined by a group of women who were attempting 
to create a scheme for mutual assistance for funerals, in which responsibility for contributing 
was determined by which block one resided in. Block A was the one towards the south along 
the Nthabalala road; Block B was the northeast section of Munzhedzi; and Block C was the 
western part of Munzhedzi. Our purpose in stratifying according to these blocks was to 
ensure an even spread of older and newer settlers, given that the settlement at Munzhedzi 
was initially focused around Block A and then spread westwards.

7 The reason there was not initially a great deal of settlement close to the R578 is not clear, but 
could relate in part to poor drainage, which improved when the R578 was paved and new 
culverts were put in. 
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8 It is also worth pointing out that within our sample, 13% of respondents had relocated once 
or twice between 1998 and before moving to Munzhedzi, meaning that their relocation to 
Munzhedzi was their second (or third) within 10 years. It is also worth noting that those 
respondents who relocated to Munzhedi together with their whole household – roughly half 
the sample – usually gave the reason that this was the only option if they wished to move 
because it would be too expensive otherwise to maintain two households. Whether this 
means that they actually left behind a vacant house and a vacant stand is not clear.

9 For purposes of categorisation, we have counted Mavungeni as a restitution project, given 
that it came about in response to government’s call for people to lodge claims as per the 
restitution programme. The SLAG part of Mavungeni is also atypical in that it was not 
initiated by the seller in the manner of the SLAG case study projects discussed above. There 
are two reasons why not. First, having sought the return of their ancestral land, some of 
the claimants actively sought to acquire other land via redistribution. Second, the owner of 
Lovedale Park at the time was not in a position to organise his farm workers to acquire his 
farm through the SLAG. Before it was acquired by the Mavungeni community through land 
redistribution, Lovedale Park had been owned by the Johnson family. In 1992, Mrs Johnson 
had the farm valued in anticipation of divorcing her husband and seeking a settlement. 
Shortly afterwards her husband shot her with an R1 rifle as she drove up to the farmhouse. 
The threat of losing his farm was the ‘last straw’ (Tempelhoff 6, Rugbyspeler se pa tronk toe 
ná moord op sy vrou, Beeld, 8 October 1993). Mr Johnson’s farming activities at Lovedale 
Park effectively ceased from that time, which probably explains the poor state of fences and 
other infrastructure when the Mavungeni community took possession of it.  

10 In terms of expropriation legislation, expropriatees were usually paid the estimated market 
value of the land, plus a ‘solatium’ to compensate them for the emotional pain of having to 
part with their land. 

11 In fact, there is a village in Kutama called Manavhela, which is named for the Manavhela 
community, even though most of the descendants of the Manavhela community live 
in Mufeba.

12 Another kernel of truth relates to how Jason S recognises the ‘pap and game’ nature of his 
forebears.

13 This is reminiscent of a comment made by Pieter O, one of the former partner-managers at 
Levubu, who had eventually rejected the idea of capacity development and working closely 
with communities on their restituted land: ‘I am not going to spend another Sunday sitting 
in the sun!’

14 The idea of five accounts was to help separate the finances of the different economic 
activities, namely nature reserve, broiler enterprise, crop farming, rental income, and one 
account for general and miscellaneous use. 

15 Ironically, however, one of Rejoice’s complaints against certain members of the former CPA 
committee was that they had taken money in return for turning a blind eye to hunting 
within the reserve. 

16 Van Schalkwyk S,  Food vs land reform, Mail & Guardian Online, 12 May 2008. Accessed 
September 2009, http://mg.co.za/article/2008-05-12-food-vs-land-reform
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17 It should also be pointed out that Derman et al.’s study is an exceptional instance of ‘action 
research’. In their research, together with the Nkuzi Development Association, they tried 
to ensure that the claimant communities participated more fully in the negotiations 
around the draft shareholder agreements (which bound the strategic partners and the 
claimant communities), and also made substantive suggestions on ways to reformulate 
these agreements. 

18 However, according to the 2002 census of commercial agriculture, there were only 311 farm 
units in of the whole Soutpansberg district, meaning 80% of them were in the Levubu Valley.

19 Levubu 15 LT was first ‘granted’ in 1870 to Hendrikus van Boeschoten, but in 1889 became 
the property of John Cooksley, the owner of Lovedale Park described in the section on 
Mavungeni (Ramudzuli 2007: 20).

20 It is a strange variation on the supposed logic of farm worker equity schemes, according to 
which workers who are now co-owners thanks to land reform are therefore motivated to 
work harder and contribute to higher productivity and profits. In this case, co-ownership is 
an excuse not to work hard, but to rely instead on people who have no choice but to do so. 

21 Much depends of course on the size of the claimant communities.

22 Or 34% of operational and trading expenses combined; ‘trading expenses’ are costs 
associated with packaging, transport of commodities to markets and agents’ commissions.

23 In the words of one shareholder agreement: ‘The Company will at all times, hire labour 
required to conduct the farming operations, by giving preference to members of the CPA. 
To the extent that there are no members of the CPA who are willing and able, and suitably 
qualified to assume a position as an employee of the Company, the Company will be entitled 
to hire employees who are not members of the CPA.’ (Masakona CPA & SAFM, 2005: 13)

24 Macadamia production is measured in a variety of ways according to degree of processing, 
such as ‘wet-in-shell’, ‘dry-in-shell’, ‘sound kernel’, and so on.

25 The DAFF document indicates the value of exports for Vhembe and Mopani on its page 13. 
Another graph on page 8 indicates total export values and volumes, from which we calculated 
unit prices, which we applied in order to estimate the volumes for Vhembe and Mopani. 

26 Van Schalkwyk S, Food vs land reform, Mail & Guardian Online, 12 May 2008. Accessed 
September 2009, from http://mg.co.za/article/2008-05-12-food-vs-land-reform

27 According to government’s New Growth Path, 145 000 jobs in agro-processing can and 
should be created in South Africa by 2020 (Economic Development Department 2010).

28 We acknowledge the danger of drawing comparisons using datasets based on different 
survey methodologies. However, the appeal of the community survey was that it was very 
large, and it was used as a sort of ‘interim census’, given Stats SA’s decision after 2001 to 
undertake a full census only every tenth year. This also means that the questionnaire for the 
community survey was similar in most respects to that used for the earlier censuses. 

29 This is an inference based on the fact that Table 6.3 demonstrated that for Makhado as a 
whole, the rise in employment between 2001 and 2007 was greater than that between 1996 and 
2001; because ‘Southeast’ accounted for 51% of all employment in the municipality in 2001, 
the increase between 2001 and 2007 was very likely reflected in ‘Southeast’ if not driven by it.
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30 Properties such as the Levubu farms are rarely accessible through land redistribution 
because the grant policies of redistribution make them unaffordable; the exception is 
through farm worker share-equity schemes, which happen to be relatively rare in Limpopo. 

31 For Manavhela this can refer to either the nature reserve or the broiler enterprise. Levubu 
might be construed as ‘group production’, but we include it rather as a ‘partnership’.

32 It makes the history of Munzhedzi all the more ironic – the ‘invasion’ led by the late chief 
Rambau was in order to halt a settlement that the municipality had planned for another 
community; having opened the floodgates, the settlement process began by Rambau merely 
continued in an unplanned but somewhat self-organising manner.

33 The inability to act recalls Jason S’s criticism of the Manavhela community members who 
were represented on the board of directors of the rechristened nature reserve: he thought 
they were passive and did not contribute effectively to the board’s decisions, even though the 
reserve now belonged to them.
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Livelihood benefits and beneficiary profiles

The primary burden of the preceding three chapters was to identify characteristic 
‘project trajectories’, and most importantly to develop an understanding of why 
projects function and change as they do. The case studies also examined how 
those involved in land reform projects have been affected by their involvement. 
This chapter takes this second level of analysis further. We do this by considering 
commonalities and differences across projects and project types, in particular by 
looking for patterns in terms of the distinct types of people who by choice or chance 
find themselves involved in land reform. By contemplating the intersection of project 
types and people types, we develop a powerful lens for understanding the potential 
and shortcomings of South Africa’s land reform as a poverty reduction measure.

However, before proceeding to the discussion of people types, we want to make explicit 
what until now has merely been implied: namely that people can derive livelihood 
benefits from land reform in a wide variety of ways. Below is an exhaustive list of 
the different ways in which land reform contributes to people’s livelihoods. These 
are organised according to a threefold distinction: A, where the livelihood relates 
to the direct use of the land; B, where the livelihood benefits assume the form of 
employment on the land (but excluding ‘self-employment’); and C, where the land 
serves as an economic, social or political source of ‘entitlement’ (in Amartya Sen’s sense 
of the term) on the basis of which a person organises some kind of material or other 
benefit other than direct use or employment. In addition, there is another category 
of livelihood benefit D, namely that gained by ‘brokers’, understood broadly to mean 
those who in their professional capacity (also understood broadly) gain through their 
association with particular land reform projects or with land reform in general.

A. Beneficiaries and others using land directly
•	 Supplementary	food	supply	of	plots	and	gardens	(Munzhedzi,	Morebene)
•	 Settlement	benefits	(location,	security,	low	cost)	(Munzhedzi)
•	 Additional	grazing	land	for	livestock	(multipurpose	herds)	on	commons,	and/

or natural resource use (Munzhedzi)
•	 Small-scale	 entrepreneurial	 farmers	 producing	 for	 market	 and	 own	 use	

(full-time or combined with other sources of personal or family income) 
(Munzhedzi)

•	 Large-scale	 commercial	 farmers	 (full-time	 or	 combined	 with	 other	 sources	 of	
personal or family income) (Sadiki, Karishume, Springkaan, Goedgedacht Estate)

•	 Benefiting	from	group	activity	(Munzhedzi,	Makhamotse,	Fanang	Diatla)
•	 Strategic	 partnership/joint	 venture	 (Manavhela,	 Levubu,	Marobala	 Chicken,	

Mmatshehla)

7
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B. Employment-related benefits
•	 Beneficiaries	employed	on	group	enterprise	(Manavhela)
•	 Beneficiary	employed	on	other	beneficiary’s	enterprise	(Munzhedzi,	Morebene)
•	 Beneficiary	 employed	 by	 lessee	 on	 beneficiary’s	 land	 (Marobala	 Chicken,	

Mmatshehla)
•	 Beneficiary	employed	on	joint	venture	on	beneficiaries’	land	(Levubu)
•	 Non-beneficiaries	 employed	 as	 above	 (Sadiki,	 Manavhela,	 Springkaan,	

Goedgedacht Estate, Levubu)

C. Other miscellaneous means of benefiting from land reform
•	 Beneficiaries	rent	out	land	for	a	fee	(Fanang	Diatla,	Manavhela)
•	 Dividends	from	farmworker-equity	schemes	(not	found	among	our	case	studies)
•	 Traditional	 leader	 allocates	 land	 or	 exerts	 influence	 over	 land-use	 decisions	

(Munzhedzi)
•	 CPA	 and	 other	 non-traditional	 leaders	 allocate	 land	 or	 exert	 influence	 over	

land-use decisions (Manavhela)

D.  ‘Brokers’ and service providers such as estate agents, mentors, consultants, 
government staff, land sellers, agro-processors and input suppliers.

The fact that some land reform projects are associated with a number of different 
types of livelihood benefits is in itself an indication of how complex land reform is.

People types
In the Zimbabwean component of LRaL (Scoones et al. 2010), the livelihood 
implications of land reform were analysed partly by categorising individuals 
according to the extent to which they were benefiting or performing (that is, ‘success 
groups’). This approach proved inappropriate for the South African component, 
because the way people derive livelihood benefits in South Africa is more highly 
differentiated (making such comparisons difficult, if not misleading); in addition, 
land reform projects are configured in an enormous variety of ways. As the fieldwork 
progressed, it became more conspicuous that participation in land reform was highly 
conditioned by one’s ‘social identity’. This in turn suggested a typology based on the 
same, or what we are calling more simply ‘people types’.

Apart from the explanatory power of this approach, which we demonstrate below, 
what also makes it appealing is that these same people types are writ large in the 
arc of the socio-economic history of 20th century South Africa, and in particular of 
what is today Limpopo. 

As you will recall from Chapter 3, land dispossession in Limpopo was largely effected 
by demarcating land and formally allocating it to whites. Blacks who happened to 
live within the boundaries of a white-owned farm became labour tenants in due 
course, or were compelled to leave. Of those who stayed, most eventually became 
wage-earning farm employees, and/or their children grew up to become wage-
earning farm employees, or what we call ‘lifetime farm dwellers’. 
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Among the many who left, some departed for – or were forcibly removed to – the 
nearest ‘reserve’ set aside for black people. Their children in turn would grow up in 
a new kind of landscape, semi-rural and not particularly agricultural. 

Still others came to share one of the other defining experiences of 20th-century South 
Africa, that of the migrant labourer. Realising that their future was bleak unless they 
left the farm or the village, they chose to take their chances in Johannesburg or 
nearby, often with little education, and usually only securing unskilled work. Some 
stayed a few years; others stayed 10 or 20 years, or more. Presumably many from this 
generation made the Vaal Triangle (an industrial conurbation in southern Gauteng) 
their permanent home, but our respondents are among those who decided to return 
to rural Limpopo, often to the same farm or village they had left decades earlier. 

And a few others, whether by dint of exceptional talent or good luck, managed to 
acquire more education and become teachers and eventually school principals, or they 
excelled at enterprise and became self-made businesspeople. Some of them are now 
seeking to diversify directly into agriculture by means of the land reform programme; 
others may seek to do so by means of familial proxies, whom we call ‘poor nephews’.

These life experiences are those of our respondents. Based on the life histories we 
collected, of which many are presented in the preceding chapters, we tentatively 
suggest the following six people types, in the spirit of Weberian ‘ideal types’, which 
to some extent abstract from the flesh and blood complexity of real life (and which 
therefore risk being caricatures or stereotypes), but which are nonetheless grounded 
in empirical reality: ‘lifetime farm dwellers’, ‘returned migrants’, ‘communal-area 
dwellers/farmers’, ‘successful businessmen, professionals and civil servants’, ‘poor 
nephews’ and ‘youth’.1

While our sample does not allow for any kind of statistical analysis, it does enable 
us to search for patterns of how these different social identities are associated with 
different types of experience in land reform. The subsections that follow elaborate 
on each person type in turn, while identifying the distinct ways in which each tends 
to experience, and be affected by, land reform.

Lifetime farm dwellers 

The respondents we refer to as ‘lifetime farm dwellers’ are typically those people 
who were born on a white-owned farm and relied on farm work more or less their 
whole economic lives. If they were born before the 1960s or so, they were probably 
born into a labour tenant family, and would have had at least some experience with 
low-input family farming; but they would not necessarily have developed much of 
a love for farming, because of its association with hardship and exploitation at the 
hands of the farm owner. Also, the older such a person is, the less education he 
or she is likely to have received, which contributes to his or her lack of economic 
mobility. Depending on the type of farmer you worked for, you might have changed 
farms looking for a better situation. However, unless you were forced off the farm 
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and dumped into a village in the reserves, you might never establish a family home 
elsewhere. Godfrey M and Merriam M are good examples of those who have no 
‘home’ outside of where they are presently working.

Lifetime farm dwellers tend to enter land reform in three distinct ways: as 
beneficiaries of SLAG projects, as employees on LRAD projects, and as claimants or 
employees on restitution projects. The first is a consequence of the design of SLAG, 
which inspired seller-driven projects in which the existing workers were encouraged 
to apply, ‘complemented’ by often larger numbers of people recruited from nearby 
communities. In other words, farm dwellers did not so much initiate SLAG projects 
as tumble into them. 

Some farm dwellers become employees on LRAD projects by a different sort of 
accident, that is, because they happen to live and be employed on a farm that 
was acquired through LRAD. Although there is no reason in principle why 
farm dwellers cannot be beneficiaries of LRAD, none of our case studies fits this 
description. What we know from casual observation is that LRAD projects which 
accommodate farm dwellers are typically seller-driven projects, as with most of the 
SLAG projects, but where, thanks to the larger grants, there is less ‘need’ to recruit 
additional applicants. However, relative to SLAG projects, this is a difference more 
of degree than kind; these projects tend to struggle in very similar ways to the 
SLAG projects examined, merely shedding smaller numbers of beneficiaries along 
the way.

As for being claimants or employees on restitution projects, this depends on 
whether farm dwellers happen to be claimants. Sometimes they may be, but more 
often they are not, because many of these claims originate with the appropriation of 
land on which people had been farm dwellers, which is why they were forced into 
the reserves.

As employees on LRAD projects, farm dwellers may benefit marginally, as noted 
above, because the new owners value their familiarity with the farm. However, they 
remain very much farm workers and do not perceive any dramatic change on that 
account. In fact, one farm worker was worried that his employment depended on a 
new farmer who might or might not be competent (Chilidzi). 

LRAD farms may hire either more people or fewer than the previous farm owners, 
depending as noted before on whether the farms attempt to intensify and/or 
diversify production. But in the greater scheme of things the impact is marginal, in a 
sector which already makes a near-marginal contribution to employment in the area.

In respect of SLAG projects, farm workers who become owners because they 
were employed on a farm that the owner chose to sell almost always have their 
expectations raised to great heights, only to be followed by harsh reality. More often 
than not these projects follow a downward trajectory that leaves the farm workers as 
owners who have nothing to show for it, not even the poorly paid farm jobs they had 
started with. Table 7.1 summarises the issues we discussed here. 
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Table 7.1 Summary of lifetime farm dwellers interviewed

Name (project) When born; where born; 
education

Livelihoods background Project type/role on 
project

Ms Onica M 
(Makhamotse)

1976; on farm; reached 
Std 8

Started as farm worker upon 
leaving school

SLAG/beneficiary

Mr Godfrey M 
(Fanang Diatla)

1976; communal area; 
reached Std 6

Took first job as farm worker at 15; at 
25 moved to another farm

SLAG/beneficiary

Mr Joshua S 
(Makhamotse)

1980; on farm; completed 
Matric

Worked briefly in family-owned 
business, then returned to farm work

SLAG/beneficiary

Ms Annah P 
(Makhamotse)

1972; on farm; passed 
Std 10

Worked on farm where she grew up 
until it became a SLAG project

SLAG/beneficiary

Ms Merriam 
M (Marobala 
Chicken)

Early 1960s; on farm; no 
schooling

Born to farm workers and worked on 
various farms in the area 

SLAG/beneficiary, 
and farm worker 
again

Ms Agnes M 
(Maiwashe)

1972; communal area; 
some primary education

Took first farm job at age of 29 (wishes 
she had gone further with education, 
believes she would have had a better life)

LRAD/farm worker

Mr Chilidzi 
(Sadiki)

1975; communal area; 
little education (learning 
difficulties?)

Very poor household, but some 
wealth within extended family; took 
farm job in early 20s 

LRAD/farm worker

Many (other) 
Munzhedzi 
residents

Various Various Restitution/
claimants and non-
claimants

Many Levubu 
claimants

Various Various Restitution/
claimants and/or 
employees

Source: Authors

The reasons for the poor performance of SLAG projects have been much discussed 
in the literature, with the usual suspects lining up: poor post-settlement support, 
inadequate equipment and operational finance and ‘group conflict’. Certainly these 
all feature to some extent in our SLAG case studies, but the fundamental problem of 
project design – group production, supported by externally imposed business plans 
– also deserves attention.

However, it should be noted that beneficiaries rarely express doubts about these 
plans at the beginning; in fact they favour them. They hope that the profits that 
the previous owner enjoyed will now be available to raise wages and employ 
more people. In other words, people envisage carrying on as wage earners rather 
than farmer-entrepreneurs, albeit under a different management structure. This 
preference appears to be so entrenched that even as projects begin to collapse, we 
only rarely see the (remaining) beneficiaries revising their thinking (for example 
Fanang Diatla), and we never see them opting to subdivide the farm into individual 
portions so that those with an interest can get on with it. 

The tentative conclusion is that farm workers struggle to make the leap to the idea 
of being smallholders, though this is partly because no one encourages them to 
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think along these lines. Fanang Diatla is the rare exception; after shedding all but 
three members, it did manage to re-invent itself, though in their minds they have 
not so much become commercial smallholders as replaced the white farmer whose 
land they now own and operate. In any case, it is not clear whether farm workers are 
intrinsically ill-suited to making the transition to becoming smallholders, or whether 
the odd way SLAG projects tend to unfold encourages the wrong expectations and 
thus makes such a transition difficult.

Finally, the two SLAG projects that were to some extent saved by the arrival of 
external investors (Marobala Chicken and Mmatshehla) show another interesting 
option, but the outcome for the few remaining beneficiaries is highly uncertain. One 
line of thinking mentioned above is that this might perhaps serve as a model for 
what to do about failed or failing SLAG projects, or even other types of land reform 
project, rather than allowing the land to become completely idle, re-allocating the 
land altogether, or inviting in a strategic partner from the world of white commercial 
agriculture/agribusiness. One reason there may be a good fit with lifetime farm 
dwellers in particular is that, for better or worse, the latter are already accustomed to 
working for someone else. 

Returned migrants

A large number of our respondents fall into the category of ‘returned migrants’ 
(see Table 7.2). The fact that migrants were predominantly men is summed up in 
one respondent’s description of her brothers’ and sisters’ paths in life: ‘The men are 
working while ladies are married’ (Josephina, Munzhedzi respondent).

Those who were fortunate or diligent managed to accumulate some savings or wealth 
while in the city, and possibly gained some useful skills as well. Examples include Mr R 
and Franz M, both of whom were able to purchase productive assets (such as vehicles) 
and launch enterprises upon their return. Most, however, returned with little, and even 
resumed work as farm workers; such as was the case with Thomas M and Phineas P.

Returned migrants are not entirely different from ‘lifetime farm dwellers’; they are 
included in land reform projects either because they happen to be working on farms 
targeted for land redistribution, or they happen to be claimants in terms of restitution. 
Perhaps what most distinguishes this group is how they feature at Munzhedzi. Of 
course, this is partly because the scale of Munzhedzi accommodates lots of people; but 
among our respondents are a number of non-claimants who took a conscious decision 
to move to Munzhedzi from relatively far away, having no historical tie to the land or 
even the communities adjacent to it, because they felt it was to their advantage. They 
did this for two reasons: first, because it offered a relatively inexpensive residential 
option without the complications of moving into a well-established community. The 
second reason was that it was especially suitable for the kind of multiple-livelihoods 
strategy they had already followed at various points in their lives, in terms of both the 
quality of the land and its strategic location adjacent to well-travelled transport routes 
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Table 7.2 Summary of returned migrants interviewed

Name (project) When born; where 
born; education

Livelihoods background Project type/role 
on project

Mr Reuben P 
(Makhamotse)

1950; on farm; little/
no schooling

Economic migrant to Gauteng for 10 years; 
upon return took up farm job

SLAG/beneficiary

Mr Wilson T 
(Fanang Diatla)

1959; on farm 
elsewhere; no 
schooling 

After leaving first farm job at age of 20, 
was briefly a miner near Thabazimbi, then 
returned to village where did piece jobs, 
then took up farmwork again 

SLAG/beneficiary

Mr Phineas P 
(Mmatshehla)

1945; on farm; very 
little schooling

In 1961 went to Johannesburg and worked 
as a gardener; after five years returned 
to Limpopo and resumed work as a 
farm labourer; in 1969 began working in 
Vereeniging for a sewage company, but after 
a year again resumed farm work in Limpopo

SLAG/beneficiary 
(recruited as farm 
worker)

Mr Philemon P 
(Mmatshehla)

1956; on farm; 
reached Grade 6

Went to Johannesburg as a young man where 
he worked as a messenger at a butchery; after 
10 years moved to Polokwane where worked 
in a bakery; after nine years the bakery closed 
down and he was jobless

SLAG/beneficiary 
(recruited from 
village)

*Mr Daniel M 
(Springkaan)

Early 1960s; 
communal area; up 
to vocational training

Economic migrant to Gauteng for 17 years; 
source of family money is unclear

LRAD/beneficiary

Mr Thomas M 
(Sadiki)

1950; on farm; some 
primary school

Economic migrant to Gauteng for 30+ years; 
upon return he took up farm jobs in area

LRAD/farm worker

*Mr R (Sadiki) 1940s; communal 
area; some primary 
school

Economic migrant to Gauteng for 20+ 
years; returned ‘home’ after retiring, and 
with a ‘package’ started business and 
farming

LRAD/tenant

Ms Florah M 
(Munzhedzi)

1934; communal 
area; Standard 6

Economic migrant to Gauteng (period 
unclear)

Restitution/ 
claimant

Mr James B 
(Mavungeni)

1966; on farm; 
passed Matric

Economic migrant to Gauteng for 11 years Restitution/ 
claimant

Mr David M 
(Makgato)

1958; communal 
area; reached 
Standard 5

Worked as a miner in Thabazimbi for five 
years, then unskilled labourer in Gauteng for 
another five, then various jobs in Polokwane; at 
age of 40 took first farm worker job

Restitution/ 
claimant

Mr Ezekiel P 
(Mavungeni)

1950s; ?; some 
secondary schooling

Worked as a policeman in different parts 
of the country, until forced to resign in 
2002 after an accident; currently earns cash 
through bee farming while growing maize 
and vegetables for subsistence 

Restitution/ 
claimant

Mr Franz M 
(Munzhedzi)

1933; on farm 
elsewhere; very little 
education

Economic migrant to Gauteng for 45 years 
with two-year hiatus; upon return to Makhado 
in 1999 tried to sell firewood for a living 

Restitution/non-
claimant

Many (other) 
Munzhedzi 
residents

Various Various Restitution/ 
claimants and non-
claimants

Source: Authors
* See note 1.
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into town. One aspect of the significance of Munzhedzi is therefore that it offers this 
type of person other opportunities apart from farm work, which is what many of them 
left Limpopo as young men to escape in the first place.

The exception is Daniel M from Springkaan, who qualifies as a returned migrant, 
but whose initiative was such that he managed to become an LRAD beneficiary. His 
dissimilarity to the other LRAD beneficiaries – Dr Sadiki, Richard R and Martin L 
– shows that he is the exception to the rule; despite in some ways being the ideal 
candidate for LRAD, Daniel M’s inclusion in the programme was against the odds, 
and was only possible because of support from his extended family. 

Communal-area dwellers/farmers

A number of our respondents were what we loosely term ‘communal-area dwellers/
farmers’. These are individuals who did not generally grow up on farms, and certainly 
did not spend their economic prime as farm workers, but who also did not migrate 
to the Vaal Triangle (see Table 7.3).

Table 7.3 Summary of communal-area dwellers and farmers 

Name (project) When born; where 
born; education

Livelihoods background Project type/role on 
project

Ms Nyaphophi M 
(Fanang Diatla)

1957; communal 
area; Standard 4

After being widowed, worked on 
commercial farms, then left to make 
and sell home-made beer

SLAG/remaining 
beneficiary

Many SLAG members 
recruited from villages

Various Various SLAG/(ex-) 
beneficiaries

*Mr R (Sadiki) 1940s; on farm; 
some primary 
school

Economic migrant to Gauteng for 
20+ years; returned ‘home’ after 
retiring; with a ‘package’ started 
business and farming

LRAD/tenant

Ms Kutama T 
(Munzhedzi)

1941; communal 
area; no education

Subsistence farming; now receives 
an old-age grant

Restitution/claimant

Ms Josephina M 
(Munzhedzi)

1968; communal 
area; passed Matric

Recently worked in a crèche 
and then as an adult education 
instructor

Restitution/claimant

Ms Shonisani M 
(Munzhedzi)

1959; communal 
area; Grade 9

Husband was an economic 
migrant in Gauteng but has 
now retired; Shonisani’s farming 
contributes significantly to 
household’s food needs

Restitution/married 
to claimant

Ms Salome P 
(Munzhedzi)

1953; on farm 
elsewhere; no 
education

Was a farm worker for long time 
but then found work as a cleaner 
at the Elim hospital 

Restitution/non-
claimant

Many (other) 
Munzhedzi residents

Various Various Restitution/claimants 
and non-claimants

Many Levubu claimants Various Various Restitution/claimants

Source: Authors
* See note 1.
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If you spent much of your life in the communal areas of northern Limpopo, chances 
are you are a woman, possibly married to a man who is living and working elsewhere 
(or used to), raising children and possibly later grandchildren. You get by in various 
ways, including small-scale farming, petty enterprise, remittances and grants, or 
possibly wage employment, including that on nearby white-owned farms. You might 
be compelled to relocate once or twice, for example because of getting married, or to 
be closer to economic opportunity, or even to find better land.

Notably, communal-area dwellers/farmers do not feature in our sample as LRAD 
beneficiaries. It is significant that only two communal-area dwellers/farmers in our 
sample benefit from land redistribution: one, Nyaphophi, became a SLAG beneficiary 
because her son worked for a white farmer who chose to sell to land reform; the other, 
Mr R, is not an official beneficiary, but a tenant of a beneficiary. Why? It appears to be 
because Mr R did not have information about land reform opportunities, nor was he 
able to work the system as capably as his lessor did – who of course was not a farmer 
at all.2 Moreover, looking at the stories of the other LRAD beneficiaries, it is clear that 
their two common denominators were information (such as contacts in government) 
and resources (either their own or in the family). 

Can we generalise from the example of Mr R versus Dr Sadiki? Perhaps not, but again, 
the absence of redistribution beneficiaries who fit the description of communal-area 
dwellers/farmers deserves some kind of explanation. To some extent, of course, it 
may be our sample. The 2006 review of LRAD commissioned by the then DLA 
indicated that 29% of beneficiaries came from communal areas (Umhlaba Rural 
Services 2008: 58). However, this is still a minority, compared for example to the 43% 
who came from urban or peri-urban areas. 

Tellingly, communal-area dwellers/farmers feature most commonly as ex-beneficiaries 
of SLAG projects (that is, as members of the ‘rent-a-crowd’). This is not a function 
of the redistribution policy’s intent, but as argued above is certainly related to the 
policy’s design. Beyond the elements mentioned above (focus on farm dwellers first 
and the failing trajectory that tends to disaffect communal dwellers especially), there 
are information asymmetries that militate against communal dwellers even knowing 
about land reform. Thus one of the most peculiar aspects of land redistribution to 
date: although SLAG incorporated large numbers of communal-area dwellers as 
beneficiaries, it seems it seldom gave them space to capitalise on their farming skills 
in order to improve their livelihoods. According to the chief of Sekgopo, the village 
most of the beneficiaries of Makhamotse and some other projects in the Morebeng 
area come from, some villagers are attracted to land reform mainly as a means of 
appropriating resources. In any event, the interviews with both the chief and small-
scale farmers based in Sekgopo suggested that participation or interest in agriculture 
had little to do with the ‘recruitment’ process through which some villagers became 
involved in land redistribution projects.

In terms of restitution, communal-area dwellers/farmers feature in different ways, 
such as those given a preferential chance of employment as at Levubu, or those 
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who collect a share of rent (also Levubu), which is typically minimal. But arguably 
the examples of greatest interest are Munzhedzi and Morebene. In Munzhedzi, a 
reasonable number of communal dwelling claimants took advantage of the chance 
to move to better (-situated) land, and an even larger number of non-claimant 
communal dwellers did so. Among the many people that Munzhedzi accommodated, 
there was a noticeable minority who farm as commercial smallholders. Indeed, 
Munzhedzi is the only land reform project of those studied in which we find 
commercial smallholders who are women. (Nyaphophi does not really qualify, in that 
she does not appear to play a decision-making role of any kind at Fanang Diatla.) 
And yet, of course, this is not how Munzhedzi was planned; another example of the 
woes that sometimes come with too much planning.

Notwithstanding the evident unfairness of the arrangement to the claimants, 
Munzhedzi shows that this represents a real type of land demand among communal 
dwellers; the fact that this demand expressed itself in the context of a restitution 
project ‘gone wrong’ is by the way – the reality is that it represents an important type 
of demand that land reform in general does not cater for. 

Morebene is somewhat different in that there is no resettlement; but there is 
evidence of a rapid increase in the number of households involved in small-scale 
maize production, evidently because the land closer to where people live is not as 
fertile or well watered. But interestingly, what created this profusion of small-scale 
plot production was not a government programme but the minimalist interventions 
of Themba and Kallie. One has to ask, therefore, why there are no redistribution 
projects in these areas that explicitly cater to these same needs.

Successful businessmen, professionals and civil servants

In our sample at least, successful businesspersons are businessmen. Those who 
originated in communal areas very likely come from families that were relatively 
better off to begin with, but have somehow managed to make it big on their own, 
probably in the urban economy. (See also ‘Agriculture and accumulation in the Elim 
area’ in Chapter 8 for examples of black entrepreneurs diversifying into agriculture.) 
Others managed to qualify as teachers, including a few who had grown up on farms.

At some stage our hypothetical businessman decides to diversify into commercial 
agriculture. Either he wants to become a part-time farmer because the idea appeals 
to him, or he decides to set up an enterprise where he will install a ‘poor nephew’ to 
look after it. 

Interestingly, LRAD has attracted a number of successful businessmen. It is not clear 
whether without LRAD these businessmen would not have invested in land and 
agriculture anyway; presumably this depends on the individual’s wealth. However, 
it is pretty certain that the idea of acquiring land and diversifying into commercial 
agriculture is widespread, and does not depend absolutely on the availability of land 
reform grants.
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Table 7.4 Summary of businessmen, professionals and civil servants

Name (project) When born; where 
born; education

Livelihoods background Project type/role 
on project

Mr James T (Mmatshehla) Early 1950s; in 
communal area; 
passed Matric, then 
gained a teacher’s 
qualification

After a brief stint as 
an unskilled worker in 
Johannesburg, he obtained a 
teaching qualification; taught 
for 37 years, of which 20 or so 
as headmaster; (unclear when 
he relocated to Limpopo, but 
seemingly not long after he 
began teaching)

SLAG/outside 
‘investor’ 

Dr Sadiki (Sadiki) Mid/late 1950s; ?; 
medical degree

Practising medical doctor and 
businessman (part-owner of 
1st division football club)

LRAD/beneficiary

Mr Richard R (Karishume) Mid-1960s; 
communal area; ?

Diverse business experience, 
mostly associated with the L 
Family, including managing 
broiler enterprise

LRAD/beneficiary

Mr Z (Vele) 1950s; communal 
area; some tertiary 
education

Opened an air-conditioning 
business in Johannesburg; 
decided to diversify into 
farming after he became well 
established

LRAD/beneficiary

Mr Alfred M (Mavungeni) 1947; on farm; 
teacher’s qualification

Became schoolteacher and 
eventually principal; retired 
around 2007

Restitution/
claimant

Mr Lawrence M 
(Munzhedzi)

1969; Soweto; passed 
Matric and went for 
teacher training

Schoolteacher Restitution/
claimant

Mr Francis M (Makgato) 1956; on farm; passed 
Matric and did 
teacher’s diploma

Worked as a teacher for 18 
years in Matoks, then took 
early retirement due to an 
accident

Restitution/
claimant

Mr Themba B (Morebene) 1960s; communal 
area; tertiary

Professional in the healthcare 
field

Restitution/
(grandson of) 
claimant

Mr Y (Kranspoort) 1948; mission station; 
teacher’s diploma

Worked briefly in 
Johannesburg in a butchery, 
then returned to Limpopo to 
earn a teacher’s qualification in 
1973; eventually promoted to 
school principal 

Restitution/
claimant

Mr Jonas M (Mavungeni) 1941; on farm; 
teacher’s diploma

Retired school principal Restitution and 
SLAG/claimant 
and beneficiary

Source: Authors
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Perhaps then land reform needs successful businessmen more than successful 
businessmen need land reform. In terms of the ‘political need’ to racially transform 
the commercial agricultural sector, it makes sense to add an extra incentive so that 
businessmen who are already so inclined are more willing to take the plunge. Successful 
businessmen have a number of advantages as land reform beneficiaries, most obviously 
having their own resources (which both allows them to invest, and enables them to be 
patient for a few years until they break even) and entrepreneurial skills. 

However, perhaps a more important way in which land reform needs successful 
businessmen is illustrated by the case of Morebene, where the involvement of a 
successful businessman (who happened to be linked to the claimant community) 
turned a derelict project into a relatively successful one. 

There are admittedly few examples of teachers and civil servants in our sample, so we 
generalise with due caution. However, what we can say about our limited evidence 
is that because they have or have had long-standing salaried employment, these 
individuals are able to make a modest investment in farming, and by the same token 
are not dependent on farming for their survival. 

‘Poor nephews’

Our limited sample of ‘poor nephews’ suggests that they grew up in the communal 
area; though they may have progressed reasonably far with their education, somehow 
they have not managed to make it on their own. However, they might have an uncle 
or someone in the family who has done very well in business or in the professions, 
and who needs a loyal, underemployed blood relative to look after things. 

We might not have thought of this as a category of land reform beneficiaries, but 
we saw that ‘poor nephews’ are conspicuous among our redistribution case studies, 
namely Goedgedacht Estate, Springkaan (sort of) and Marobala. Arguably, this 
is merely a version of the ‘successful businessman’ type. However, the common 
pattern appears to be a win-win situation in which a family member is installed to 
look after the family’s interests at little cost to the family, which at the same time 
gives an underemployed family member something to do. Perhaps the lesson here 
is to reinforce the idea that land reform ‘beneficiaries’ are better thought of as 
households or families than as individuals. Is this kind of arrangement auspicious 
for land reform? It is difficult to say, but there seems to be an advantage in this 
approach because at least the project receives full-time attention, in contrast to, 
say, Sadiki Cattle Enterprise CC.
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Table 7.5 Summary of ‘poor nephews’ 

Name (project) When born; where born; 
education

Livelihoods background Project type/role 
on project

*Mr Daniel M 
(Springkaan)

Early 1960s; communal 
area; up to vocational 
training

Economic migrant to Gauteng for 
17 years; source of family money is 
unclear

LRAD/beneficiary

Mr Martin M 
(Maiwashe)

1963; township; some 
vocational training

Some business experience; source 
of family money is unclear

LRAD/manager 
(and nephew of 
beneficiary)

*Mr Abraham T 
(Marobala 
Chicken)

1975; communal area; 
Standard 10 plus some 
vocational training 
(electrician)

Has worked on various enterprises 
of father (e.g. managed father’s 
driving school)

LRAD/manager 
(and son of 
‘investor’) 

Source: Authors
* See note 1.

Youth

Finally, we acknowledge that some of the respondents appear to fit none of the 
above-mentioned categories particularly well, in particular a handful of relatively 
young respondents who come from communal areas (as opposed to farms). While 
the sample is small and overly biased in favour of one project (Manavhela), the 
impressions we gained from these few cases are consistent with the emerging 
literature on the lack of interest in land-based livelihoods among South Africa’s 
youth, who tend to have an urban orientation regardless of where they live 
(Mathivha 2012). The distinctive factor of these respondents was a bit ‘soft’ but 
nonetheless important: a sense of commitment to community upliftment, a respect 
for democratic processes and values more than, say, respect for authority, and a keen 
wish to keep themselves informed about local and non-local developments.3

At Manavhela, this gap between the values of the youth and the autocratic CPA 
gerontocracy was a point of severe friction. Munzhedzi, meanwhile, was valued 
by young adults as a place they could easily relocate to in order to have more 
autonomy from their parents. As we will touch on in the locality studies presented 
below, businesses in the area are aware that to attract consumers they must cater 
to the tastes of youth culture, which extends to places that once might have been 
regarded as remote.
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Table 7.6 Summary of youth

Name (project) When born; where 
born; education

Livelihoods background Project type/role on 
project

*Mr Abraham 
T (Marobala 
Chicken)

1975; communal area; 
Standard 10 plus some 
vocational training 
(electrician)

Has worked on various 
enterprises of father (e.g. 
managed father’s driving school)

LRAD/manager (and son 
of ‘investor’) 

Mr Rejoice M 
(Manavhela)

Early 1980s; communal 
area; some tertiary

Was an administrator for tribal 
council; was briefly project 
administrator at Manavhela-Ben 
Lavin Nature Reserve

Restitution/claimant (and 
briefly employee)

Mr Bongani H 
(Manavhela)

Early 1980s; communal 
area; Matric

Was volunteer at home-based 
care project; for 1–2 years was 
manager of Manavhela poultry 
project

Restitution/claimant (and 
briefly employee)

Ms Fhumulani 
M (Manavhela)

Early 1980s; communal 
area; some secondary 
schooling

Was volunteer at home-based 
care project; for 1-2 years was 
worker at Manavhela poultry 
project

Restitution/claimant (and 
briefly employee)

Many 
Munzhedzi 
residents

Various Various Restitution/claimants and 
non-claimants

Source: Authors
* See note 1.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have tried to distil some of the main patterns evident in the 
preceding three chapters, in particular by considering the intersection of project 
trajectories with ‘people types’.

To summarise:
•	 Lifetime	farm	dwellers	and	returned	migrants	are	found	in	all	three	project	

types, but tend to be employees (rather than owners/beneficiaries) in 
LRAD projects.

•	 LRAD	projects	favour	relatively	well-off	individuals	as	owners/beneficiaries.
•	 Communal	area	dwellers/farmers	are	almost	systematically	neglected	by	land	

redistribution; in our case studies, they generally featured as recruits to help 
populate SLAG applications which did not take either their situation or their 
interests into account, while for LRAD, communal-area dwellers and farmers 
faced hurdles similar to those of farm workers and farm dwellers.

•	 Teachers,	civil	servants,	‘poor	nephews’	and	successful	businessmen	tend	to	be	
managers or investors in (resurrected) SLAG projects or in LRAD projects, but 
are also found in some restitution projects.
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Notes
1 The categorisation is of course not always clear-cut; some respondents do not easily fit any 

of these six person types. Others seem to possess in equal measure the attributes of two 
person types; in the tables these individuals are indicated with an asterisk‘*’.

2 Mr R also indicated that he did not want to get land if it meant moving away from his 
community. While quite aware of the limitations of keeping his cattle on the commons, 
he said that by now he knew how to manage despite these limitations, and besides, his 
economic base was well established in the village, not least in the form of his butchery.

3 Consider this entry on the page of the Facebook group of the ‘Ga-Sekgopo Village People’, 
which boasts over 400 members: ‘Guys we mst nt vote 4 any person dis tym, our leaders dnt 
have leadershp qualities, NO WATER DE WHOLE VILLAGE, SHAL WE VOTE 4 DEM 
2 IMPROVE THEIR HOMES? IN CASE OF ROADS, U CNT DIFERENTIATE BTWN A 
STREAM N A ROAD. NO WATER NO VOTE, NO PAVEMENT NO VOTE. ALUUUTA.’
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Locality studies

In 2000, an NGO based in Limpopo, Nkuzi Development Association, realised 
that the very high share of commercial farmland under claim in the province 
should alert government to the need for proactive planning, especially given the 
lacklustre performance of land reform up to then. Nkuzi conceived the idea of an 
area-based pilot process focusing on the prospects for and implications of land 
reform in a particular municipality. Interestingly enough, they selected Makhado 
local municipality as their pilot, and sought to work closely with the (then) DLA, 
the municipality and various other local stakeholders. While Nkuzi’s initiative did 
not fulfil its ambitions, it did result in a worthwhile, innovative report (Lahiff et 
al. 2006), and can be credited in part with inspiring the DLA, a few years later, to 
embrace area-based planning as a new way forward in helping guide the conduct of 
land reform. 

In due course the department commissioned a manual that set out how area-
based planning should be done (Umhlaba Rural Services 2007). Moreover, it 
secured resources from a donor partner, and the DLA’s provincial offices began 
commissioning service providers to draw up area-based plans for their respective 
districts. By 2008, a number of district plans had been completed, but because of 
budget constraints in the department the process slowed and then halted; perhaps 
half a dozen plans had been completed country-wide. For Limpopo, unfortunately, 
none had been completed, for the simple reason that a single service provider had 
been commissioned to prepare district plans for all of the districts, so when the 
funding dried up the service provider was left with a number of incomplete plans.1 
In any event, in 2009 the DLA became the DRDLR. Given the enlargement in the 
department’s mandate, it was no longer clear whether it made sense to pursue the 
area-based planning initiative as earlier conceived. Area-based planning was not 
abandoned, but the form it should take would presumably have to change.2

Our purpose here is not to comment on attempts at area-based planning for land 
reform thus far, nor to propose what an area-based plan should look like for those parts 
of Limpopo that are the focus of this study. Instead, our more modest objective is to 
explore the relationship between the types of land reform activity we have examined, 
with the local economic context. Broadly, we want to understand the implications of 
land reform for the local economy, as well as the implications of trends in the local 
economy for land reform. For this we focus on two loosely defined areas, namely what 
we descriptively dub ‘The Greater Elim Non-Metropolitan Area’, and the area around 
Soekmekaar/Morebeng, in the eastern part of Molemole local municipality.

Our general finding is that there are many opportunities to make land reform more 
relevant to local economic development, in particular by designing land reform in a 

8
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way that is more responsive to the needs of local farmers (as opposed to serving as 
a vehicle for disposing of land), or that enhances the population-driven economic 
dynamics of the area in question. 

The greater Elim non-metropolitan area
Elim originated in the 1880s as a Swiss mission station with a hospital and a 
college. The land in and around Elim remained tribal land, although some was 
later appropriated by the government to establish the township of Waterval (see 
Figure 8.1). Between 1980 and 1990, the government upgraded the provincial roads 
passing through Elim. The hospital and the improved access increased the attraction 
of Elim as a destination, both for commerce and for settlement. Elim is now an 
amalgamation of eight villages which, with time and population growth, have largely 
fused together. The community of Elim is made up of Shangaan, Venda, Tswana, 
Somalians and Mozambicans who have intermingled over the years. 

Near Elim’s main road intersection are privately owned structures that make up the 
community’s commercial hub. The ‘old mall’ consists of a building that houses a 
variety of businesses – an Eskom pay-point, a butchery, a dry-cleaner, a dressmaker’s 
shop and a petrol service station – surrounded by a variety of smaller buildings, 
semi-permanent structures, and approximately 800 stands of various sizes, about 
half of which are operated by fruit and vegetable vendors.

The new Hubyeni Mall

In 2006 a new shopping mall, ‘Hubyeni’, was constructed diagonally across the main 
intersection from the old centre (see Figure 8.1). The new mall was the result of a 
process started a few years earlier by an agency of the provincial government called 
Trade and Investment Limpopo. Trade and Investment Limpopo commissioned a 
number of ‘nodal scoping studies’ to determine the feasibility of setting up malls 
in rural communities around Limpopo. Elim was one of those places where the 
demographics and associated ‘market demand’ were deemed adequate to support a 
mall development, and in due course private investors committed to doing precisely 
this. Hubyeni is located on land that was obtained via negotiations with the tribal 
council, whereby the previous residents were compensated as well as the tribal 
council. The developer purchased the land for R420  000; that part owing to the 
council was paid into a newly established trust that would be used partly to subsidise 
the running of the council, but more to fund community development initiatives. 
The developer also took out a loan of R75 million to finance the construction, and 
built two football fields and a toilet block for a local school.

Hubyeni consists of 36 stores of various sizes, of which the anchor tenant is a large 
Spar. There is also provision for 50 hawker stalls and a taxi rank, but these facilities 
remain largely vacant. The impact of the new mall on existing businesses has been 
difficult to discern. The owner of the main building that forms the focus of the 
‘old mall’ was vehemently against the new mall, but apart from some petty traders 
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Figure 8.1 Satellite images of Elim, Waterval and Shirley, January 2008 (top) and the commercial 
centre of Elim (bottom)

 
Source: Google 2010, GeoEye 2011, CDNG 2011 (top) and Google 2010, AfriGIS 2011, CDNG 2011 (bottom)
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who have said their business has suffered as a result of the mall, the qualitative 
evidence suggests that it has mainly intensified rather than displaced Elim’s 
commercial activity, with spillovers well beyond Hubyeni itself. If anything, the 
displacement has been in terms of local residents who formerly travelled all the 
way to Makhado town for their shopping, and who now shop locally. There is little 
indication that the number of hawker stalls has diminished; moreover, there has 
been further conspicuous private investment in the immediate area around the main 
intersection, including newly built doctor’s rooms and a hardware store.3

Complementing these commercial activities, Elim serves as a transport hub for 
people and goods. Transport is by taxi and bus; to convey a sense of the scale, the 
route between Elim and points east along the road to Giyani is served by more 
than 60 taxis. Among the goods that are transported to and/or through Elim are 
agricultural produce, furniture and building materials. As is the case with the taxi 
industry in South Africa’s main cities, those who drive taxis are usually employees, 
and the employers/taxi owners tend to be local businessmen. The transport industry 
in turn supports a thriving market for auto repair and car washing.

The demand for land in Elim

The closer to the town’s centre, the higher the density of residences, as well as of 
other business and commercial units. Virtually all the open space in the immediate 
vicinity of the two shopping malls has been taken up by car repair, car-wash and 
other informal businesses. The original Elim residents have either extended their 
houses, or constructed other buildings or temporary shelters on their stands to 
provide extra accommodation. This accommodation is leased out to temporary 
Elim residents for up to R300 a month. One person has constructed four rows of 
seven single rooms. Along the four roads that converge at Elim’s main intersection, 
in recent years a number of residents have begun leasing out space for service-based 
enterprises such as hairdressers, car-wash stations, brickmaking, car repairs and 
places for public entertainment. Meanwhile, those living beyond the town centre 
or the main roads can still afford to use their spare land for subsistence agriculture. 

More than two-thirds of the land in Elim is held by the tribal council. The council 
allocates land, administers documentation, adjudicates land disputes and maintains 
law and order. Unlike the municipality, the tribal council does not work with a 
spatial plan to guide its land use allocation. The council gives individuals ‘permission 
to occupy’ (PTO). 

To obtain housing from the tribal council people have to approach the chief. 
They pay R150 for a 45 × 45-metre piece of land if they are locals or R350–R400 if 
they are from outside Elim. They are then allocated the piece of land to develop. 
In addition, residents of tribal land pay the tribal council a levy of R20 a year 
which is used to run the tribal authority offices. Individuals are allowed to buy 
up to two pieces of land; but it is not uncommon for people to buy more than the 
designated number of stands. Recently, there has been a high demand for land  

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   251 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L a n d  r e f o r m  a n d  L i v e L i h o o d s

252

Life Stories 8.1

Claire – local migrant and entrepreneur

Claire is a 40-year-old woman who left her home in a rural village when she was 21. She 

relocated to Elim to live with her relatives and look for a job. She worked as a driving 

school instructor for three years. She married when she was 27, and with her husband 

obtained land from the tribal council, where they built a house. For a while, she lived 

at home raising their children and doing subsistence farming. In 2006, her husband 

loaned her some money to start operating a retail stall at the ‘old mall’, where she 

is a subtenant of the main tenant. From  retailing vegetables she has diversified into 

telephone services, for which she leases a telephone line from Telkom. She has been  

using the proceeds to fund the extension of her house. 

Esther – migrant from Botswana and entrepreneur 

Esther is a 43-year-old hawker who migrated from Botswana in 1998. When she arrived 

in South Africa, she moved first to Thohoyandou, where she worked in a bank for five 

years. She left the bank in 2004 after she won a tender to provide cleaning services for 

the hospital at Elim. She bought land from/through the tribal council and built a house 

into which she then moved. She is renting more land from another individual in Elim 

and grows vegetables on it for sale to the local community. When her contract at the 

hospital expired in 2006, she secured a hawker stall at the Hubyeni Shopping Centre, 

which she rents for R30 a month and from which she sells her (and others’) vegetables. 

Together with her husband, two children and a friend, she also provides private security 

services to a couple of institutions in Elim, and has a catering business which focuses 

on government offices.

Mpfariseni – salaried commuter

Mpfariseni is a 25-year-old woman who works as a clerk for Makhado municipality. She 

commutes from Waterval to Makhado to work. She was born in Tshikota, the township 

adjacent to Makhado town, but when she was young the apartheid government forcibly 

relocated her family to a two-roomed house in the Waterval part of Elim. She still lives 

there with her parents. She completed her schooling in Elim and secured a job in 

Makhado. Her family has lodged a land claim under the restitution process, but the claim 

is still to be processed. She found that the new mall brought services such as banking 

closer to the residents of Elim and increased the flow of traffic between Elim and Makhado 

town. This in turn has reduced her commuting costs. In the long term Mpfariseni plans 

to secure her own property in Elim.
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with people taking up residence at the rate of 20 applications per month, which 
the tribal council considers a low demand. However, two villages are full and have 
run out of land to allocate. The people who are buying land are coming in from 
the commercial farms and surrounding rural areas which are further away from 
the roads and services. The cost of buying land is too high for the unemployed and 
those who survive on social grants to afford. Some people inherit land while others 
are allocated land from within the family. It is also possible for people to claim land 
and get the tribal council to endorse this self-allocation. 

Facilities in Elim

The old-established hospital has 400 beds and serves the communities over a wide 
catchment area. It also provides training facilities for nursing and other medical 
professionals, and serves as a rural training institute for medical students from the 
University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg. 

The municipality is responsible for providing water to all the households in the Elim 
area. All households in Waterval have running water, which is free; but some houses 
in the villages outside Waterval do not have individual access to water. This is either 
because they do not meet the minimum requirements to be provided with water, 
or due to the Makhado municipality’s huge backlog in the extension of piped water 
services. The Elim/Tshitale area has the largest backlog: 43 600 of Makhado’s 84 510 
households have not yet been provided with water. Approximately 97% of the houses in 
Elim have access to electricity, which is available on a prepaid basis from Eskom. The 
rest rely on paraffin, gas and firewood.

The community facilities in Elim include the hospital, beer halls, schools, a police 
station and magistrate’s offices. There are also youth halls, a tourism office and a 
textile factory, but these are no longer operational because of lack of funding and/
or project mismanagement. The initiative to exploit the tourism potential of Elim 
has also collapsed, but the Hubyeni Mall has a facility for local artists to showcase 
their work. 

Since the establishment of the hospital by the Swiss missionaries in the 19th century, 
Elim has continued to expand physically and economically. The growth has been 
fuelled by the upgrading of the roads, the gazetting of Waterval, the extension of 
electricity and water, the expansion of the hospital, the expansion of government 
services, and more recently by development of the new mall. The physical and 
economic growth of Elim has been accompanied by an increase in the population, 
demand for land, increased employment opportunities and improved service 
delivery. Government has decentralised some services like police and magistrates to 
Elim centre to cope with increased demand. Banks and other financial institutions 
have also decentralised to Elim, as have some major chain stores and retailers. 
The traffic generated at Elim has increased opportunities for traders and other 
entrepreneurs to do business.
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Life Stories 8.1 (continued)

David – diversifying into the transport business

David is a 53-year-old man who works as a marshal at the Elim taxi ranks. He was born 

and lives outside Elim. When he was growing up, his family’s livelihood depended 

mainly on farming their land. When David left school he went to live in Johannesburg, 

where he stayed for six years and worked as a taxi driver. He returned to his village 

in 1997. He now controls the taxis to ensure that all drivers service their routes and 

that people board vehicles in an orderly manner. He is employed by the Elim taxi 

association, which pays him a monthly wage. The number of taxis has grown from 

10 when he started in 1997, to more than 100 by 2009. In 1997, David was the only 

marshal at the rank, but now there are more than 10. His particular responsibility is 

the Elim–Bungeni route. He commutes to Elim from his village, which is 60 kilometres 

away. Though he has been working at Elim for 10 years, he decided not to settle there, 

but has recently built his own house in his village.

Life Stories 8.2

Grace – petty trader who is adapting to the loss of a 
breadwinner

Grace is a 43-year-old woman who sells vegetables and seedlings at a stall at the old 

mall. She has been trading there for seven years, and before that she was a subsistence 

farmer. She and her husband obtained a piece of land from the tribal council and erected 

a shack there. When her husband died, she was too young to qualify for a social grant. She 

obtained some money from her parents and started her vegetable-selling business. Initially 

she only sold bananas, but has since expanded into oranges, avocadoes, tomatoes, green 

peppers and seedlings. Initially she used to go to commercial farms in the mornings to 

buy fruit for resale in Elim. However, the farmers now bring the produce to Elim as the 

demand from hawkers has grown. When the new mall was developed, she preferred to 

remain at her site because she could still reach the buses, which do not drive through the 

new mall. The mall has undermined her business: fruit is cheaper there, and some shops 

from the old centre have relocated there, which has meant slightly less foot-traffic past 

her stall. Still, she has managed to build a three-bedroom house with her earnings. Grace 

has three adult children, none of whom has found employment in Elim.
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The existence of Waterval as sort of a suburb of Elim is curious. Those who could 
afford it moved to Waterval because they wished to obtain freehold property, which 
is perceived to be more secure than the property held in the tribal council land, and 
moreover is regarded by some as an investment. There were also people who were 
moved to Waterval in the 1980s by the government when it appropriated their land 
for commercial farming. 

The location of Elim’s location in Limpopo makes it a destination for illegal 
immigrants fleeing from Zimbabwe and Mozambique. The number of immigrants 
is not known, but it is thought to have grown significantly over the past 10 years.

Employment opportunities

Elim provides substantial opportunities for formal employment. The civil servants 
employed at the hospital, the schools, magistrate’s courts and other government 
departments around Elim constitute the majority of formally employed people in 
Elim. People are also employed in the retail sector and by the tribal council. Their 
salaries are a source of disposable income used for investment around Elim. The 
salaried workers, in turn, also employ other people to provide them with various 
domestic services in the houses and gardens. 

During the construction of Hubyeni, more than 500 employment opportunities 
were created. A local pottery company was subcontracted to provide 10 000 hand-
made tiles that were used in the construction process, and a cleaning company 
and a security company staffed by locals were subcontracted to provide services 
to the new centre. 

Besides the people who settle permanently in Elim, the local economy also 
supports commuters and temporary residents. These people include transport 
providers, those who cater for the food and accommodation needs of the passing 
traffic, and those who provide car-washing, hairdressing and car-servicing 
facilities. However, the growth of Elim has also had some negative consequences, 
including increased crime and unemployment. Also, the increased demand for 
land has resulted in land being acquired speculatively, including in the tribal 
council areas. The increased demand for residential and commercial space has 
reduced the land available for livestock farming and grazing; thus the amount of 
agricultural land is reduced and existing residential land is densified. 

By all accounts, the growth of Elim has given people more opportunities to 
diversify their livelihoods, not only by moving out of agriculture but sometimes 
by finding alternatives to urban-based wage employment. However, not everyone 
has benefited; for instance, some people’s livelihoods were negatively affected by 
the new mall.
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Life Stories 8.2 (continued)

Sipho – car mechanic from a village near Thohoyandou

Sipho is a 36-year-old man from a village near Thohoyandou. As a child, he helped his 

parents in their fields and by herding cattle. When he left school he went to Johannesburg 

and became a taxi driver. He then secured a job at a garage, where he spent some years 

repairing cars – buying his own tools – and eventually returned to his village.

There he set up a business repairing cars, but after two years someone advised him to 

move to Elim, where there was a higher trading volume. He relocated to Elim in 2006 and 

established a stall consisting of a corrugated iron roof supported by wooden poles. He works 

alone repairing and servicing vehicles and taxis at Elim. His family remain in the village near 

Thohoyandou, where he has built a large house. At first he lived with relatives in Elim, but 

now he rents a room near the old mall for R150 per month. He goes home to his wife and 

children frequently. He is not interested in becoming a permanent resident of Elim.

Chris – local transporter

Chris is a 35-year-old man from Masole village, which is close to Elim. When he left school 

he moved to Johannesburg, where he bought clothing wholesale which he then retailed 

to workers at building sites. He used his savings to build a house at Thohoyandou. After 

some time, he returned to Thohoyandou and set up a spaza which he operated with his 

wife. When the shop went bankrupt after two years, he returned to Johannesburg and 

resumed his clothing retail business; eventually he saved enough money to buy a bakkie. 

Since 2006, he has been driving to Elim from his village each morning and spends the day 

transporting people and their goods to various destinations for a fee. He has his lunch at 

one of the many food vendors around the mall. He transports building materials, groceries, 

agricultural inputs, fruit and furniture. The establishment of the mall boosted his business 

because there are more shops in Elim and people who buy goods need to transport them 

to their homes or businesses. Chris has been able to resuscitate the spaza at his home and 

has extended his house. He says that Elim now has about 20 entrepreneurs performing the 

same service as he does. 

Mary – long-distance trader who is struggling

Mary is the 27-year-old wife of a school teacher who lives less than a kilometre from the 

Hubyeni Mall. She grows maize in her garden. They have water pipes but because they do 

not receive any water, they collect it from a neighbour. The house where they live belongs 

to her mother-in-law, who is a pensioner. Mary is involved in the retail business. She goes to 

Johannesburg to buy sweets, chips and Tupperware for resale to the local community. She 

used to make a lot of money in the past, but business has dwindled over the last five years 

because of increased competition.
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Implications for agriculture and land reform

Elim is an example of a broader phenomenon which is aptly described by Makhado 
municipality’s IDP:

Selected rural settlements […] are likely to grow in terms of population 
size and local economic development. The population sizes together with 
local economic development potential will result in the natural growth 
of these settlements, which in turn could form the basis for longer term 
sustainable growth and development. It is envisaged that growth and 
development of the selected identified priority development nodes (e.g. 
growth points and population concentration points) will ultimately result 
in a gradual decline of other smaller settlements in the rural areas. At 
present, there is already a tendency for people to migrate from smaller 
settlements to larger settlements in the district or to neighbouring districts 
and even to other provinces. (Makhado Local Municipality 2010: 14)

Some of those working or living in Elim (see Life Stories 8.1) illustrate various 
aspects of this process, which we might call ‘rural differentiation’. Even those 
who prefer to keep their homes in the villages where they were born recognise 
the value of commuting into Elim to conduct business. Those who are from Elim 
and have remained there are becoming more aware of the advantages (and some 
disadvantages) of its growth and economic diversification. 

One theme that emerges from the stories is the particular importance of 
transportation networks, either as a direct economic opportunity or as a route 
to other economic opportunities. Even some entrepreneurs who prefer to live 
outside Elim and commute rely on the affordability and ease of transport. And 
yet transport costs are still significant; one reason why the new mall in Elim is 
such a success and has stimulated further local economic growth is that people 
do not have to travel the 20 kilometres to Makhado town. The distinction is 
that the Elim economy is adapting to suit the preferences of consumers who 
prefer not to travel far, even though they may travel more often (a ‘direct’ 
opportunity), while ease of transport is boosting entrepreneurs, who also benefit 
from the greater purchasing power that the growth of Elim offers (a spin- 
off opportunity). 

The development of Elim runs parallel with its growing size as a consumer-
oriented economic space. Consumer-oriented agro-food value chains have been the 
dominant trend in the agro-food marketing system from the late 20th century, and it 
is probably not coincidental that Hubyeni’s anchor tenant is a supermarket. But what 
does the presence of a supermarket imply for Elim? 

While we still need to understand the local food economy of Elim better, one 
important observation is that the Elim Spar sources approximately 75% of its fresh 
produce from local black farmers. This was not intentional; for example the Spars 
in Thohoyandou and Giyani targeted a certain (and much lower) procurement 
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share from local black farmers as a form of corporate social investment. When 
the Elim Spar opened in 2006, its ‘fruit and veg’ manager initially procured all 
his stock from Spar Central, meaning that it arrived in trucks dispatched mainly  
from Gauteng. 

During his first year, he realised that this approach was impractical, because he 
could not match the supply to his demand. He discovered it was easier to procure 
from local farmers, some of whom were in any event offering to supply him. 
Altogether, the Elim Spar relies on about 40–50 local producers, who collectively 
take home roughly R5.4 million per year, or on average R120 000 each. We have 
not heard from these suppliers themselves what the impact has been of the Spar 
opening; however, from interviews with the petty fruit and vegetable traders 
who mainly work across the road from Hubyeni, we know they get their supplies 
mainly from larger-scale white farmers, many of whom send produce that is not 
suitable for markets further away to the local informal market.

Life Stories 8.2 (continued)

Mary and her husband have two school-going children. They have nearly finished building 

their own house on land that they secured from the tribal authority. The couple secured 

a large piece of land so they could also grow vegetables for sale. The new shopping mall 

brought convenience to the household: they saved the money that they would have used 

to travel to Louis Trichardt, for example to visit the bank. Also, some of the new retail 

chains in Elim sell goods at a lower price, which has forced some of the more expensive 

local retailers out of the market. The mall encouraged a new demand for accommodation 

around the shopping centre. As a result, people subdivided and sold their land to those 

seeking extra accommodation. Others extended their buildings and/or erected new ones 

which they rent out to lodgers. This household did not take advantage of the increased 

demand for accommodation, as all their disposable income is going towards building their 

new home. Once they move to their new home, Mary’s mother-in-law will take in tenants 

to augment her pension.

Emily – enterprising nurse who grew up in Elim

Emily is a 36-year-old woman who lives in her late parents’ house with two younger 

siblings who are still in school. Her father was a teacher and her mother was a homemaker 

who also practised subsistence farming. Emily trained as a nurse when she finished school, 

and one of her brothers trained as a lawyer and relocated to Johannesburg. This brother 

added two more rooms to the house in 2006, which the family rents out to tenants. The 

garden around the house is maintained by a hired labourer. Emily works as a nurse at the 

Elim hospital; on her days off she travels to Johannesburg and works there as a nurse for 

short stints. She also sells cool drinks to the local community. Although the mall attracted 

more people to live in Elim and contributed to the economic development of the centre 

by creating jobs, Emily is aware that crime has also risen.
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This process of rural differentiation is also nicely illustrated by our Munzhedzi 
case study (Chapter 6). That case study highlighted how important it is for the 
Munzhedzi settlers to be close to transport routes, in particular those leading 
into Elim but also those beyond. While some settlers also found conditions for 
agriculture better at Munzhedzi than at the place which they had left, others had 
deliberately given up more or better land to gain the advantage of proximity. The 
case of Munzhedzi also demonstrates how subtle these processes are. People were 
not giving up the chance to engage in subsistence production just because they 
were closer to shopping opportunities in town; on the contrary, they wanted to 
make the most of their modest land, sometimes spending inexplicable amounts of 
money on inputs in doing so. And yet, as the residents of Munzhedzi do rely largely 
on purchased food, 32% of their food expenditure took place in Elim and 28% in 
Makhado town; of this, just over half was at chain stores and most of the rest in 
‘other shops’ (that is, not from street traders or directly from producers).4

One lesson the development of Elim offers for land reform has already been 
identified, namely that land reform could deliberately seek to create opportunities 
such as those available at Munzhedzi when appropriate. We are obviously 
not endorsing the uncontrolled settlement of non-claimants that occurred at 
Munzhedzi; instead we use Munzhedzi to illustrate a type of land need that land 
reform by and large tends to ignore. One practical implication is that government 
should seek to understand where such a land demand is prevalent; another is that 
when a piece of land is made available for redistribution, in particular, government 
should consider what its best use might be. This is not to say that one must always 
seek to determine a single ‘best use’ for a piece of land. One interpretation of the 
stalemate at Mavungeni is precisely this confusion about ‘best use’; Mavungeni’s 
beneficiaries have a mix of needs and aspirations, but for lack of clarity and proper, 
open dialogue, no effective solutions have emerged. The situation is especially 
poignant because the Mavungeni land could probably meet all of these needs if the 
community were not so paralysed.

While Makhado municipality’s IDP suggests an appreciation of some of these 
rural dynamics on paper, in reality the situation appears to be rather different, 
especially where the role of land reform is concerned. An interview with one of 
the ward councillors responsible for Elim, who knew the municipality’s thinking 
on spatial development, suggested on the one hand that land reform was regarded 
as strictly about agriculture and/or land-based enterprise, while on the other it 
acknowledged that there was no leadership on the issue: 

[M]aybe it’s because of lack of leadership. Because sometimes you find 
that we have a group of teachers who are counsellors there, who doesn’t 
understand about how … These are the critical challenges with which 
we are faced. Because sometimes you find the leadership is not giving 
the direction in terms of investments and all those things, economic 
development. And the leadership is not giving direction along those lines. 
Because there was supposed to be a number of initiatives to say, once 
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Life Stories 8.3

Mr B – diversified entrepreneur and tree farmer

Mr B is an older man who originally comes from Riverplaas, east of Elim. He was born into 

a poor family and is a self-made man. After working in Johannesburg for part of his youth, 

he returned to Limpopo in the early 1980s and bought a bakkie. Initially he transported 

people and their maize crop from rural villages to milling companies in Louis Trichardt 

and Nzhelele, but he also used his bakkie to ferry people to and from the Elim hospital. 

He eventually saved enough money to buy his own maize milling machines, which he 

installed east of Elim. In due course, he bought two trucks and had his drivers collect 

maize from specified points around the Elim area on pre-arranged days; after milling the 

maize (according to individuals’ preferences), the trucks return the maize meal to the 

same points. During the high season, Mr B’s mills can serve about 300 small growers per 

day. The site of his mill is now a depot for beverage distribution (for which his trucks also 

come in handy). In the meantime, he went from transporting people in bakkies to using 

taxis, and over time has expanded his taxi business. In the past five years or so, Mr B has 

ventured into agriculture: he has more than 25 non-irrigated hectares of macadamia nuts, 

mangoes and avocadoes, and also plants maize, which he mills himself and markets as 

maize meal from his shop. 

Mr T – entrepreneur, former politician and farmer

Mr T is nearly 70. As a young man he worked in Johannesburg for the railways, and when 

he returned to Elim with some savings he opened a number of small spaza shops. He later 

entered politics and served in the former Gazankulu homeland government from 1990 

to 1994. While his success as an entrepreneur assisted his entry into homeland politics, it 

is also suspected that he somehow made a great deal more money when that government 

collapsed. After the 1994 elections he joined the ANC, and in 2000 was nominated 

to serve as the mayor of Makhado municipality. In 2003 he was fired for alleged non-

performance, and since then has struggled to re-enter local politics. He is still regarded 

as wealthy because of his lavish lifestyle, which includes big cars and a large mansion 

that was built to his specifications. Late in life he acquired a number of farms, but little is 

known about them.

Mr X – property developer and farmer

Mr X is in his late sixties. He started his businesses as a property developer and has 

successfully built complexes in both Gauteng and Elim. He also sells construction materials 

such as bricks and sand, and has operated as a contractor on roadworks. He also owns a 

filling station in the Elim area and two farms, one in Levubu.

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   260 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L o c a L i t y  s t u d i e s

261

government knows that there are a group of people who are claiming 
the land, government should come up with programmes, you know they 
should be the building capacity of those people who are claiming the land.

You see, of course like I’m also one of the teachers … There is a need for 
me, you know, to do a research, in terms of these things, so that I’m able 
to guide the community correctly … Of course there is a need for us to 
familiarise ourselves with this thing of land reform, and make the correct 
contributions, you know in terms of guiding communities and those 
things, including our tribal councils. Because one critical element is the 
issue of capacity within our tribal councils. You’ll find them allocating land 
haphazardly, without even checking what is it that land should be utilised 
for, for the benefit of the people. You’ll find them putting residential sites; 
at the end of the day we cry about lack of jobs and all those things.

Agriculture and accumulation in the Elim area

As with the case study of Munzhedzi, the biographies in Life Stories 8.2 reveal 
the variety of ways in which agriculture and the trade in food feature in people’s 
livelihood strategies. Although the general trend is for people to invest less effort in 
agriculture than their parents did, and land as real estate is beginning to edge out 
land for agricultural production, it is still common for people to maintain gardens 
for subsistence. 

The very large number of petty food retailers also indicates the importance of the 
food trade; one woman (Esther, Life stories 8.1), even practises a form of vertical 
integration, whereby she markets some of the produce she grows from her own stall. 

However, we do not get a clear picture of the more devoted small-scale farmer-
entrepreneurs, who are presumably those supplying the Elim Spar, and some of 
whose kin we encountered in our land reform case studies in Chapters 4 and 5 
(for example at Springkaan and Fanang Diatla). This is presumably because our 
casual survey of livelihoods in Elim focused on towns, and also because the spatial 
differentiation mentioned earlier, causing the centre of Elim to become denser, 
allows less space for agriculture. Connecting the dots, we observe that some poor or 
relatively poor people are indeed advancing by means of agriculture, some of them 
even thanks to land reform, though the latter are too far from the norm. We return 
to this theme in our Conclusion.

For now, it is interesting to note that you gain another perspective on the 
relationship between agriculture and accumulation if you start from a different 
place, namely if you ask: who are the wealthiest black people living in the Elim 
area, how did they find this wealth, and what have they done with it? The results 
of our small and unscientific survey are encapsulated in the five brief biographies 
in Life Stories 8.3. The common denominator is that of the five wealthiest people 
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or families in the (loosely defined) greater Elim area, only one appears to have built 
up a significant share of her wealth through agriculture (Mrs S), although others may 
have done so partly through agro-processing (Mr B) or food retail (Mr T). In fact, 
in Mrs S’s case, it is not clear to what extent it was the market garden that drove her 
success, versus what appears to be privileged access to institutional markets for her 
produce. Our other observation is that those in the Elim area who have accumulated 
wealth have tended to diversify into primary agriculture later on, though we don’t 
know to what extent this allowed them to accumulate further wealth. They are, 
in a sense, grander versions of some of the LRAD beneficiaries we presented in 
Chapter 5 such as Dr Sadiki or the L Family.

Of course one reason for this pattern may be that because of the historical 
dispossession of land most black people had no chance of making significant money 
through agriculture; those who did make money had to focus on other, quite diverse 
sectors, including agriculture-related ones.5 However, there is also a suggestion that 
political access was significant in accumulating wealth for some of greater Elim’s 
wealthiest black residents; this was also evident in a general sense in how some 
better-off individuals managed to get to the front of the LRAD queue. We do not 
seek to judge whether this type of land demand is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, but it underlines 
the point made above (in connection with the case studies of Marobala Chicken and 
Mmatshehla). This point is: a fair amount of black wealth is being invested in land 
and agriculture, and it is not clear whether policy-makers have any strategy that 

Life Stories 8.3 (continued)

Mr M – young successful entrepreneur

Mr M is in his mid-thirties and launched his construction business while he was a member 

of the Limpopo branch of the ANC Youth League. Much of his construction business related 

to RDP houses in the province, from where he expanded into Gauteng and elsewhere. He 

later opened a chain of funeral parlours; the parlour in Elim is the head office and there are 

others in Tzaneen, Giyani and Phalaborwa. It is not clear whether he has (yet) expanded 

into farming.

Mrs and Mr S – successful mother and son entrepreneurs

Mrs S is a retired nurse who is said to have made a lot of money through philanthropic 

organisations overseas. Whatever the actual source of her capital, she began one enterprise 

involving rental accommodation and another involving a large vegetable garden, from which 

vegetables are sold to hospitals, school feeding schemes and supermarkets. Her son, Mr S, 

began his working life as a bureaucrat in Limpopo provincial government, but after a few 

years resigned to take over responsibility for the family enterprises from his ageing mother.
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acknowledges this or tries to channel it in a particular way. The stories of these 
individuals, who have made at least some of their wealth through local agro-food 
value chains, are one of our reasons for suggesting this would be beneficial.

The Soekmekaar/Morebeng area
Historically, Soekmekaar was always a small, second-tier commercial farming 
centre; for large capital purchases, commercial farmers preferred to go to Tzaneen, 
Pietersburg or Louis Trichardt (see Figure 8.2). However, it was a viable centre 
for most non-capital items, such as those available through NTK (an agricultural 
co-op in Limpopo).

Although the town of Soekmekaar was founded only in 1924 ‘as the rail junction 
for the Messina, Komatipoort and Polokwane railway lines’ (Aucamp & De Beer 
2007), white farms had been established from the turn of the century or even 
earlier. The agricultural conditions at Soekmekaar are generally favourable, 
because of its location on the edge of the escarpment, which moderates 
temperatures and assures relatively good rainfall.6 However, despite favourable 
farming conditions and the advantage of easily accessed rail transport to move 

Figure 8.2 Satellite image of the Soekmekaar/Morebeng area

Source: Google 2010, CDNG 2011, with superimpositions
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Life Stories 8.4

Hans E and Tobie S – local white farmers

Hans and Tobie are among the dwindling number of commercial farmers in the Morebeng 

area. They are both in their late thirties or early forties. Despite having very different personal 

backgrounds, they are close friends.

Hans grew up in Soekmekaar on the farm where he still lives and farms. It was his grandfather’s 

farm, which Hans and his wife inherited upon the death of Hans’s father in early 2008. In 

1998, his father sold their adjacent farm to a group of land redistribution beneficiaries, and it 

has since remained vacant and unused. In 2001, to their concern, government informed his 

family that their remaining property – where the family home is situated – was under claim. 

Although the property has been valued twice, Hans has no idea of the present status of the 

claim: ‘You don’t hear from them.’ As for the future, Hans is clear: ‘We will stay as long as we 

can’, he says, not with an air of defiance, but one of practicality. ‘The only thing I can do is 

farm … You can go work maybe in a place, but I don’t have any education except Matric …’

The school where Hans matriculated closed down some time ago. From Hans’s perspective, 

Soekmekaar was a strong community up to about 2000/2001, at which point many 

of his neighbours started selling. On the one hand, this meant that a lot of people 

left; on the other, the fact that some people wanted to sell and others did not divided  

the community.

Tobie, by contrast, grew up in Pretoria. While studying psychology at a university in the 

Western Cape he met Suzanne, whom he later married. Suzanne had grown up on a farm in 

Soekmekaar. The farm had been in the family for five generations, and her father still farmed 

there. Around the time Tobie finished his degree, Suzanne’s father was expanding his farming 

operations and Tobie and Suzanne decided to ‘give it a shot’, that is, to move from the Cape 

up to Soekmekaar to help out. Did Tobie ever imagine he would become a farmer? ‘It’s in all 

our Afrikaners’ blood.’ 

Around 2006, Suzanne’s father decided to retire and sell his farm to land reform. Tobie moved 

quickly to negotiate a year’s lease with the new owners. When it expired he negotiated a new 

lease. The fact that these leases tend to be for only one year is awkward, not least because 

his main crop, strawberries, can run for three years, so it is impossible to exploit a planting 

to its potential within one year. It also means Tobie cannot get credit. ‘[I’ve got] nothing to 

back me except my tractor.’

Hans and Tobie befriended James T, the black lessee who had helped resuscitate the 

Mmatshehla Trust SLAG project. Explaining why they are keen to support James, Tobie 

explains: ‘Because he’s a great guy and we love him … If someone tries to do something and 

you can see he’s willing … he may not be able yet, or lack skills or whatever, just the plain 

willingness to become a farmer … It’s about farmers, and farmers group together … and try 

to help each other out whenever possible.’
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products to market, commercial farmers in the Soekmekaar area stuck to maize, 
potatoes and cattle through most of the 20th century. 

In the process, what appears to have been a vibrant black peasantry was gradually 
suffocated and destroyed. Older black residents of the Soekmekaar area recall 
how the opportunities for blacks to farm were curtailed as white farmers began 
using ‘their’ land more fully, leaving less space for their tenants. Said one woman 
we interviewed:

My father used a large plough, pulled by eight oxen. He had 16. Eight 
would be used in the morning, and eight in the afternoon. Then they 
said no donkeys are allowed – we will take them by force or those who 
voluntarily give them up will get 25 cents each. No donkeys remained 
at all, except for those on white farms. So the pots and baskets that the 
women in Khumbane’s village made for the market could no longer 
be transported. 

The area was plagued with ongoing problems of farm evictions; the first ANC 
attack on a police station was at Soekmekaar in January 1980.7

From the 1980s, farmers began to diversify more into tree crops and strawberries. 
The reason appears to be that marketing controls and subsidies meant that until 
then farmers could make a reasonable living without having to explore other 
commodities: farming is ‘more difficult now than in the past, but it was never easy; 
in the past, the okes just got by’ (Tobie S). However, an additional reason may be 
that farmers in the area did not get electricity until 1988, which meant they could 
then use irrigation. Those white commercial farmers who are left are still either 
intensifying or trying to expand, though expansion is mainly only possible by leasing 
farms from land reform beneficiaries.

From Soekmekaar to Morebeng

The area in the immediate vicinity of the town of Morebeng (formerly Soekmekaar) 
has changed hands from white to black ownership at least as dramatically as that 
around Elim, but in contrast to Elim this has been due equally to redistribution and 
restitution. The local agriculture office is responsible for 18 SLAG projects and 22 
LRAD projects; in addition there are two very large restitution projects (Morebene 
and Makgato, although Makgato extends far to the west towards Matoks) and a few 
smaller ones.

While it is difficult to say how many hectares have been transferred (not least 
because there is no official or even notional boundary that we can apply to 
define the ‘Morebeng area’), if we take the area within a 20-kilometre radius of 
Morebeng, then redistribution projects account for about 9% of the area and 
restitution projects for 11%, making a total of 20%. However, bearing in mind that 
much of the land was not commercial farmland in the first place (for example, 
some areas of former Venda to the northeast and of former Lebowa to the 
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southeast), effectively the share of commercial farmland that has been transferred 
is higher, perhaps exceeding 25%.

There are also various qualitative signs of the size of the change that has taken 
place. For one, NTK – Limpopo’s main agricultural input dealer – formerly had 
a large shop in Soekmekaar to serve the commercial farmers. In the early 2000s, 
the shop’s turnover began to decline and in 2001 it was closed. In 2004, it was 
re-opened as a ‘depot’.8 A more indirect sign is that the local Dutch Reformed 
Church lost half of its congregation between roughly 1998 and 2008. 

While there are no secondary data from which to predict longer-term trends in 
farm employment, interviews with commercial farmers suggest countervailing 
processes over the past 10–15 years. On the one hand, the diversification into 
high-value crops has meant a greater demand for both permanent and seasonal 
workers. On the other hand, the transfer of land through land reform has reduced 
overall demand for labour on white-owned commercial farms, while employment 
and self-employment on transferred properties varies according to the overall 
performance of the projects. 

Why is there a concentration of redistribution projects in the Soekmekaar area? 
From the remaining white farmers we interviewed, we gained the impression it 
was not because farmers there were particularly eager to sell, at least at first, but 
because government for some reason chose to focus on it. At one stage, the entire 
area seemed to be under claim by various communities, but then these claims 
appeared to have been partially withdrawn or scaled back. Following the apparent 
downsizing of the claims, however, government ‘started to throw cash on the table’, 
offering valuations that local farmers by and large regarded as ‘extremely good’: ‘If 
a good opportunity arises, you’d be stupid not to take it’ (Tobie, white farmer).9

However, is the decline of agriculture in eastern Molemole a consequence of land 
reform, as some local residents suggest? This might be true, or partially true; 
however there are strong indications that the commercial farming community of 
eastern Molemole began to decline before land reform, and if anything land reform 
merely facilitated an incipient process. 

Most obviously, the NTK shop closed before a significant share of land had 
shifted hands through land reform. According to the shop’s manager (who was 
then transferred to manage the NTK shop in Makhado town), the social and 
economic life of farmers and farm families in the Soekmekaar area began to 
focus more on Polokwane, where for instance more and more of Soekmekaar’s 
white children were sent for schooling. The initial practical implication was that 
when they went to Polokwane farmers frequented larger agro-dealers, which 
hurt NTK Soekmekaar’s business. But the more profound implication, albeit 
intangible, was that local white residents were increasingly dissociated from the 
‘Soekmekaar community’. 
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The 1999 closure of the Soekmekaar Military Base, which hosted a light infantry 
battalion of 800, probably also contributed to the weakening of Soekmekaar’s centre 
of gravity. According to the 1996 population census, Ward 1, which is the eastern 
part of Molemole around Soekmekaar and includes the black locations and villages 
of Nthabiseng, Eisleben and part of Ga-Ramakgopa, was home to all of 276 white 
people, as compared to 12  316 black people. While the visible ‘beginning of the 
end’ may have been the early SLAG projects – which diminished the already small 
numbers of whites, while also seeding the idea of using land reform as a way out 
– the reality was that farming and living in Soekmekaar had already become less 
attractive. Now was the time for white farmers to retire or relocate.

Beyond this brief attempt to reconstruct this moment in time for the white farmers 
of Soekmekaar, it is difficult to draw the economic linkages between their farming 
activities and the economy of the Soekmekaar area. Their products were mostly 
sent by truck to markets in Gauteng, via a transport company based in Mooketsi. 
Their inputs were increasingly sourced from dealers beyond the immediate area. 
As employers, the farmers in what had been Ward 1 accounted for only 395 
jobs in 1996 and 855 in 2001; significant numbers perhaps in a context of high 
unemployment, but very modest as sources of sustenance relative to remittances 
and social grants.10 For consumers, the shopping opportunities in Soekmekaar 
paled in comparison to those 30 or 40 kilometres away (see Figure 8.3).

Figure 8.3 Supermarket advertisement on the outskirts of Morebeng

Source: Authors
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Life Stories 8.5

Ms Zanele H – extension officer based at Morebeng

Ms Zanele H is one of seven extension officers based in the provincial Department of 

Agriculture’s compound in Morebeng. The compound consists of a small building and three 

mobile office units and is encircled by a high fence topped by razor wire. On a typical day, 

there are two or three guards at the entrance.

Zanele works in one of the mobile units. She is one of four extension officers in the 

Morebeng office whose job is to focus on land reform. She is one of two women on the 

staff, and stands out as being quite a bit younger than the other staff.

Zanele was born in 1980 in a village near Port Alfred in what is now Eastern Cape. While 

she was growing up she was very interested in agriculture, motivated by the fact that her 

parents were farmers who grew crops and kept chickens, sheep and goats. Zanele looked 

after the livestock and helped with the crop farming, which was mainly for subsistence.

She later went to PE Technikon (now part of Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University) 

where she completed a BTech in Agriculture in 2001. She started working in 2002 for 

Ndlambe municipality as a data capturer. In 2003 she worked as a trainee farm manager 

for a youth programme in Pretoria. She also worked for the National Emerging Red Meat 

Producer’s Organisation in 2004 as a project coordinator. In 2007 she took her present job 

with the Limpopo Department of Agriculture, where she works as a ‘land reform advisor’.

She is not married and has no plans to marry soon. She would like to move to Gauteng, to 

find a more interesting job in a more exciting place. Morebeng is small and socially dull; 

she is upwardly mobile and doesn’t see herself living in Morebeng much longer. Her present 

job is difficult: most of the time she has no transport and she does not receive support or 

encouragement from her seniors. Moreover, after working away from home for a while, she 

came to realise that agriculture is not valued in most places as it is in her parents’ village. 

Zanele feels that land reform is important because it has the potential to unite people who 

were previously seen as different in colour and lifestyle. However, she sees that most land 

reform projects are failing, for a variety of reasons such as intragroup conflict, lack of skills 

and commitment among beneficiaries, lack of support from financial institutions and little 

support from government. However, she observes stark differences between SLAG and 

restitution on the one hand and LRAD on the other. SLAG has been ‘a serious disaster’ 

because most of the beneficiaries are not aware that they are beneficiaries, or because 

they agreed to register as applicants but without being asked if they had any interest in 

agriculture. For restitution, beneficiaries are ‘selected’ because they were dispossessed, 

rather than because of an interest in agriculture or relevant skills. LRAD by contrast is 

‘making a good mark’ because most projects are owned by families who have contributed 

something to acquire the land and thus are committed.

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   268 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L o c a L i t y  s t u d i e s

269

The arbitrariness of the Soekmekaar/Morebeng focus

The rationale for focusing on the Soekmekaar/Morebeng area was initially that 
there had been a lot of land reform there, and also that it presented an interesting 
contrast to Elim. But why specifically Soekmekaar/Morebeng? Perhaps because the 
town is a sort of focal point for this area: for instance it is the main administrative 
hub for the eastern part of Molemole local municipality, and also hosts the only 
office of the provincial agriculture department in the area. The 2003 celebration 
of International Women’s Day (mentioned in the Makhamotse case study), 
encompassed the Soekmekaar area, which was treated to a welcoming speech by 
‘Soekmekaar’s mayor’ (presumably the mayor of Molemole municipality).

But arguably the underlying, unarticulated reason we focused on Soekmekaar/
Morebeng is that historically Soekmekaar was the geographic and cultural centre 
of an established community of white commercial farmers. For land reform 
purposes there is some practical importance in the fact that white farmers in 
the Soekmekaar area were increasingly prepared to leave and thus make land 
available; but it is still an open question whether the supply of easy land should 
define how land reform implementation is thought about and pursued. As the 
SLAG case studies in particular showed, in its most crass form this results in 
generally fruitless seller-driven land reform. However, there is reason to suppose 
that it goes beyond that. The fact that as researchers we also easily gravitated 
towards a focus on Soekmekaar/Morebeng is another indication of its pull.

The question arises: is the way we think about land reform overly caught up in 
what we might call ‘white geography’? To illustrate with a tangential example, 
consider the detail from the road map, the very one we used to help navigate 
our way around our research area (see Figure  8.4). The oddness of the map 
is what it chooses to show and not show. What it does show, for example, are 
three historically white towns and the site of a long-defunct Lutheran mission 
station. In 2003, Soekmekaar and Mooketsi had populations of about 3 600 and 
90 respectively, while Munnik and Groot Spelonke do not warrant status in the 
population register. What are not shown – but which are indeed there – are 
Nthabiseng, Eisleben and Sekgopo, with populations of around 2 300, 8 000 and 
24 000 respectively. 

Perhaps we should instead have chosen to focus on, say, the Sekgopo area in 
the same way we chose to focus on the Elim area above. However, while our 
strange and unconscious decision to focus on Soekmekaar/Morebeng no doubt 
influenced the questions we asked and the perspective we developed, it conveys 
an important lesson of its own: as suggested above the focus is not only ours; it 
is also one that permeates the policy and implementation of land reform. This 
was illustrated in the case study of Makhamotse, where we observed the lack of 
connection between the insular land reform project of Makhamotse on the one 
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Life Stories 8.5 (continued)

Mr Ezra S – former farmer and businessman in Morebeng

Mr Ezra S was born in 1981 in Soekmekaar and grew up there on his family’s farm, 

which focused on field crops and avocado. However, the family also had a food retail 

business on the main street of Soekmekaar, which mainly sold bags of maize meal to 

the local black population. The name of the business, Morebene Milling, might suggest 

that initially the business involved actual milling, but if so it has not been the case for a 

long time.

When his father passed away in 2004, he left Ezra the farm, but because of a family 

dispute Ezra decided to leave the farm and farming. (Moreover, this farm is under claim, 

though the claim is not yet resolved due to a disagreement over the price.) He decided 

to carry on with the family’s retail business, but eventually made a change. In 2008/2009 

he renovated the structure and re-opened it as a bakery and restaurant under the name 

‘Lephai’s’. He continues to sell maize meal, but the establishment now has an upscale feel 

that is decidedly anomalous in Morebeng. It has stainless steel tables and chairs inside 

and on the shaded veranda an ATM and expensive-looking light fittings. It is not clear 

whether his shop is succeeding but it appears to be quite busy.

According to Ezra, the Soekmekaar area has declined since 1994. Land reform is one 

of the causes, but not the only one. The main cause is the economic situation in the 

country and in particular for farmers. Ezra indicated that many farmers in the area saw 

land reform as an opportunity to get out, because at the time they were not doing 

well and a number were struggling with debt. Although a committee was formed 

among local white farmers to ‘resist the claims’, many farmers quickly realised that the 

compensation on offer was more than fair. In fact Ezra suspects some form of corruption 

within government whereby a number of sellers got significantly better prices than was 

warranted, but he has no evidence.

hand, and the neglected agriculturalists of Sekgopo on the other. When the two 
did interact, it was an interaction that became hostile and even violent. Members 
of the Sekgopo community were invited to add their names to the applicant 
list, and even permitted to serve on the CPA committee; but to the extent that 
they were allowed to participate at all, they were expected to make their way to 
the farm Rustfontein and conform (subordinate themselves?) to its agricultural 
logic. It did not work.

And what of that ‘agricultural logic’? Indeed, the lack of connection between land 
reform and the local context is also illustrated by our analysis of the withdrawal 
of white commercial farmers from the Soekmekaar area. We concluded that 
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the broader economic implications of their withdrawal were minimal, precisely 
because their economic existence was not closely connected to the very area in 
which they farmed. It was presumably different some decades ago, but that had 
changed since, and one plausible interpretation is that the process by which 
farming in the area lost its connection to the area itself presaged the decline of 
the white farming community.

As far as LRAD goes, in a sense it is merely a refined version of SLAG. Zanele H 
(see Life Stories 8.5), an extension officer based in the Morebeng agriculture 
office, is of course correct that LRAD may ‘work’ better than SLAG. But this 
will only happen to the extent that the new owners are capable of stepping into  
the khaki shorts of their predecessors. Although there is some encouraging 
deviation from this pattern (for example, Springkaan), by design it tends to 
adhere to the same model of agriculture, and thus is fundamentally delinked 
from its context.

What we must ponder, therefore, is: what kind of shift in land use might possibly 
be of positive broader significance to the Morebeng area? Or, should we ask, to 
the Nthabiseng/Eisleben/Sekgopo area?

Figure 8.4 Detail of road atlas showing Soekmekaar and environs

Source: Redrawn from Map Studio 2004: 42
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Notes
1 The Limpopo area-based projects were eventually completed in late 2011 (Bigen  

Africa 2011).
2 Spatial planning had already emerged as a popular activity across government, 

starting with the ‘spatial development initiatives’ of the late 1990s (largely regarded 
as unsuccessful attempts to coordinate investment in propitious locations), followed 
by the National Spatial Development Perspective of 2006 (more a meditation on the 
implications of South African geography for planning and development strategies, than 
a spatial plan as such), and then sundry provincial spatial development frameworks, of 
which one for Limpopo was produced in 2002 (the ‘Limpopo Spatial Rationale’). 

3 Interestingly, this hardware store is part of a Limpopo-based chain owned by the family 
of Pieter O, one of the key partners in Mavu, which was one of the former strategic 
partners in Levubu. Also interesting is that the only formal objection lodged against 
the development of the new mall was from another local white farmer, who apparently 
had other investment plans for the centre of Elim.

4 These are estimates based on the household sample survey conducted at Munzhedzi, 
which included an expenditure module. Another interesting finding is that 21% of the 
food expenditure among those interviewed was from Munzhedzi itself, and most of 
this (75%) was from ‘other shops’. Unfortunately, we do not know where these ‘other 
shops’ sourced their food; from other households at Munzhedzi, or perhaps from shops 
in Elim or elsewhere?

5 An even less scientific survey of wealthy whites in the Makhado area suggests 
something quite different. A prime example is Pieter O, whose family owned land 
at Levubu. Pieter farmed the land to such good effect he was eventually able to help 
create two local agro-processing plants, and then increasingly diversify outside 
agriculture into hardware, telecoms and financial services.

6 Weather station data reveal that, on average, Morebeng receives far more rainfall 
than areas to the west such as Bochum and Bandelierkop, and even than Ramakgopa, 
which is less than 20 kilometers away. Indeed, those who were forcibly removed from 
Soekmekaar and the farmland immediately surrounding it were typically moved to 
the drier areas to the west such as Ga-Ramakgopa, Eisleben and Matoks. Even so, it is 
worth noting that in the satellite image in Figure 3.7, the ‘swirly pattern’ immediately 
south of Ga-Ramakgopa and west of Eisleben indicates plots which in previous decades 
were regularly used for staple food production.

7 ‘Petrus Mashigo [one of the three accused] told the court that the attack on 
Soekmekaar police station had been intended as ‘‘armed propaganda’’ in protest against 
the forced removal of the community in the area. It was intended to show the ANC 
sympathised with the plight of the people and to demonstrate to police that what they 
were doing was wrong.’ (ANC 1996)

8 For NTK, a ‘shop’ is a full dealership which sells the full range of wares including farm 
vehicles and equipment, and largely caters to large-scale commercial farmers. However, 
this is not to suggest that all of NTK’s shops were or are of equal size. A ‘depot’ is a 
scaled-down version of a shop that stocks smaller items, which is how NTK serves its 
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predominantly black clientele. There are nine depots in the province, mostly in the 
Venda region, under centralised management. By contrast, each of the 24 shops has its 
own manager.

9 See the case study of Fanang Diatla for an example of apparent overpayment under 
SLAG.

10 The increase in farm jobs between 1996 and 2001 is surprising, especially since it 
is very large percentage-wise. However, given the presence of a handful of labour-
intensive horticulture farms in the area, it is quite plausible that the number of farm 
jobs is erratic over time, and the figures reflect volatility rather than a trend. 
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Value chains

This chapter explores value chains in northern Limpopo, with the aims of better 
understanding the structure of the agricultural economy, and of better appreciating 
the possible implications of land reform for that economy and vice versa. We begin 
by offering a statistical overview of the size and nature of Limpopo as a consumer 
market in its own right. This is followed by a series of brief descriptions of the value 
chains associated with commodities which have featured in our case studies. The 
chapter then treats two commodities at greater length, namely beef and broilers; we 
chose these two because they are commonly produced by land reform beneficiaries, 
and also because they are intricately tied into northern Limpopo’s agricultural 
economy, which suggests fairly extensive possibilities for land reform to either affect 
or be affected by wider processes in this economy. 

The overall message of this chapter is that integrating small-scale farmers and land 
reform beneficiaries into national value chains (not to mention value chains that 
extend beyond South Africa’s borders) presents opportunities but also significant 
risks. This is not specific to the situation of small-scale farmers, but a reflection on 
the prevailing value chains themselves, which are overly reliant on imports of grain 
or heifers, and increasingly sensitive to transport costs. Taken in conjunction with 
the increasing water stress in the sector, a shift in favour of local production for local 
consumption appears to be the best option. 

The Limpopo market
It is worth considering the size of the Limpopo market itself. Table 9.1 presents 
calculations from Stats SA’s 2005/2006 Income and Expenditure Survey and helps give 
some perspective on the nature and location of local demand (Stats SA 2008). The first 
observation is that, Limpopo being a mainly rural province, rural food expenditure 
vastly outstrips urban food expenditure. This presents a challenge for supermarket 
chains, which could be either good or bad for land reform and small-scale farmers 
depending on your perspective. On the one hand, it is partly this diffuse nature of 
demand that allows local marketing of vegetables to be a functional marketing strategy 
for producers such as Springkaan and Fanang Diatla. But as mentioned above, it 
also imposes limits – or at least constraints – on how Springkaan and Fanang Diatla 
can grow. 

A second observation is that the share of food expenditure going to fruit and 
vegetables is only 10% to 11%. While fruit and vegetables probably have relatively 
strong income elasticities of demand (meaning that we can hope for robust increases 
in demand as income levels rise, which we hope they will), they probably also have 

9
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high price elasticities of demand. This means that a local oversupply by land reform 
beneficiaries and other black farmers diversifying into fruit and vegetables will lead 
to significant price drops, unless of course they find a way to overcome the hurdle of 
reaching long-distance markets. 

Thirdly, Table 9.1 shows that 93% of all food expenditure is by black households; 
thus if local farmers envisage marketing to consumers in Limpopo, they must bear 
in mind the preferences and tastes of the predominant clientele. This was the insight 
of the C Family and Richard R when they decided to market live birds rather than 
just relying on the abattoir. 

Lastly, there is a strong mismatch between provincial supply and provincial demand, 
with provincial horticulture in particular being largely geared for sale outside the 
province, but with deficits in meat and grains, especially the latter. The question 
is therefore whether there is any economic rationale for commercialising small-
scale maize production. Since commercial maize production is very modest in 
Limpopo and virtually absent in the north, this question might appear absurd, and 
yet maize remains the single most commonly grown crop among those living in the 
ex-bantustans. 

Value chain snapshots
Before we turn to beef and broilers, we look at the brief glimpses we have had already 
of other relevant value chains, if only to note how diverse they are and how they raise 
different issues and questions about the role of land and agrarian reform in relation 
to the local economy. 

Table 9.1 Food expenditure in Limpopo, 2005–2006

Rural Urban ‘Black 
expenditure’ 
as  % share 
of total 

‘Rural 
expenditure’ 
as % share of 
total 

Rand 
(millions)

% share of 
total expend

Rand 
(millions)

% share 
of total 
expend

Grain products  2 236 33.6  222 20.9 97.1 91.0

Meat and fish  1 707 25.6  264 24.8 92.7 86.6

Milk, cheese & eggs  419 6.3  84 7.9 85.9 83.3

Fats and oils  206 3.1  25 2.4 93.8 89.2

Fruit and vegetables  767 11.5  107 10.1 93.2 87.8

Sugar  283 4.2  32 3.0 91.8 89.8

Other foods  229 3.4  48 4.5 91.8 82.7

Non-alcoholic bevs  817 12.3  281 26.4 87.2 74.4

Total  6 665 100.0 1 064 100.0 92.8 86.2

Source: Stats SA 2008 and authors’ calculations

HSRC - Land reform and Livelihoods.indb   275 3/20/13   7:13 PM

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



L a n d  r e f o r m  a n d  L i v e L i h o o d s 

276

Maize

For example, the case study of Munzhedzi highlighted the importance of household 
maize production, and described the options that households have for getting 
their maize milled. However, as with Limpopo as a whole, most maize producers 
at Munzhedzi are still overwhelmingly net buyers of maize; maize expenditure 
accounts for 15% of all ‘regular expenditure’ (excluding irregular lump-sum 
purchases such as durables), and 23% of food expenditure. Most of this maize is 
bought at non-chain store shops in Elim and Makhado town, which in turn buy 
it from local mills, which procure it from outside the province. One advantage of 
this is that local maize consumers are not wedded to national brands such as Ace 
and Iwisa, which means there is still some space for non-branded maize meal to 
find a market. However, the discussion below on beef and broilers highlights the 
fact that the absence of significant maize production within Limpopo has diverse 
consequences for the agricultural economy of the province. It also helps explain why 
people go to the trouble of growing their own maize, no matter how little, because 
prices of shop-bought maize reflect not only fluctuations because the domestic price 
is pegged to export parity, but also the transport costs of getting the maize up to 
northern Limpopo. 

Vegetables

Another agricultural product that we looked at is vegetables, which are produced by 
a number of our case study beneficiaries. Most of these beneficiaries (such as Fanang 
Diatla, Springkaan, Mmatshehla) market their vegetables locally, often by hawking 
directly to the public; but others target more distant markets, including overseas (for 
example, peppadews from Karishume). We also discussed fresh vegetables in the 
context of the Elim locality study (see Chapter 8), where it appears that vegetables are 
the focus of an emerging local food economy. From the perspective of land reform 
beneficiaries and other black farmers, the key issue is that one can earn a good 
return selling to the local market, but only up to a point, because the short shelf-life 
of many vegetables is such that a single producer can oversupply her own market. 
This helps us understand the virtue of Elim as a larger market; true, it is supplied by a 
number of farmers, but on the whole the steady demand and not-quite-synchronised 
production mean that there is a better possibility of balancing supply and demand. 
This is presumably why Spar has emerged as a successful intermediary between local 
farmers and local consumers; but what remains something of a mystery is how Spar 
can maintain a market for these vegetables despite its 25% mark-up, and despite the 
fact that there are literally dozens if not hundreds of petty traders across the road 
selling many of the same products. In any event, land reform can play two roles: it 
can increase the number of farmers producing and selling vegetables, which indeed 
it has done; and, by contributing to the further growth of the greater Elim non-
metropolitan area, it further creates a local market.
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Fruits and nuts

A third category of agricultural product we touched on is the high-value fruits and 
nuts produced in Levubu, where among other things we remarked on the significant 
second-order benefits associated with packaging and agro-processing (packaging 
avocadoes, cracking macadamia nuts, processing avocado oils and extracting fruit 
juice). Local packaging and agro-processing make sense because primary products 
are bulky and sometimes fragile, so shipping them to be packaged or processed 
elsewhere is uneconomical. Still, it is notable that regardless of the degree of 
processing, these products are destined by and large either for South Africa’s large 
urban markets (especially bananas), or for overseas (macadamia). 

Arguably their significance is less to do with feeding the local population than 
contributing to South Africa’s balance of payments. In fact, net exports from 
agriculture represent a large share of total net exports; for example, agriculture 
accounted for about 26% of the trade surplus during 2000–2003, while for  
2004–2006, when the overall trade balance was negative, the positive net exports in 
agriculture prevented the trade balance from being 10% to 50% worse. Plantation 
agriculture such as that at Levubu contributes disproportionately to this important 
function of agriculture, which is a different way of thinking about its value chain. 
Strangely enough, the production of macadamia nuts in Levubu lowers the cost of 
petrol; without this the pressure of transport costs on poor households would be 
even worse. Thus, regardless of one’s feelings about the strategic partner model or 
the manner in which it was introduced, the concern of the Restitution Commission 
to safeguard the production on the Levubu farms was not without merit, especially 
as it is a question of restitution not only in the Levubu Valley, but also elsewhere in  
the province.

Beef
South Africa’s per capita red meat consumption (mainly beef) in the period  
2000–2009 was only 62% of what it was in the 1970s, but by virtue of a growing 
population, there has been a 15% to 20% increase in total domestic demand 
nonetheless. This is quite different from poultry, for which per capita consumption 
has trebled over the same period. The greater demand for poultry over red meat 
is such that per capita consumption of the former is higher now by over 20% (an 
average of 31 kilograms per person per annum for the period 2005/2006–2008/2009 
for poultry, versus 25 kilograms per person per annum for red meat).

But even though domestic demand for beef has grown only modestly over the last 
few decades, domestic production consistently lags behind consumption by 5% 
to 10% (see Figure 9.1). However, the situation involves more than South Africa 
merely making up the difference with imports, because South Africa is also an 
active exporter of beef. While it imports more than it exports and thus makes up 
the difference between domestic production and consumption, it sometimes earns 
more from its relatively modest exports because these are high-quality fresh or 
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Figure 9.1 Domestic production and consumption of beef and white meat, 1970–2010
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chilled cuts for the European markets, whereas imports are largely frozen carcasses 
from South America. 

Feedlot production

Roughly three-quarters of South Africa’s domestically consumed beef comes from 
feedlot production. There are about 70 feedlots in South Africa, but they vary 
greatly in size. As Olivier notes, the larger feedlots tend to be located in grain-
producing areas, because of the importance of minimising transportation costs 
associated with obtaining feed, half of which is based on yellow maize (Olivier 
2004). Olivier also notes that, particularly since the deregulation of the red meat 
industry in the 1990s, the larger feedlots have tended to integrate vertically, 
upstream into milling feed and downstream into meat processing and marketing 
(Olivier 2004). On the other hand, a countervailing trend since deregulation has 
been the increase over the last two decades in the number of abattoirs, of which 
there are presently about 500 across South Africa (DAFF 2010b); presumably this 
is also an adaptation to high transport costs.

The larger feedlots tend to import weaners, in particular from Namibia. These 
imported weaners account for around 7% of cattle slaughterings per year in South 
Africa; in effect, this is in addition to the net importation of beef noted above. In 
2006, 37% of weaners exported from Namibia to South Africa went to Gauteng, but 
about 6% (about 12 000 animals) went to Limpopo (Meat Board of Namibia 2009). 
One of the interesting features of this part of the value chain is that about 70% of 
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weaners exported by Namibia to South Africa are estimated to be originally from 
Namibia’s communal areas (Mendelsohn 2006: 46).

South Africa applies a 40% ad valorem tariff to beef imports, regardless of whether 
they are fresh, chilled or frozen. Members of the South African Customs Union 
are exempt, in that they are not obliged to pay a tariff at all; the most significant of 
these members is Namibia. However, South Africa faces stiff import tariff barriers 
to markets in Europe, namely 67% to the UK and 75% to the Netherlands (DAFF 
2010b). Having said that, the bigger problem in penetrating markets in Europe and 
North America is that South Africa cannot compete with the likes of Argentina, 
Brazil and Australia.

Cattle farming in the ex-bantustans

In the period 2008–2009, the total herd in South Africa was about 13.8 million head, 
of which 60% was ‘commercial’ and 40% ‘communal’. The non-economic or sub-
economic nature of cattle kept within the ex-bantustans has been the subject of much 
conjecture and analysis, as well as some policy intervention. In brief, the debate 
hinges on the question of why cattle owners in ex-bantustans do not manage their 
herds according to commercial norms (for example with higher off-take rates). Is it 
because they keep cattle for mainly cultural/social reasons or as a store of wealth, or 
because they operate according to a different economic logic that takes into account 
social and cultural objectives and incorporates a broader set of economic uses than 
is typical with ‘commercial’ management?

An overlapping debate relates to stocking strategies. The low off-take rates associated 
with ex-bantustan cattle owners imply higher stocking rates than those commercial 
farmers and/or government range ecologists regard as sustainable; in addition, 
these cattle owners do not appear to respond appropriately in times of crisis such 
as drought. The counter-argument is that these ‘traditional’ farmers are employing 
a form of non-equilibrium herd management that is suitable and efficient in their 
circumstances (Scoones 1994). 

As for the interventions, two recent notable ones have been the national Nguni Cattle 
Project and the Eastern Cape Red Meat Development Programme. These initiatives 
seek to encourage cattle owners to improve the genetic stock of their herds, employ 
more dynamic off-take practices and at the same time try to create market links 
where there are none. 

While the communal herd does not contribute to meeting market demand for 
beef in proportion to its size, we should not underestimate its significance just 
because not much of the meat from these animals enters formal marketing 
channels. According to estimates by Germishuis, over the period 2001–2003 
‘non-commercial production’ of beef accounted for about 21% of all beef 
produced (and consumed) in South Africa (Germishuis 2003). Meanwhile, 
Van Zyl et al. estimate that in South Africa ‘approximately 45% of livestock 
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is marketed through informal channels’ (Van Zyl et al. 2008: 1). As for the 
existence of informal abattoirs, a 2003 NAMC report noted that 

the abolition of the controlled areas in 1990, led to a shift in 
livestock slaughter patterns – from the consumer centres to the areas 
of production (the rural areas). This resulted in a huge increase in 
the erection of small and medium abattoirs in the production areas. 
Some of the ‘informal’ abattoirs compete on an unequal footing with 
registered abattoirs where stringent health and hygiene requirements 
have to be met. (NAMC 2003: 57)

The NAMC report also estimated that ‘Slaughtering in the informal sector of 
the red meat industry could amount to an additional 20 to 30 per cent of the 
official recorded slaughter figures’ (NAMC 2003: 53).

Our case studies in Limpopo included several examples of land reform 
beneficiaries – or their tenants – who were engaged in cattle production, 
for example Dr Sadiki, his tenant Mr R and Martin L of the L Family on 
Goedgedacht Estate. There were also other projects in which cattle production 
was part of a mixed strategy, such as Makhamotse and Springkaan, or which 
made land available, usually casually, to beneficiaries who wished to run their 
cattle there, such as Munzhedzi and Mavungeni. 

For the people who had cattle farming as their main activity, it is clear that 
their style of farming was according to conventional commercial principles: 
they were all engaged in cow-and-calf (weaner) systems, or modest variations 
thereof; they tended to be concerned with improving the genetics of their herds; 
and they generally marketed their cattle in the same ways as other commercial 
cattle farmers (at commercial auctions). We don’t know whether they were 
disadvantaged in some way at these auctions, perhaps by being small scale or 
black. We can say that the single example of a cattle farmer attempting to market 
differently, Mr R, was not wholly satisfactory; Mr R had built his own abattoir 
and butchery, but the electricity costs in particular were hurting him. He was 
also using the livestock auctions (both to buy and to sell), and there is a real 
chance that with further electricity tariff hikes, he will close the abattoir and 
butchery and concentrate on raising weaners for sale at the auctions. 

However, between the macroscale of South Africa’s beef economy and the 
microscale of our particular case studies, there is a question of the stability 
of the beef value chain in northern Limpopo. Our understanding of the value 
chain comes from a combination of secondary data, and interviews conducted 
with abattoir owners, butcheries, supermarkets, a feedlot operator and of course 
farmers. Figure 9.2 is a schematic representation of the value chain from inputs 
to primary producers through to consumers. The figures are approximations.
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Figure 9.2 Schematic overview of the value chain for beef in Makhado

Breeders:
4–5 Bonsmara 
breeders

Feed suppliers:
2  main + many 
small

Other input 
suppliers:
2 main + ? small

Primary producers – 
‘commercial’ breeds: 
~100?

Feedlots: 
1 large + 
1 small

Primary producers: 
local and mixed 
breeds: 50 000?

Abattoirs: 1 large + 
2–3 small

‘Community  
abattoirs/butcheries’: 

? small

Home consumption

ButcheriesSupermarkets
 

Source: Authors

Feed is supplied mainly through a feed supply company, Breenco, based in Makhado 
town and through the NTK shop in Makhado town. However, feed is also widely 
available in smaller amounts through the NTK depots and other shops. Larger stock 
owners often mix their own feed, and this in a sense is Breenco’s largest competition. 
In any event, nearly all the source grains for the feed come from outside the province, 
and the feed-mixing process is not particularly labour intensive, so the backward 
linkages do not have significant implications for the local economy; that is, very few 
direct and indirect jobs are related to providing feed to local cattle farmers. (Some 
small-scale maize producers – including some at Munzhedzi – do sell to Breenco, 
but in very small amounts, and they could easily sell elsewhere if for some reason the 
demand for feed dried up.)

Primary producers can be divided into commercial cattle farmers, ‘communal cattle 
owners/farmers’ and feedlot operators. Between the first two is a large grey area; 
examples are larger stock owners such as Mr R and Martin L, who are smaller than 
the average white commercial cattle farmer, but as indicated above are certainly 
commercially orientated and have more cattle than many other stock owners. 

The large feedlot belongs to Mr Z and was briefly described in Chapter 3. As we 
mentioned, he sells most of his supply to his son, who has an abattoir in the industrial 
area on the south side of Makhado town; one of the larger butcheries in town is also on 
the premises. Thus from father to son, and considering the son’s combined enterprises, 
it is a form of vertical integration. However, most of Z Junior’s beef is sold through 
supermarkets, and indeed much if not most goes outside of Makhado, including to 
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Gauteng. However, this is not because there is a surplus of locally slaughtered beef 
relative to local demand; instead, supermarkets in particular source a large share of 
their beef from outside the province. From the perspective of Z Junior, the marketing 
networks are simply not competitive, but are strongly imprinted with personal 
ties and illogical deals. Combined with the fact that the vast majority of Z Senior’s 
weaners are acquired from outside the province, the beef situation in Makhado is very 
odd indeed: cattle are brought in, fattened, slaughtered, and marketed to consumers 
outside, while beef from elsewhere is brought in. One possible explanation for this 
strange situation is that it is a vestige of an earlier system that made economic sense 
at the time. We know for example that commercial cattle production in Soutpansberg 
used to be much higher, and a large feedlot in the vicinity was appropriate at that 
time. Mr Z managed to keep his feedlot going while cattle farming around him 
effectively collapsed; but while the feedlot might have provided him a livelihood for 
a couple more decades, strictly speaking it would never have been created under 
today’s circumstances.1 It is pretty clear that communal cattle farmers do not account 
for a large share of the beef bought by local consumers, including black consumers 
(who are the vast majority). From the Income and Expenditure Survey (IES) of 
2005/2006 (Stats SA 2008), which included 368 household respondents from 
Vhembe, we know that 52% of black households who buy beef do so mainly from 
formal chain stores, and another 37% mainly from other formal retailers. The rest 
buy mainly from ‘informal’ sources. It is not clear how respondents would categorise 
Mr R’s butchery, but in any event it would not be regarded as a chain store.

Implications for land reform

Given this somewhat fuzzy but complex picture, what are the implications for land 
reform? According to one abattoir owner, its impact has already been felt; he claims 
that two of his regular suppliers have sold or lost their land to land reform, and that 
this has contributed to his increasing difficulty in getting animals. This may be true, 
but this abattoir is a small player and not representative, particularly because most 
slaughterings in the province are of animals which originate outside the area. So, 
even if the effect described by this abattoir owner were to be multiplied, it would 
only have an impact at the margins, especially as the trend of converting cattle farms 
into game farms appears set to continue. And of course, this presumes that all land 
reform beneficiaries who took over land previously used for cattle would either 
discontinue farming cattle, or would produce less. This is not necessarily the case, as 
we have seen from Goedgedacht Estate and Springkaan.

Perhaps the more realistically possible impact of land reform is Mr Z’s feedlot, 
an operation he has built up over the years. The feedlot operation is complex and 
requires expert management. If most of his land is acquired for restitution, as seems 
likely, then this would very possibly affect the feedlot operation, unless some kind of 
partnership model was introduced. 

What if, for the sake of argument, Mr Z’s feedlot stopped operating altogether? 
The proximate impact would be the loss of 40 jobs; the next most proximate 
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impact would be on Mr Z Junior’s abattoir, which would then have to scramble 
(even harder) to source animals. What if, to take the argument further, the abattoir 
could not survive, especially given that beef is its primary commodity? About half 
again as many jobs would be lost. But it is unlikely that the meat-eating consumer 
of Makhado would feel anything, because the channels for meat distribution 
that flow upwards from Gauteng and the more southern parts of Limpopo are  
well established. 

The fact is, even if there were no claims against Mr Z Senior’s land, it is difficult to 
imagine his feedlot operation carrying on indefinitely; it is simply too contrary to 
economic logic, especially as transport costs are likely to carry on rising. On the 
other hand, Mr Z’s operation is so large that he doesn’t even depend a great deal on 
local auctions to source weaners. If his feedlot were to close, it might be a stimulant 
to the rest of the local value chain; his son would need to rely more on local cattle 
farmers, with or without the remaining small feedlot operators. The short answer 
is that it is very difficult to anticipate the future of the beef value chain in northern 
Limpopo, except to say that significant upheaval seems more than likely. 

What about ‘emerging’ cattle farmers – those already established in former 
homelands or those who now farm cattle through land reform? This is also very 
uncertain. As their future involves maintaining good links to formal value chains, 
then much depends on how these evolve, and as suggested above, that is not at all 
clear. It is conceivable that the remaining local feedlots and/or the local abattoirs 
could begin to interact with local black farmers, rather like the way the fruit and 
vegetable manager at the Spar in Elim has begun relying on local black farmers 
for fresh produce. If this does not happen, and given the difficulty that small-scale 
independent abattoirs/butcheries face in terms of high operating costs, then it is 
likely that the demand for beef will be met more and more by refrigerated trucks 
rolling up the N1. 

Finally, much also depends on consumers’ tastes. As consumers demand more of 
the tender beef from feedlot-finished cattle, the oxen/tolly system seems destined 
to become more and more marginal. However, feedlots favour good water supplies, 
to water the cattle in the lot and indirectly to water the grains that are necessary for 
feed. Northern Limpopo is becoming less suitable for feedlots, but is reasonably well 
suited to the oxen system, where cattle are veld-fed up to the point of slaughter. 

Broilers
As mentioned above, chicken has overtaken beef as the main type of meat consumed 
by South Africans. This is also true for Vhembe; the IES of 2005/2006 (Stats SA 2008) 
shows that the average household in Vhembe spent about R440 per year on meat 
of all kinds, comprising 27% of their total food expenditure. Of this meat budget, 
only 25% was devoted to beef while 55% was spent on poultry – by which we mean, 
overwhelmingly, chicken. However, Soutpansberg is a small player in the province 
when it comes to chicken production. According to the 2002 commercial agricultural 
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census, only 3% of Limpopo’s live birds were in Soutpansberg. And for that matter, 
Limpopo is an extremely small producer nationally, accounting for only 2.5% of 
slaughterings in 2005 (NAMC 2007). It therefore seems to be the perfect environment 
in which emerging broiler producers can grow. However, because chicken abattoir 
capacity in the Makhado area is limited, emerging producers struggle to sell as 
much as they would like to when they attempt to expand. The demand is there and 
the production conditions are tolerable (although heat is an issue); so what is the 
problem? (We are tempted to call it a chicken-and-egg problem.)

Why is chicken production not growing?

One problem with broiler production in Makhado is the same as with feedlot-
finished beef, namely the feed costs, which make up a high share of overall 
production costs. For smaller-scale broiler operations, feed accounted for 69% of 
production costs in the Thohoyandou area in 2008 (Van Averbeke & Ralivhesa 
2009). For large-scale broiler producers, feed costs tend to be 50% or more of 
total costs (NAMC 2007), with different companies seeking a competitive edge by 
improving their feed conversion ratio. Overall, large-scale South African producers 
have improved their productive efficiency up to international levels, but are now 
only marginally competitive relative to imports from overseas because South Africa 
is a high-cost producer of feed in general. 

There is a limit to what South African broiler producers can do to reduce their costs 
of feed; their main strategy is to seek economies of scale so they can benefit from 
lower unit costs of transport and feed.This goes hand in hand with another strategy, 
which is to vertically integrate with feed producers and/or logistics/transport 
companies. As a result, the broiler industry has become more concentrated over 
time. In 2005, Rainbow accounted for 36% of all slaughterings and Astral for another 
27%. Both of these are vertically linked: Astral Foods Group with Meadow Feeds, 
and Rainbow with Epol Feeds.

As far as broiler production is concerned, Limpopo – and particularly northern 
Limpopo – has a double curse. It is obliged to transport in most of its feed (or most of 
the ingredients for feed); and it lacks a major city that makes for an attractive market, 
because its population is widely dispersed.

Live birds or packaged?

However, ‘rurality’ has one advantage in relation to marketing chickens, and this is 
very much in evidence in Makhado. An altogether different way to be competitive 
is to cater to those who prefer to purchase live birds. Live birds are preferred 
because, first, few households have refrigerators; second, this means consumers 
can save slaughtering costs – which otherwise would have gone to the abattoir – 
and also use the feet and innards, which packaged chicken typically excludes; and 
third, live birds are guaranteed to be fresh, whereas store-bought dressed birds 
might have been sitting in a freezer. These characteristics tend to favour rural 
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households, first because rural households are less likely to have electricity, and 
second because home slaughtering is more typical anyway. In 2004 Van Averbeke 
and Ralivhesa conducted a consumption survey in the Thohoyandou area and 
found that, on average, each month rural households consumed 11.6 kilograms of 
chicken, of which 5.6 kilograms was from live birds, while for urban households 
the figures were 14.2 and 6.0 kilograms respectively (Van Averbeke & Ralivhesa 
2009). Of course, the idea of an ‘urban household’ in Thohoyandou verges on a 
contradiction, so we might expect the ratio of live bird sales to all sales to be even 
lower for more built-up environments. 

For this reason, large-scale commercial producers have sought to expand partly 
by working their way into the live bird market, which tends to be highly diffuse. 
This was the strategy that Richard R used on behalf of his employer, the C Family, 
by establishing a string of depots in well-located spots in rural communities 
around Makhado.

So why, when he acquired his own broiler operation through land redistribution, 
was Richard R so determined to improve his access to the supermarket market via 
formal abattoirs? The reason is that the live bird market also has its limitations. It is 
especially important to sell live birds quickly; otherwise you have to carry on feeding 
them, or they become ill in less controlled conditions. But depots can reliably move 
only so many birds in a given period; the alternative is to sell the live birds to bakkie 
traders, who are mobile and thus able to target a larger market in the same time, but 
for a substantial discount. Thus it might have made sense for the C Family to expand 
its market share through direct sales of live birds, but this could only improve things 
to a point. Real expansion still requires tapping into formal market chains. The 
C Family eventually invested in its own abattoir, giving them vertical integration on 
a local scale. One of Richard R’s longer-term objectives was finding financing for his 
own abattoir.

Limpopo’s provincial Department of Agriculture has decided that one of the ways it 
wishes to implement CASP, a national programme, is to dish out large, R3-million 
broiler houses. One of these has recently been established at Karishume and another 
at Mavungeni. For reasons that are not entirely clear, the donation is made on 
condition that a contract is signed with a particular abattoir, namely Bush-Valley, 
located outside Tzaneen. Both Karishume and Mavungeni have accepted the 
condition grudgingly, feeling that the price on offer is not as good as is available 
elsewhere. This may be so; but having a secure market in the course of making such 
a large leap in production is no small advantage. Contract farming is one of the few 
entry points for emerging commercial broiler operators; however, the business is also 
quite unforgiving, requiring an ability to keep costs low, which implies keeping feed 
costs as low as possible and maintaining low mortality rates (NAMC 2007).

As for Bush-Valley abattoir itself, it seems that part of its strategy was to establish 
itself on inexpensive land in a reasonably strategic location. Another part was to 
begin to focus less on primary production than on processing and marketing. It is 
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not so much that primary production begins to hit diseconomies of scale as that 
management effort devoted to branding and marketing can pay off more, which 
is complemented by a strategy whereby throughput is boosted through contract 
farming. It is not very different to outgrower schemes in the sugar industry, and not 
coincidentally has associated with it the same advantages and misgivings that are 
commonly debated in that context. 

Bush-Valley initially embarked on this strategy with local white broileries, but then 
had the opportunity to go further via the Limpopo Department of Agriculture, as 
with Karishume and Mavungeni. Part of the terms of the arrangement require Bush-
Valley to provide technical support, which they do; they also help to source inputs 
such as feed and day-old chicks, and of course to dispose of the grown broilers. At 
the levels of production that Karishume and Mavungeni have begun to achieve, it 
is difficult to imagine how they could have done this without a partnership like the 
one they have with Bush-Valley; but perhaps, if Richard R had not passed away, his 
management and marketing acumen might well have been enough. 

The question remains whether the arrangement is cost effective given the various 
transport issues: feed must make its way to Makhado, then live birds must be 
transported to Bush-Valley’s abattoir plant near Tzaneen, and then presumably 
some of the dressed and packaged chicken is sent back to supermarkets in and 
around Makhado and Polokwane. Richard’s widow is not altogether happy with 
the arrangement; it may be that the price on offer takes into account the apparent 
logistical awkwardness of the arrangement. It all depends on the right balance of 
prices and costs, including maintaining an affordable cold chain.

Notes
1 In 2004, the number of cattle on commercial farms in the Soutpansberg was approximately 

20 000. While the number of cattle in communal areas of Soutpansberg/Makhado is 
unknown, if we assume that the ratio that holds for the province (63%, according to the 
National Department of Agriculture’s agricultural statistics division [DoA 2004]) holds for 
Makhado as well, then there would be about 35 000.
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   Conclusion

Synthesis
The purpose of this study was to gain a thorough understanding of the implications of 
land reform for poverty in north-central Limpopo by weaving together observations 
and analysis at different levels, including individual/household, project, enterprise and 
locality. The virtue of this approach was that it enabled us to appreciate rural livelihoods 
and land reform in their real-world complexity. The study employed both qualitative 
and quantitative data; but more importantly, the significant amount of qualitative data 
made it possible to observe patterns of difference and similarity across various types of 
land reform project, and thus go beyond statistical associations to actual explanations. 
Moreover, the study tried not to get stuck in a discussion of ‘how to fix projects’, but 
rather to trace the characteristic pathways through which projects and livelihoods are 
intertwined, while being sensitive to the possibility of success by listening carefully 
to the views of those directly affected. Also, by considering the trajectory of the 
commercial agriculture sector in north-central Limpopo and examining the changing 
nature of the rural economy, the study attempted to elaborate a perspective on the 
broader economic implications of land reform.

The study offers much justification for optimism. Yes, we confirm the wide-scale 
failure and collapse of land reform projects, but also present numerous instances of 
people being able to improve their lives thanks to land reform. These examples are 
diverse, relating to different parts of the land reform programme, to different types 
of agriculture, and to different types of benefit. There is reason to suppose that with 
adjustments to policy, much more could be accomplished.

The study also demonstrates that claims of failure are exaggerated, sometimes 
innocently, sometimes maliciously, but they usually appeal to deeply rooted 
stereotypes or are stated relative to overly prescriptive notions of what constitutes 
‘success’. In the first place, the incidence of failure is not as high as the much-quoted 
figure of 90% initially publicised in 2010 by the minister of rural development and 
land reform, and presumably not because northern Limpopo is exceptional. Second, 
although many land reform projects do fail, it is not particularly because land reform 
beneficiaries lack the necessary skills, or even that post-transfer support is so poor, 
or that agriculture is a hopeless pursuit. Instead, the main problems have to do with 
the often odd manner in which land reform brings people and land together; there 
is a lack of clarity as to whom land reform is for and what it is trying to accomplish. 
One overarching finding of the study is that there is more than one way to practise 
agriculture, and more than one way to think about worthwhile land use in the 
context of land reform; close observation of land reform – not least those instances 
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of it that emerge spontaneously rather than adhere to someone else’s script, where 
people have an opportunity to take initiative and use their ingenuity – provides 
valuable pointers that future policy would do well to take into account.

Beyond this, as land reform seeks to give people opportunities in agricultural 
enterprise, a certain amount of failure is to be expected; agriculture is difficult 
enough and small business also typically has a high failure rate – so precisely what 
degree of failure is ‘too high’? Are land reform beneficiaries not being measured 
against a standard that most early 20th-century white settlers routinely failed 
to meet?

The negative dominance of the large-scale commercial farming model

We argue that the diverse and generally negative outcomes of land reform in north-
central Limpopo are best understood in relation to the different ways in which 
application of the large-scale commercial farming (LSCF) model has interacted with 
or informed the three main types of redistributive land reform project. In short, the 
LSCF model conditions how agriculture is organised in land reform projects, who is 
involved in land reform, and how different types of people relate to one another on 
transferred land.

For SLAG-based redistribution projects, deference to the LSCF model accounted 
for the generally unworkable project design, in which a large beneficiary group 
attempted to maintain the production system of the previous commercial farmer. 
Because commercial farms in Limpopo and elsewhere had generally been designed 
over the years to rely as little as possible on labour, this meant that most beneficiaries 
were redundant from the outset. Rather than seeking to replicate or build on the 
labour-intensive, individualised production systems of the ‘communal areas’, group-
based agriculture was encouraged or imposed within the commercial LSCF context, 
in the absence of robust farm management and despite some group members having 
contrary preferences. The result was that projects collapsed, and on those that did 
not collapse there was a dramatic attrition of beneficiaries. Curiously, subdivision 
was generally not used to make conditions more tenable; this suggests the tenacious 
grip of the LSCF model, despite the possibility that some beneficiaries recruited from 
the communal areas might have preferred to subdivide. Perhaps the LSCF model has 
generally won out because SLAG projects have tended to be established around a 
core of former farm workers, to whom the LSCF model was familiar and attractive, 
as illustrated by the case of Makhamotse.

The influence of the LSCF model is most obvious in the case of LRAD-based 
redistribution projects, where a conscious attempt was made to ensure continuity 
with the farming practices of the previous owner, who was, inevitably, a large-scale 
commercial farmer. Indeed, the LRAD policy was designed to promote continuity 
in recognition of the fact that SLAG-based projects did not work, and adherence 
to this principle at project level is due to the shared view of government planners 
and applicants.
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Although the project census revealed that LRAD projects were as likely to collapse 
as SLAG-based redistribution projects and restitution projects, those that did 
not collapse tended to fare reasonably well, and without major adjustments. 
From a livelihoods perspective, however, LRAD projects contributed little to 
poverty reduction because they were elite-oriented, which the very modest labour 
intensification observed on some projects did little to compensate for. LRAD 
conspicuously failed to incorporate the poor and vulnerable as its main beneficiaries, 
precisely because it succeeded in replacing seller-driven land reform (in the form 
of SLAG) with applicant/beneficiary-driven land reform. This meant that it was 
the better off, better educated and well connected who sought and got assistance. 
This merely echoes what was observed above about the relative (and increasing) 
marginality of central-north Limpopo’s commercial agriculture sector from a 
livelihoods perspective. 

Moreover, to the extent that LRAD succeeded in allowing the continuity of large-
scale commercial farming, it also perpetuated unequal social relations between 
owners and workers. In other words, LRAD projects tend to maintain a strict class-
based farm management hierarchy, which is absent in SLAG-based projects and 
perhaps helps explain why they fail as commercial farms. In other words, where 
the LSCF model is applied to land reform, it imposes an invidious choice between 
dysfunctional equity (SLAG) or functional inequity (LRAD).

In a sense, restitution projects tend to be extreme versions of SLAG-based projects, 
characterised by continuity with previous land use but with beneficiary numbers 
that are large even by the standards of SLAG. Another typical feature of restitution 
projects in central-north Limpopo is that they have taken on ‘strategic partners’ as 
a means of ensuring good management, in the absence of which large group size 
would be especially destabilising, But this again is predicated on keeping the LSCF 
model in place, rather than seeking ways of altering land use to suit the needs and 
capabilities of beneficiaries.

As for the social and environmental costs of commercial farming in Limpopo, they 
are startling. Commercial farming in Limpopo cannot be dissociated – whether 
historically or geographically – from the process of land dispossession. Making 
space for the commercial farm sector has apparently been the rationale for herding 
black people into ‘reserves’, the environmental costs of which have reached far 
beyond the reserves themselves.

Returning to the three themes identified in the Introduction, we summarise our 
main findings below.

‘Viability’ and ‘success’

Land reform beneficiaries are often accused of not having the right skills to farm, 
and land reform projects are often criticised for being designed badly. Some of 
these criticisms are accurate, and the study highlights in particular the unhappy 
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consequences of bad project design; indeed it seeks to go beyond this, partly 
by looking at the consequences of the way projects are delivered (which helps 
explain their design), and also by trying to introduce other criteria for what 
constitutes ‘success’. 

In terms of bad project design, the study confirms the now conventional wisdom 
that group-based projects are problematic, especially where the group is large. It also 
confirms the general consensus that, in the context of SLAG-based redistribution 
projects, the small size of the grant encouraged the formation of large groups. 
However, the study further shows that in more than one instance, group size 
increased in proportion to the overvaluation of the seller’s farm. Moreover, the 
scandalous way in which group members were recruited purely to enhance the 
beneficiary numbers (and thus the purchase price) created confusion and conflict 
that in at least one case (Makhamotse) haunted the project long after the transfer of 
the land. 

In practice it is difficult to separate the effects of group size from the generally cynical 
and careless way in which the groups were formed. The common denominator is 
that they were seller-driven projects, where the supposed function of the project (to 
make land available to those in need of it) was secondary to the sellers’ wish to sell 
at a good price, or to the estate agent’s drive to pocket a good commission. These 
problems particularly afflicted SLAG-based redistribution projects, partly because 
the SLAG grant was so small, but also perhaps because in the early days the DLA had 
not yet developed policies and procedures to reduce or control this kind of abuse.1

Another reason may be that those applying for the SLAG grant were not concerned 
about the selling price of the land, or even about taking out a loan to help buy the 
land, so long as they were assured by authorities that all was in order. One insight 
that comes through clearly from the SLAG case studies is how optimistic and trusting 
many of the beneficiaries were, leading up to and shortly after the transfer of title. 
The associated conundrum for policy and practice is this: how does one respect the 
wishes of poor, would-be beneficiaries when these wishes appear to be so malleable 
that they are almost impossible to pin down? By contrast, LRAD applicants tended to 
be more sophisticated, and more aware of the fact that the higher the land price, the 
more difficult it is to both finance their land acquisition and cover other initial costs. 

At the same time, the study identified instances where large groups were not 
problematic at all, or at least not problematic in the conventional sense. Examples are 
the plot farmers at Morebene and the homesteaders at Munzhedzi, which have little 
in common with each other apart from the fact that what happened on these projects 
did not conform to formal business plans. Of course, the large numbers of people 
who flooded into Munzhedzi regardless of whether or not they were members of 
the claimant community was a misfortune for the claimants, and this should not 
be minimised. However, it signals a very different issue from the one of group size. 

What does all of this have to do with ‘viability’? Very little, and that is a point in 
itself. The policy-making and implementation of land reform are characterised by 
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a preoccupation with feasibility studies and business plans – or the pairing up of 
beneficiaries with mentors or strategic partners who have a knowledge of farming. 
But the reality is that by and large land reform projects do not fail because their 
revenues fall short of targets by a few percentage points, or because the land is 
20% too small; the reasons for failure tend to be more spectacular, such as blatant 
conflict, paralysed decision-making processes, grossly unrealistic expectations and 
completely dysfunctional business models. At the same time, ‘success’ (which we 
describe more fully below) has different forms, not least because the range of needs 
that land reform caters for is so great.

Of course, one of the biggest conceptual problems with viability can be seen not by 
examining land reform, but by reflecting on South Africa’s large-scale commercial 
farming sector itself, which among other things is home to less than 25% of the 
farmers now than it was 60 years ago. The rate of change in commercial agriculture 
is such that no one can really claim to know what defines a ‘viable’ farm. Northern 
Limpopo is no exception. In fact, bearing in mind the decline in agricultural 
employment this process has entailed, as well as the increasing stress on limited 
water supplies associated with modern farming methods and a growing population, 
we begin to wonder how viable South Africa’s commercial farming sector itself is. 
Certainly the authors of the RDP asked this question, and it is still worth asking. 

In addition to the rapidly declining numbers of large-scale commercial farms, a great 
many farmers appear to be involved in non-farming enterprises as well, including 
Mr  G, the C Family, Pieter O and Herman S. Similarly, among the land reform 
projects we examined, agriculture was often a non-exclusive pursuit; examples 
are Karishume and Sadiki Cattle Enterprise among the commercial projects, and 
Munzhedzi among the non-commercial ones. 

Did the replacement of SLAG with LRAD as the main approach to redistribution 
result in projects that were more viable? Overall, the project census suggests that it 
did not, in that as high a share of LRAD-based projects collapsed as did SLAG-based 
projects. However, from our case studies of non-collapsed redistribution projects, we 
observe that the way SLAG-based projects were initiated made it especially difficult 
for them to survive; or to put it differently, it would need greater adjustments to 
survive than in the case of LRAD, not least in that it generally entailed a large 
number of the beneficiaries falling away. In other words, while the rates of project 
failure for SLAG and LRAD in our study area may be similar, a much larger number 
of SLAG beneficiaries ultimately lost out.

Does this mean that LRAD was an improvement on SLAG because it took viability 
into account? To an extent yes, in that SLAG-based projects especially tended to be 
founded on unrealistic expectations, for example, that a farm could now support 
five or ten times as many full-time wage earners as it did before. In retrospect it 
is easy to see how naive these expectations were, but it is instructive to recall how 
willingly various parties subscribed to them, including policy-makers, implementers, 
beneficiaries and even the Land Bank – which supposedly applied rigorous criteria 
in determining loan eligibility. 
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However, as mentioned above, the especially problematic nature of SLAG-based 
redistribution projects was not strictly a function of too many beneficiaries per 
hectare; instead, it was too many beneficiaries per hectare given a particular farm 
model, namely large-scale commercial farming with hired labour. The stark counter-
example is Munzhedzi, which in terms of subjective satisfaction is the most viable 
(or at least ‘successful’) land reform project we have seen; it accommodated large 
numbers of people, with a high rate of active involvement in agriculture, but of 
course it offers a full-time livelihood to relatively few and full-time wage employment 
to none. Morebene offers a similar lesson: more than a hundred claimant households 
were involved in small-scale production. It is ironic that two restitution projects 
show signs of greater success than most SLAG projects.

This brings us back to the theme of ‘success’. Are LRAD projects more successful 
than SLAG-based projects because they are more likely to be viable? Our criterion 
for success is admittedly not the same as that of the designers of LRAD. This study 
aimed to understand the livelihood implications of land reform for the poor, but 
not only was LRAD not designed to address poverty only or mainly, but also most 
of its direct beneficiaries were decidedly well off in practice. For our purposes, the 
question then became: are there any secondary benefits generated by these projects 
that accrue to the poor? 

To our own surprise, the answer was sometimes ‘yes’. The reason is that at least some 
LRAD beneficiaries are inclined to intensify land use in a way that creates more 
employment opportunities relative to the previous use of that land. This is not always 
the case (it was true for Karishume and Springkaan, but not for Sadiki or necessarily 
for Goedgedacht), and where it is the case the per-project implications are quite 
modest. But they nonetheless point in an interesting direction that is difficult 
to understand on the basis of theory, namely the inverse farm-size/productivity 
relationship. This theory predicts that higher land use and labour intensity will be 
associated with the establishment of smaller production units, but in these LRAD 
examples this did not always happen. Instead, the new owner was merely attempting 
to make the most of his land, and did not feel obliged to confine himself to the 
previous owner’s farming methods. 

However, notwithstanding these modest secondary benefits enjoyed by poor people 
(as employees) from LRAD projects, our concern remains that most of the benefit 
accrues to the well-off owner. LRAD conspicuously fails to incorporate vulnerable 
groups as its main beneficiaries. It’s easy to explain why: because LRAD replaced 
seller-driven land reform (in the form of SLAG) with applicant/beneficiary-driven 
land reform. This is what the LRAD policy explicitly sought to do, and there should 
be no surprise that when it succeeded it was the better off, better educated and well 
connected who got assistance. 

To illustrate: Dr Sadiki learned that Schaaphoek was for sale because he used the 
same accountant as Schaaphoek’s owner, and he knew about land reform through 
his professional and business networks around Polokwane. As for Goedgedacht, we 
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do not know precisely how the land was identified, but we know the beneficiaries 
are well-connected businesspeople with interests in Polokwane and Thohoyandou. 
At Karishume, Richard R worked for the previous owner as the manager of the farm 
they were selling and which he then purchased, but in contrast to the seller-driven 
projects à la SLAG, Richard had to hustle to raise the asking price, which he addressed 
head-on as with any business challenge. Springkaan stands out somewhat: Daniel M 
found out about land reform through the landowner, but the fact that he found out at 
all shows that he had the initiative to approach the owner, after shopping around to 
see what land was on the market in his preferred area. The fact that he was relatively 
well educated (he completed high school and had some vocational training) almost 
certainly played a role.

The contrast to SLAG is stark: usually the first that SLAG beneficiaries knew of land 
reform was when either their employer told them he was selling the farm and that 
they could acquire it from him via land reform, or they were recruited in the village 
in order to add their names to some list, the import of which could not have been 
very clear. 

In any event, there is little purpose in criticising LRAD for failing to tackle poverty 
when that was not its primary purpose (as opposed to criticising it for having 
chosen such a purpose); but one must still ask what lessons can be drawn from 
LRAD cases that might be of use to a more poverty-oriented land redistribution 
programme. One lesson has already been noted, namely the possibility of 
intensification; in connection with this, it is worth stressing that the possibility 
of intensification does not necessarily assume wealthy beneficiaries, as the case of 
Daniel M of Springkaan illustrates. 

The second main observation is that to the extent that LRAD did succeed in 
attracting well-off black businesspeople interested in investing in agriculture, it 
raises the question whether land reform could channel this interest differently, 
not least to help resuscitate collapsed land reform projects. Such a possibility 
is suggested by some spontaneous arrangements we were fortunate to observe, 
specifically in the cases of the SLAG-based redistribution projects of Marobala 
Chicken and Mmatshehla, and in the case of the Morebene community, who had 
benefited from restitution.

In discussing the concepts of ‘viability’ and ‘success’ in the context of restitution, 
one must bear in mind that restitution seeks first and foremost to address 
objectives other than economic upliftment or poverty reduction.What this means 
in practice is that, whereas redistribution projects at least pretend to be designed 
in reference to some idea of what is viable, implementers of rural restitution 
have to create some kind of economic meaning for a project whose main design 
parameters are outside their control, such as the claimant group (its size, location, 
interest and experience in agriculture and so on) and the land (its size, location, 
suitability for agriculture and so on). The room to manoeuvre is quite limited, and 
on the whole no clear methodology or approach has evolved to make the task any 
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easier, beyond basic tools such as development grants and in some cases dedicated 
development officers. 

Our five restitution case studies illustrate this point quite vividly: the Munzhedzi 
claimants have idle state land restored to them; the Mavungeni claimants become 
owners of a small orchard, an obscure tourist site and undeveloped land adjacent 
to a township; the Levubu claimants take back their land, which during their 
long absence was turned into a large number of independent nut and subtropical 
fruit farms; the Morebene community receive a number of generally mixed-use, 
semi-productive farms; and the Manavhela community find themselves in 
possession of an economically marginal nature reserve. Some of these properties 
may have been viable for the purposes of their previous owners, but what about 
for their rightful owners? 

Levubu is a case where viability/sustainability was a key concern of the Restitution 
Commission, but more in terms of what the asset meant for the local economy (and 
perhaps the commission’s own reputation) than for the claimants. Manavhela is a 
situation where at least some of the more influential claimant households willed 
themselves to believe that maintaining the land as a nature reserve made sense, but 
it seems they had a lot of outside encouragement to do this. For Munzhedzi, local 
government saw the vacant land as an opportunity to extend the adjacent township, 
which had the interesting effect of prompting the claimants to assert their right 
to the land by means of settling there, that is, by ‘invading’ their own land. The 
modest value of the land restituted to the Morebene attracted only a small amount 
of looting, but otherwise the land stood idle until a man with vision and cash came 
along and gave it some direction. 

At Levubu and Manavhela claimants were left to rationalise a choice that had 
effectively been made for them. Does this mean that this was the wrong choice for 
Levubu and Manavhela? Not necessarily; it merely points out that the consideration 
of viability was made in terms of the ‘optimum economic use of the land’, as though 
that can be defined independently of whom the land is for. For Levubu, maintaining 
the farms in their existing use was perhaps the best possible decision anyway, though 
perhaps the commission’s initial authoritarian approach reflected the primacy 
given to the ‘economic use’ over the ‘for whom’. For Manavhela, with the benefit of 
hindsight the maintenance of the nature reserve appears completely absurd; had 
there been less attention to the question of viability, and more to the question of 
‘viability for whom’, perhaps better decisions might have been made.

Change and adaptation

The second main theme of concern to this study is change and adaptation; we wish 
to understand the role of land reform in relation to people’s attempts to construct 
livelihoods for themselves, as well as in respect of change in the agricultural and 
broader economy. 
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To start with a relatively simple case, for LRAD, most beneficiaries were well-off 
businessmen (or business families) who wished to diversify into agriculture. LRAD 
helped them to do this, but it is clear that some could have done essentially the 
same thing without LRAD, as illustrated by the cases of numerous other black 
businesspeople in north-central Limpopo. As mentioned above, from a poverty 
reduction perspective, the issues relate more to the secondary impacts vis-à-vis 
employment; but we recognise that LRAD does serve other objectives, and not badly.

Our SLAG case studies present an entirely different scenario. On the one hand, the 
farm worker beneficiaries do not try to become land reform beneficiaries at all, not 
least because they have never heard of land reform. However, once this decision is 
essentially made for them, they are generally delighted at the prospect; they expect 
to continue on their farms as a curious combination of employees and co-owners; 
the surplus that used to go to the white owner will now be divided among them, 
and their lives will therefore improve. They do not seek land reform as a means of 
improving their livelihoods; instead they look forward to adapting to land reform. 

However, in reality the projects that are launched have such a mad design that 
most beneficiaries end up leaving the farm and seeking employment elsewhere, 
often on other farms. Strangely enough, the few who do persevere and succeed – as 
exemplified by Fanang Diatla – do achieve something like their original vision, but 
can only do so once sufficient numbers of other beneficiaries have left, and provided 
they accept that they are not glorified (and highly paid) farm workers after all.

As for the beneficiaries recruited from nearby villages, we are somewhat less clear 
about their expectations, but we know that (like the farm worker beneficiaries) most 
of them had not been seeking land through land reform. Instead land reform sought 
them – or their identity numbers – for its own strange purposes. To the extent that 
they have any real involvement at all, it is short-lived and possibly a source of some 
bitterness. A few may try to capture some of the assets or residual income streams 
from the redistributed farms, but most will not.

Taking SLAG and LRAD together, perhaps what is most strange is how little 
redistribution has featured as an opportunity for marginalised men and women who 
choose to seek access to land, or to more land, to enhance their livelihoods. Daniel M 
is one of the few exceptions, an exception that perhaps proves the rule; but he had the 
benefit of support from his extended family, suggesting he was better off than many. 

One reason this is so poignant is that there are clearly many people in north-central 
Limpopo who are constantly looking for better opportunities, including access to 
productive land or a more advantageous place to stay. Many could, in principle, 
benefit from land redistribution, but few do. They include men who spent their youth 
in Gauteng and returned to Limpopo after retrenchment or retirement, looking for 
an economic niche somewhere. Grudgingly, some (like Thomas on Sadiki Cattle 
Enterprise) return to farm work; others ply a small trade in the villages, and quite a 
number take advantage of the open access at Munzhedzi. They also include women, 
many of whom have lived in out-of-the-way rural villages, or shifted back and forth 
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between such places and jobs on farms; a number had the good fortune to find a new 
home at Munzhedzi, but few have benefited from redistribution. They include small-
scale farmers from the ex-bantustans, both women and men (such as Mr R, Sadiki’s 
tenant), who might wish to expand their farming but have nowhere to go. Despite 
its own severe limitations, Munzhedzi shows just how useful land can be as part of 
an adaptive livelihood strategy; but for the most part redistribution does not create 
opportunities such as those at Munzhedzi – it was designed with other purposes and 
constituencies in mind.

As for restitution, broadly speaking claimant communities have followed two routes, 
which is not necessarily to suggest that they have made a deliberate choice between 
them. One route involves trying to maintain the production system of the previous 
owner, and the other entails disregarding it, partially or fully, in favour of making 
individual allocations. Judging by our case studies, the former is the preferred 
option, meaning the one that is preferred by both claimants and the Restitution 
Commission; the second option is what happens when something goes wrong, as in 
Munzhedzi, or what spontaneously emerges in the face of stalled implementation of 
the original plan, as was the case at Morebene. 

In cases such as Manavhela and Levubu, it does not appear that claimant 
communities were given much choice.2 This is an observation, but also a criticism. 
The unwillingness of the Manavhela claimants to seriously explore alternatives to 
maintaining the land as a nature reserve appears perverse; we are tempted to say that 
the cause is not a clash between the Manavhela and WESSA, but the awe that the 
Manavhela leadership felt for WESSA and presumably what WESSA represented.3 
But as suggested above, this decision-by-default was encouraged by others, not 
least government officials. The Manavhela community could not easily adapt to the 
requirements of running the reserve, but having opted to keep it, they foreclosed on 
the other possibilities the land might have offered in terms of livelihoods.

For Levubu, the approach imposed by the Restitution Commission – in which the 
claimant communities were paired with strategic partners – was first and foremost 
an attempt by the commission to prevent the farms from failing. Despite much 
going wrong as well as concerns about the very act of imposing such a solution, 
the approach was largely successful in the strict sense of maintaining production 
and the integrity of the assets. However, these strategic partnerships were meant 
as an interim measure pending the full transfer of responsibility to the claimant 
communities themselves, and it is not clear whether real progress was made 
towards that end; indeed the day of handover seems to be ever-receding. But until 
the handover is actually tried, we won’t know how viable it is. To be sure, there are 
reasons for concern, not least the possibility that the projects could implode under 
the weight of too many workers sourced from the claimant communities who expect 
better wages but are less willing to do the necessary work. But also worrying is the 
fact that little experimentation with other models has been or is being undertaken. 
Rather than trying different things to see what is ‘viable’, land reform in Levubu 
appears to be based on the premise that ‘we have the answers already’; the search for 
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adaptive strategies is exactly what is needed, but also precisely what the commission 
has not endorsed. 

Beyond beneficiary and project level, there is a suggestion that land reform is not 
sure where it stands in relation to either the changing nature of agriculture or the 
risks that agriculture faces. Our main observation is that land reform projects 
are designed to maintain continuity with how the land was used by the previous 
owner, or to conform to the typical sort of commercial agriculture in the area. Our 
case study of Makhamotse suggested a conflict over precisely this issue – between 
whether land reform merely involved a change in ownership, or whether it could 
also introduce changes to the way the land was used; indeed, whether it was defined 
as a single unit versus subdivided. We are not claiming that the second option is the 
‘right’ one; we are just remarking on the absence of variety in the menu. We observed 
no redistribution projects involving subdivision, and no significant changes in the 
technological packages being used. 

One encouraging trend we saw was intensification of land use on some LRAD 
projects, but these were still within the mould of large-scale commercial farms 
in the area. Another possibly positive trend was a focus on local marketing 
strategies; in an earlier chapter, we speculated that the ex-bantustans have relatively 
efficient/remunerative land use; generally, subsistence production implies that fewer 
resources are channelled into the system of marketing and distributing food. But 
an emphasis on local marketing (as at Fanang Diatla, Springkaan and Mmatshehla) 
can accomplish much the same thing. Having said that, for these projects, local 
marketing seemed not so much a choice as the default strategy for those who did 
not produce enough to merit or require sending their produce to larger, more formal 
markets further away. 

For some local white farmers (such as Mr G), the idea of new agricultural hopefuls 
in their midst went against the grain. After all, in their lifetime they had witnessed 
a dramatic decline in the number of farms in northern Limpopo. In the Morebeng 
area, the arrival of land reform on the scene presented a perfect opportunity for white 
farmers to get out, and they did. Should this give us pause? It is difficult to know. 
On the one hand, there is reason to worry that if land reform beneficiaries establish 
themselves as replicas of their predecessors, they will be exposed to the same pressures 
that have contributed to so many white farmers having to or choosing to leave farming. 
On the other hand, even when land reform beneficiaries do model themselves on their 
predecessors, they also sometimes innovate and intensify, and they do not necessarily 
expect the same returns as white farmers who recall the heyday of agricultural 
subsidies. In principle, moreover, land reform has the potential to establish new 
entrants without excessive debt; the burden of debt is often the proximate pressure that 
drives farmers out. Unfortunately, many land reform beneficiaries are deeply in debt, 
and these debts include those that were taken on to help acquire the land.

Our examination of the value chain for beef raised a specific set of questions about 
the future of cattle farming in northern Limpopo; however, apart from a certain level 
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of confidence that the current configuration is on the verge of collapse, we did not 
finally decide whether this presented a danger to those land reform beneficiaries 
who have chosen to raise cattle, or whether it might present new opportunities. 
Time will tell, but neither government nor industry appears to be doing any kind of 
analysis of the scenarios found in this issue.

It is unclear whether role-players in land reform in northern Limpopo recognise 
the threats that are changing the agricultural landscape there, but at the same 
time they seem unaware of the opportunities that are opening up thanks to 
the demographic changes in and around places like Elim. Our Elim locality 
study suggested that these changes open up opportunities to rethink how to use 
land reform – for example, deliberately catering to the demand for semi-rural 
homesteads à la Munzhedzi – while also creating viable markets for local farmers, 
be they land reform beneficiaries or others. Unfortunately, we are not sure how 
many places like Elim there are in Limpopo, and thus how generalisable this model 
is; however, to its credit, Trade and Investment Limpopo has recognised that the 
process of rural differentiation is creating new economic opportunities in various 
parts of the province, so at least there is reason to suppose that Elim is not unique. 
One candidate locality we touched upon was Sekgopo, a large conglomeration of 
villages south of Morebeng that bears some similarities to Elim. While for now 
Sekgopo has not been designated as a promising site to establish a new mall (Trade 
and Investment Limpopo did commission a study for Sekgopo, but it found that 
the collective purchasing power was not quite high enough), that is no reason why 
land reform in the vicinity cannot take Sekgopo into account. Our observation, 
however, is that land reform has proceeded within a few kilometres of Sekgopo as 
though Sekgopo did not even exist. 

Targeting

The 1997 White Paper on South African Land Policy states: ‘The purpose of the 
land redistribution programme is to provide the poor with access to land for 
residential and productive uses, in order to improve their income and quality of 
life. The programme aims to assist the poor, labour tenants, farm workers, women, 
as well as emergent farmers’ (DLA 1997: §4.3). While the White Paper does not 
rank these client groups in terms of relative priority, the emphasis on ‘the poor’ is 
notable, and the inclusion of labour tenants and farm workers suggests an intention 
to use redistribution to remedy the relative deprivations experienced by various 
categories of farm workers and farm dwellers. In fact, notwithstanding the changes 
in redistribution models since then, the commitment to farm workers and farm 
dwellers at DLA/DRDLR has remained strong (personal communication, C van der 
Merwe, October 2008).4

Despite this commitment to poverty reduction in general, and poverty of farm 
workers and farm dwellers in particular, SLAG and LRAD have done little to 
benefit either the poor or farm workers. For LRAD, the applicant-led nature of the 
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application process has meant that poor individuals and farm workers are relatively 
unlikely to apply; presumably there are exceptions beyond our small sample, but 
what our research does demonstrate is a bias in favour of those with resources, 
education and networks, which most farm workers/dwellers by and large do  
not have.5

In contrast, SLAG, because it lent itself to seller-driven projects, gravitated almost 
unerringly towards farm workers, but as we have argued above, often in a way that 
marginalised them further rather than giving them real benefits. Perhaps one thing 
this illustrates is that targeting as such is not enough: what is needed is targeting 
that ensures that people will be drawn to opportunities that are appropriate to them 
and from which they will benefit. For farm workers in particular, this remains an 
unresolved issue. 

The observation has often been made that workers on commercial farms are 
accustomed to a particular kind of role that does not prepare them either to take over 
the reins of a commercial farm, or necessarily to become commercial smallholders. 
On the other hand, at least in Fanang Diatla, we have one example of a farm worker-
based project that did appear to achieve commercial success without any major 
restructuring – that is, apart from shedding ‘excess’ beneficiaries, and apart from 
the small core group of remaining beneficiaries getting used to the idea of being the 
boss rather than the worker. Part of the answer to the problem is presumably to avoid 
creating unrealistic expectations. To survive, land reform beneficiaries must adapt to 
their new circumstances (for example, not being someone else’s employee) and they 
need help in making this adjustment. What they typically received during the era of 
SLAG – assurances that everything would work out regardless of how unrealistic the 
proposed approach of group-based commercial farming was – was no help at all.

We also noted above that communal-area dwellers and communal-area farmers 
are almost systematically neglected by land redistribution. To the extent that either 
was drawn into redistribution, it was generally as recruits to help populate SLAG 
applications that had no real reference to their situation or their interests. For LRAD, 
communal-area dwellers and farmers faced hurdles similar to those of farm workers 
and farm dwellers. Given the Zuma government’s new emphasis on smallholders, it 
is unfortunate that land reform to date has taken little genuine interest in communal-
area farmers in particular. This is why the many black agriculturalists who are 
women have derived little benefit from land redistribution. Ironically, the one case 
study project that did accommodate communal-area dwellers and farmers – namely 
Munzhedzi – was the one that was least planned.

How might one go about changing this? A start might be to approach farmers in 
ex-bantustans and ask them about their land needs. As simple as it sounds, this 
implies a form of engagement distinct from seller-driven projects on the one hand 
(which favour sellers), and from applicant-driven projects on the other (which favour 
well-off applicants). This approach would, presumably, have its own challenges. One 
of these, for example, might be the willing buyer/willing seller approach, which 
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seems to imply a lack of scope to target specific land. On the other hand, it has been 
shown in other contexts (for example, the commonage programme) that merely 
because an owner has not put her land on the market does not mean she is unwilling 
to sell it. Moreover, in a case such as Sekgopo, much of the land in the immediate 
area was sold to land redistribution anyway; it is just that these projects were neither 
conceptualised nor executed with Sekgopo and its farmers in mind. And beyond 
this, there is no reason in principle to confine oneself to willing buyer/willing seller. 

Is targeting a relevant issue for restitution? Certainly not in the same way as it is for 
redistribution, but in a different sense it is relevant, and at least as challenging. An 
unresolved issue of restitution is the heterogeneity within claimant groups, and the 
fact that in some situations, opportunities created through land restitution are too 
few to enable everybody to benefit. Levubu is one example: allegedly, many women 
belonging to Shigalo’s claimant group would have preferred cash compensation, but 
men prevailed in order to have the land restituted; very likely, neither women nor 
men all felt the same way. Also, there is the question of who gets the jobs on the 
farms; there is a gradual process of rotating community members into the workforce, 
but in some cases this will not be enough to absorb all job-seeking members of the 
claimant community. At Manavhela, there is a question about which people within 
the claimant group deserve to be given the few jobs on the project. Do they need 
a better method of making such a selection, or a different approach to land use so 
that benefits are not limited to so few people? At Munzhedzi, not all claimants were 
interested in relocating to the restituted land (even if there had not been the influx 
of non-claimants), so how are they meant to benefit, if at all, on a par with those 
who did relocate? 

These are difficult, potentially explosive issues, which is perhaps one argument 
in favour of what appears to be the prevailing approach, which is to try to get all 
claimants to unite behind a one-size-fits-all decision, rather than trying to cater 
for different claimants’ preferences differently. On the other hand, Morebene is an 
example of how accepting a diversified approach can begin to unlock a project’s 
potential. Perhaps agreeing is more difficult and wasteful than agreeing to disagree; 
some restitution communities in particular have vast amounts of unused land, 
and could in principle accommodate large numbers of people pursuing their own 
interests, presumably under a common framework that maintains some order. 

Policy implications
In light of the fact that SLAG was effectively cancelled in 2000, and LRAD in  
2009–2010, what is the relevance of our case studies of redistribution projects? And 
what, moreover, is the relevance of a study conducted in one part of Limpopo for 
South Africa’s land reform more generally?

On the first question, we should point out that, from a poverty reduction perspective, 
what is most plainly irrelevant is neither SLAG nor LRAD, but the prevailing form 
of redistribution – namely PLAS – given how few people it benefits in a given year. 
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If and when policy-makers acknowledge that land redistribution must be used to 
address poverty, even if only partially, then redistribution will once again confront 
challenges similar to those faced by the old SLAG-based programme: in short, 
how to transfer large-scale commercial farms in a way that will accommodate and 
benefit a meaningfully large number of poor people, not only farm dwellers but also 
residents of the ex-bantustans. That remains the burning question as far as land 
redistribution is concerned, and the old SLAG-based programme remains relevant 
precisely because it was grappling with this challenge, however unsuccessfully. 

As for the more general applicability of a study conducted in north-central Limpopo, 
the reader is invited to judge whether the findings are of relevance to land reform 
elsewhere in South Africa. In order to do so, the reader will have to bear in mind the 
strategy of our study, which was to delve into particulars in order to extract the key 
causal relationships, which we argue have a life of their own beyond the admittedly 
small sample upon which the analysis is based. 

We conclude by highlighting a number of key policy implications informed by the 
main research findings. 

Delivery systems matter

The purpose of SLAG was not to create havoc in the lives of farm worker beneficiaries, 
but in many instances this is what it achieved. Similarly, the LRAD programme 
sought to be inclusive and in principle was, but ended up being dominated by those 
who were already well off. Neither of these outcomes is strictly or only to do with the 
financial aspects of the grants; instead they are functions of how practice developed 
on the ground within the given implementation frameworks, and this practice was 
difficult to predict. One of our contentions is that these delivery systems had far 
greater implications for the ‘viability’ of land reform projects than the technical 
agricultural parameters of those projects.

Happily, there is no fierce disagreement about whom agrarian reform should target 
(pretty much everybody), although there might be differences on how to define/
categorise them (Cousins 2010), and there are presumably different views on relative 
priorities. The question is whether we can develop delivery systems which are 
appropriate to our clientele, and in particular which will achieve the balance we want. 
In terms of different categories of poor people (farm workers and farm dwellers, 
communal-area dwellers, returned migrants and so on), it is clear that so-called 
demand-led approaches are limited. This is so for two reasons. First, as was the case 
with SLAG, information asymmetries mean that would-be beneficiaries – those who 
have relatively little access to information – are at the mercy of others (landowners, 
estate agents, and so on) who are better informed. Alternatively, as in the case of 
LRAD, those with better access to information get to the front of the queue, and they 
are typically not the poor. 

The second reason relates to the difficulties associated with coordination.There is 
near consensus that land redistribution beneficiaries should be neither encouraged 
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nor perhaps even permitted to pursue group-based production, but does this mean 
we must assist one individual beneficiary at a time? That is not feasible. Dealing 
with groups of would-be beneficiaries makes good implementation sense, but 
where and how is this process to be initiated, and whose interests will it serve? One 
wants to avoid a situation – such as the one that emerged with SLAG – in which 
some applicants recruited other applicants in order to put together an acceptable-
looking application.

All of this points to the importance of proactive state-led strategies. One weakness of 
this study is that it did not look at supply-side redistribution measures such as PLAS. 
The reason was that at the time the study began PLAS was extremely new, and there 
would not have been beneficiaries on the ground long enough to merit research.6 But 
in principle we would support kindred approaches, within which there is scope for 
addressing a whole range of land needs.7

The reality of different land needs and the irrelevance of hectarage targets

There is reasonable agreement about the need to support farm projects of different 
sizes, but it is less clear whether there is agreement about another issue: that not 
all legitimate land needs relate specifically or exclusively to farming. Munzhedzi is 
a useful example: few people would call it an ‘agricultural project’, and if this were 
the main basis for determining what does and does not constitute worthwhile land 
reform (that is, whether it can be demonstrated to be ‘viable’), then there will not be 
more Munzhedzi-type opportunities. Ironically, however, there is more agriculture 
happening at Munzhedzi than at numerous other land reform projects in the area 
which were designed explicitly to promote farming. More to the point, we should  
not have to justify Munzhedzi on its agricultural merits, but instead should 
appreciate that it addresses other needs as well, not least the need for a well-located 
place to settle. 

In fact, there is secondary evidence to show that a well-located place to settle, 
where there is scope for household subsistence production, is the main land need 
in South Africa’s rural areas (HSRC 2005); it is therefore all the more strange that 
it is not a need our land reform is particularly geared to serve. In the post-SLAG 
era in particular, the relatively rare instances where land reform resources are spent 
to secure settlement appear to be ‘rights-based’ cases, involving labour tenants or 
vulnerable farm dwellers. That is laudable as far as it goes, but fails to address the 
needs of far larger numbers of effectively landless households. Indeed, the fact that, 
almost two decades after the advent of multiracial democracy, South Africa’s land 
redistribution programme has no particular concern for landlessness, highlights 
how tragic is the triumph of ‘viability’ over other considerations.

Acknowledging different types of land need is also the key to finding a more useful 
way of thinking about targets. The importance of redressing the racial imbalance 
of land ownership is a given; but does this necessarily have to be construed in 
terms of area, that is, hectares? Hectares are one measure, but not the only one, and 
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arguably not the most important. One alternative would be ‘real estate value’. While 
this would complicate measurement, it would capture some important realities, not 
least the fact that larger farms in general have lower value per hectare. The example 
of Richard R is a case in point; his smallholding was valuable as an asset and was 
also highly productive, but for all that it contributed only 8.6 hectares out of the 
approximately 25 million required to meet the (admittedly too modest) 30% target. 
Or, more usefully than real estate value, targets could be conceptualised in terms of 
how many opportunities must be created, bearing in mind the diverse constituency 
for land reform.

A strategic approach to failure

Why is there such hysteria over failed land reform projects? Indeed, there are some 
good reasons to be concerned, such as when poorly conceptualised seller-driven 
projects make former farm workers unemployed. But as for the threat that failed land 
reform projects represent to national food security, it is unimpressive: first, because the 
scale of land reform to date is so modest; second, because a large share of redistribution 
projects in particular are established on land that was not being productively used 
by the previous owner; and third, because if national-level food security were such 
a genuine concern, we should open a discussion about limiting the extent to which 
maize is fed to cattle and water is used to irrigate macadamia trees. 

The quest for viability is in part an attempt to prevent failure. However, even in 
the absence of the kind of terrible project design we have amply illustrated (which 
has the effect of making most technical considerations superfluous), the power to 
plan for viability is more illusory than real. One illustration of this was our brief 
survey of the old white farmer settlement schemes, in which copious amounts of 
planning expertise were joined with extensive infrastructure development and ample 
extension support, only to find that most schemes experienced high rates of attrition. 
The myth of planning for success is also reflected in the narrative that suggests that in 
the past, government largesse was the main reason the large-scale white commercial 
farming sector became so successful. While some state investments such as basic 
transport and storage infrastructure did certainly play a key role, what advantaged 
white farmers as a group most decisively was almost certainly appropriating most 
of the land for their exclusive use. But even then, as our historical overview of 
farming in northern Limpopo bears witness, establishing farmers was a fraught and 
contentious process. Second to the appropriation of the land, what has arguably 
contributed most to the robustness of today’s commercial farming sector in South 
Africa is the often agonising process by which it shrank from 150 000 operational 
units in 1950 to fewer than 40 000 in 2007. In other words, the sector as we know it 
was forged out of failure.

For some this will be an unsettling thought when contemplating the challenge of 
creating a larger and more vibrant black commercial farming sector. But it is not 
meant as a call to dispense with planning or to indulge in bad implementation 
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strategies; instead it is meant to convey three messages. First, such a sector will not 
be created if the land is not made available; second, there is little point in being 
too anxious about failure when failure plays such a positive role in creating strong 
farmers; and third, the most important asset beneficiaries have is their own talent 
and resourcefulness, which in most cases have been nullified by bad project design 
and top-down, viability-focused planning. It is worth recalling that during the first 
half of the 20th century, white farmers in northern Limpopo were less productive 
as farmers than the blacks residing on the same white-owned farms, and far less 
productive than black farmers in the reserves (recall Figure 3.6). Yet it is unclear 
what concerns were raised at the time about the implications for food security of 
white farmer expansion or forced overcrowding in the reserves.

For our present purposes, the practical question is: if one accepts that failure is 
an inevitable aspect of land reform, what does this imply for how land reform 
is designed and implemented? We could take a cue from the above-mentioned 
white farmer settlement schemes, where when some farmers dropped out, others 
were able to expand. One could argue that a weakness of the diffused type of land 
redistribution we have had to date is that the failure of one beneficiary is more 
likely to result in idle land than in an opportunity for a more successful beneficiary 
farmer to expand. From a production and farmer development perspective, it is also 
probably a drawback of restitution, because in the context of restitution it is more 
difficult to imagine allowing these forces to take their course.

Challenging the large farm-centric belief system

As indicated in Chapter 2, for several decades South Africa’s large-scale commercial 
farming sector has been characterised by a decline in the number of farm units 
and rising average farm size. This process is frequently rationalised as one in which 
larger, more efficient farms outcompete and then absorb smaller farms by means 
of realising economies of scale.8 This formula, whereby efficiency and large size are 
regarded as more or less synonymous, is another incarnation of the idea that viability 
is inherently related to farm size. 

However, there is another entirely different interpretation of the same facts. In this 
interpretation, few or no economies of scale can be realised in agriculture, although 
these may occur in packaging and marketing (Binswanger & Deininger 1995). 
The process of consolidation is not primarily a function of some farmers being 
more competitive than others, but rather of the decline of the agricultural sector 
relative to other sectors, which over time makes agriculture a less attractive career 
prospect for farmers and their children. This relative decline, in turn, is partly the 
inevitable consequence of a diversifying economy, but is aggravated by increasing 
agricultural productivity due to public sector R&D. While every individual farmer 
has an incentive to improve his or her productivity, the collective effect is to 
increase aggregate production to a point where producer prices decline, which has 
the effect of making larger farms ever more necessary to maintain a competitive 
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income. The flipside of the agricultural transformation is the so-called agricultural 
treadmill, whereby farmers try harder and harder to merely maintain the status quo 
(Timmer 1998). 

In North America and to some extent Europe, the consolidation process is fairly 
innocuous, because there are alternative opportunities not only for farmers (or their 
children) who wish to leave the sector, but also for farm workers. Indeed, labour 
shortages may well contribute to the need to adopt labour-saving technologies, 
which also tend to favour farming on a larger scale. However, as also mentioned in 
Chapter 2, in South Africa the consolidation process has also resulted in significant 
casualties, in the form of farm workers who very often fail to find alternative 
employment. In Lipton’s terminology, in a labour-abundant economy such as South 
Africa’s, the large-scale farming model is ‘socially inefficient’ (Lipton 2010), where 
this is a more encompassing criterion of economic efficiency, not an alternative to 
economic efficiency. 

At the same time, there is a silver lining associated with this story that is little 
appreciated. If the changing structure of the commercial farm sector is not only 
or even primarily driven by so-called economies of scale and associated technical 
considerations, but instead is largely informed by the perceived opportunity costs 
of remaining in agriculture, then it follows that the current predominance of large 
farms is not inevitable, nor is the trend towards ever larger farms. Instead these 
are related to a particular demographic, namely white people with relatively good 
educations and career prospects. Smaller-scale agriculture remains relevant precisely 
because the economy cannot accommodate much greater numbers of people whose 
career prospects outside agriculture remain limited. This includes many black 
people, but also many whites from farming backgrounds whose alternative prospects 
are also limited (recall Hans in Life Stories 8.4). Indeed, as noted in Chapter 2, the 
large number of relatively small white-owned commercial farms plays an important 
role in South Africa as a source of both self-employment and wage employment.

There are two main challenges to pursuing and attaining the vision of an agriculture 
dominated by (black and white) small- and medium-scale farmers. One is that, 
especially in the face of the liberalisation of agricultural markets and the demise of 
real farmer co-ops (TerreBlanche 2012), South Africa’s agro-food system increasingly 
favours larger farmers. And second, the pervasive belief that bigger is better and 
more efficient is shared by government and organised agriculture, so that agrarian 
transformation is an activity that is pursued along the margins for fear of tampering 
with the commercial core. 

Post-settlement support

Our study has provided little evidence to suggest that poor post-settlement support 
is the main culprit for project failure. There is some evidence of weak post-
settlement support, but also instances where land reform beneficiaries are extremely 
positive about the support they have received, and where the Limpopo Department 
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of Agriculture must clearly be commended. As suggested above, projects have 
more fundamental problems than the post-settlement support they receive or do 
not receive; moreover, extension officers are perfectly correct to say that they are 
not equipped to address the social problems that have afflicted group-based land  
reform projects.9

The bigger issue in respect of extension support in particular is that it is generally 
so thin on the ground, especially in provinces such as Limpopo which have much 
greater numbers of black farmers in the ex-bantustans, that is, people who are not 
land reform beneficiaries. There is little rationale for overprivileging land reform 
beneficiaries; in fact the decision to do so up to now (shown for example by the 
fact that 70% of CASP funding has traditionally been earmarked for land reform) 
may contribute to one of the problems of land reform, namely that it is divorced 
from black agriculture elsewhere. In other words, land reform does not see existing 
successful black farmers within the ex-bantustans as models for how land reform can 
be used to create additional farming opportunities for blacks; instead land reform 
implicitly seeks to model itself on white agriculture, and to compensate for the 
difficulty of doing this, directs too high a proportion of support resources towards 
land reform.

Spatial planning and spatial implementation

The last point is that there appears to be a strong need for clearer spatial strategies 
guiding land reform. This is not merely to say that there is a need for area-based 
planning – this was accepted some years ago. Instead, we suggest that there is a need 
for further work to understand the spatial considerations that should govern area-
based planning, and indeed implementation. Up to now, area-based planning has 
consisted largely of trying to map land demand and supply – often without really 
understanding the nature and extent of the demand side. However, as our locality 
studies of Elim and Morebeng suggest, there is potential to accomplish more. For 
one, land reform can be used not merely as a vehicle for creating settlement and 
farming opportunities, but also as a means of altering the space economy; the 
specific example from Elim was to use land reform to contribute to the population 
densification which has itself contributed so much to the emergence of Elim as an 
economic focal point. The question raised in relation to the Morebeng area was 
whether a more spatial approach might have encouraged a different orientation for 
land reform, in which rather than creating a series of isolated projects, one attempted 
to increase the amount of productive land available to Sekgopo’s farmers and make 
land use patterns more relevant to the local economy. 
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Notes
1 Having said that, some of the outrageous overpayments took place as late as 2000.

2 Having said that, we reiterate the point made above that according to one well-placed 
source, within the Shigalo community there was a division between men and women, and 
the latter would have preferred financial compensation. The implication is that men spoke 
on the women’s behalf, thereby creating the impression of a consensus.

3 See Lahiff 2010 on this issue of authorities imposing or encouraging the ‘continuity plan’, 
and the meekness with which beneficiary/claimant communities tend to accede to it.

4 Ironically, the issue of targeting in land redistribution is often approached from a completely 
different angle, namely as a question of ‘selection criteria’ which should be applied to ensure 
that those getting assistance are qualified to make the best possible use of that assistance. 
For instance, in its response to the 2011 draft Green Paper on Land Reform, Agri SA 
pledged to support the PLAS programme by means of ‘developing and applying selection 
criteria for new beneficiaries of State Land, using scientific methods and techniques to 
assist in placing the right people on the land and thus improve their success rate at farming’ 
(Agri SA 2011: 20). The thinking behind this view is understandable – land redistribution 
opportunities are scarce and valuable, so they should be matched by the best possible 
candidates. However, as with the viability issue itself, it elevates ‘scientific methods and 
techniques’ beyond what they can truly deliver.

5 A survey of rural dwellers from the Free State, Eastern Cape and Limpopo conducted in 
2004–2005 found that the level of awareness of the government’s land reform programme 
was strongly correlated to household income and the respondent’s level of education 
(HSRC 2005). To its credit, the 1997 White Paper also drew attention to the challenge of 
making information available to rural dwellers: ‘In some cases, it is difficult to pass on 
information in rural areas. This is especially the case with farm workers’ (DLA 1997: §4.52).

6 Moreover, what little we know of PLAS is that to date it has catered mainly to well-heeled 
beneficiaries similar to those of LRAD, and has involved little subdivision.

7 A particular aspect of PLAS as it is currently being implemented is that beneficiaries are first 
given short-term leases, from which they can graduate to longer-term leases. While this may 
be a sensible approach for PLAS projects aiming to cater to commercial farmer beneficiaries, 
there is no good reason to deny immediate and full tenure security to those whose main aim 
is having a secure homestead (as is typically the case at Munzhedzi).

8 For example: ‘There has been a significant increase in the concentration of farm holdings as 
a result of smaller and less efficient farms, unable to take advantage of increasing economies 
of scale, being forced out of the sector’ (DAFF 2011: 3) 

9 Neither is there evidence that lack of loan access has been a major problem – indeed the 
case studies offer a worrying willingness by the Land Bank in particular to advance loans 
in the most inauspicious circumstances. That has presumably changed now, and no doubt 
some commercial land reform farmers would prefer less hassle in securing loans (as was 
the case with Richard R of Karishume), but this does not appear to be a major hindrance to 
successful land reform.
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