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PART I: GLOBAL CONTEXT
Agriculture in the broader economy
Agriculture must be understood in its relation to the broader capitalist economy, since it is an
integral part of that economy. Changes in the agricultural economy were both cause and effect
of changes in the broader economy, with technological advances playing a critical role in this
process. Between the end of the world war in 1945 and the 1970s, growth in agricultural
production was strong, and global integration proceeded apace (if unevenly). However, the
structure of globalising agriculture went into crisis in the early 1970s, partly as a result of internal
causes (the failure of the Soviet wheat harvest and the consequent impact on the wheat market
and food aid regime), and partly as a result of external causes (the oil crisis, global recession
and the resulting debt crisis).
A “political productivist” model underpinned the global agricultural structure. That is, the state
supported an economic model that focused on the production of increasingly commoditised
outputs as the primary purpose of agriculture. The crisis in the 1970s laid the basis for a struggle
between those who wanted to continue with a system of political (i.e. state-supported) productivism,
and those that wanted to dismantle certain types of state supports and shift towards a more
market-based productivism. The conditions of crisis favoured the latter and (contested) policies
of deregulation and trade liberalisation followed.
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The debt crisis of the late 1970s and 1980s was caused by lending on the basis of an expectation
of continued growth of national economies and the global economy. However, global recession
meant borrowing countries could not repay debt because they were unable to earn sufficient
foreign exchange. Structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) were imposed on countries in Latin
America and Africa as ways of ensuring governments were able to repay debt. The features of
the SAPs were very similar to the emerging policies of deregulation and liberalisation. One of
the key conditions was support for a switch to an export-orientation in agriculture, which included
an emphasis on cash crops as opposed to meeting local demand for food. The programmes
did succeed in adjusting the economic structure of the host countries (in favour of subordinate
integration into the new emerging global division of labour), but the consequence was a further
ballooning debt and a drain of resources from poor to rich which has continued to this day. The
debt has locked numerous countries into a cycle of poverty.
Structural features of global agriculture
Technological advances (especially in seed, chemicals, machinery, refrigeration and transportation)
led to economic concentration and the dominance of industrial agriculture producing commodities
for national and global markets. Agricultural production remains overwhelmingly peasant- and
small farmer-based, and this presents an opportunity for redirecting agricultural production
systems away from the industrial model. But these producers work in the shadow of agricultural
commodity markets dominated by a relatively small number of large-scale producers and
corporations throughout the value chain. The technologies are embedded with the genetic code
of the societies that produced them. Technological advances such as the Green Revolution and,
later, genetic modification intensified this inequality and led to a rapid corporate concentration
in the value chain from inputs to retail. Concentration in ownership has led to the capture of a
greater share of value added by the same corporations.
Ecological impacts of industrial agriculture
The industrial model of agriculture has had devastating impacts on the environment and social
structure of rural areas. The agricultural system is almost completely dependent on fossil fuels
for survival throughout the value chain. The agro-food value chain is a major contributor to
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions that cause accelerated climate change, both in the production
methods employed and encroachment into carbon sinks such as forests. The livestock industry
is the biggest culprit in producing GHGs, and a shift from a meat-based diet to a plant-based
diet could have significant effects both in reducing GHG emissions and in increasing the available
food for people (since 40% of grain is used for animal feed). Long-distance transportation, and
the associated refrigeration technology, adds significantly to the carbon emissions in the commodity
chain, especially air transport. Household energy demand to store and prepare food is another
significant contributor to climate change.
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Industrial agriculture and its associated commodity chain have had vast impacts on increasing
pest and weed resistance, destruction of honey bees, loss of genetic diversity, overuse of water,
land degradation, and reduction in the nutritional quality of food. The introduction of genetically
modified seed threatens to worsen the situation.
Global agricultural policy reform
Global agricultural policy reform in the past twenty years is dominated by the negotiation of the
World Trade Organisation (WTO)-managed Agreement of Agriculture (AoA). The Agreement
served the interests of corporate agriculture at the expense of small-scale and peasant farmers.
Most agricultural produce is consumed domestically, and agricultural trade liberalisation serves
two purposes: i) to remove chronic surpluses produced by over-capitalised and over-indebted
farmers in the advance industrialised countries; and ii) to encourage a shift in production patterns
in the less industrialised countries to meet the needs of Northern consumers. The policy reforms
consolidate the dominant industrial agricultural model.
In its very structure the AoA was skewed towards the interests of large-scale producers in the US
and EU in particular, with definitions of types of support being based on their needs. The result
was that advanced industrial countries with an ability to provide large supports to agricultural
producers were able to continue doing so, while poorer countries that were not able to provide
comparable support were prohibited from doing so. Since the agreement was skewed towards
the interests of the dominant producers in the US and the EU, its terms were mostly abided by.
However, it has not been possible to mobilise sanctions even where they have broken the terms
of agreement, as in the case of the US’s cotton subsidies.
The positions taken in the negotiations need to be understood in the context of competing
interests internal to the US, the EU and to a lesser extent other countries. For this reason, the
negotiating positions cannot be read off the political tendency of the ruling elite. Rather they
must be understood as compromises between different interests. This allows us to make some
sense of the seeming contradictions of some of the positions adopted by the different countries.
It also allows us to recognise that the trade negotiations are by states but on behalf of powerful
corporate constituencies at home. The dominant approach is one of market productivism, which
identifies production of commodities as the over-riding purpose of agriculture, with social and
ecological functions subordinate to this. In this approach, the market is seen as the main regulatory
mechanism. Other interests which incorporate the social and ecological do exist, but are
increasingly marginalised in the negotiations. Nevertheless, these other approaches form the
basis for potential coalitions between interest groups that otherwise might seem to have little in
common.
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Impact on rural poverty and small farmers
Tracing the impacts of policy reforms and sector restructuring on rural poverty is extremely difficult,
not only because statistics are unreliable, but also because it is impossible to control for numerous
variables. Globally, there were uneven changes in rural poverty over the past 20 years, with some
countries experiencing declining poverty levels and other increasing poverty levels. Needless to
say, a huge number of rural people globally live in severe poverty - around 900 million (75%
of the poor) at the turn of the century. Most of these live in South Asia, although poverty is the
deepest in sub-Saharan Africa. There is a strong overlap between the number of chronically
hungry people and the number of extremely poor people in the rural areas. These numbers have
been rising as food prices have increased. Indications are that rural poverty will rise further rather
than declining, despite Millennium Goal promises and rhetoric. This raises questions about the
link between high food prices and improving farmer incomes in developing countries, which has
been given as a primary justification for the value of agricultural trade liberalisation.
It is hard to work out the precise contribution of deregulation and trade liberalisation in agriculture
to this state of affairs. Obviously it plays some role, and an important one at that, since agriculture
is the main economic activity in the rural areas. As with poverty, there is no simple story about
agricultural growth in developing countries and regions over the past two decades. The effects
of globalisation, deregulation and liberalisation have been uneven, both across and between
countries.
A few developing countries can compete effectively in global markets, or at least occupy export
niches, and therefore take advantage of policy reforms. Some of these, like Brazil and China,
are major exporters in their own right. But overall, despite the rhetoric of the past decades,
developing countries have not improved their share of the world market in agricultural produce.
The historical and structural characteristics of a country are very important. The unique features
of a country determine the “pathways” they might follow in attempting to reduce poverty. This
cuts against the grain of the way the dominant political project attempts to impose the same
model of reform in every country, regardless of the concrete circumstances facing them.
Small-scale farmers and agricultural policy reform
As with countries, the impacts of deregulation and liberalisation on individual producers are
uneven. Those who manage to get a foothold in the market can benefit by getting access to
new and growing markets, stimulating new competencies, and possibly generating multiplier
effects and employment opportunities in rural areas.
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But there are many more who have been unable to participate even as basic producers.
Deregulation has removed crucial support functions such as information, storage, research and
extension. Input supply has been the major casualty of liberalisation and deregulation in Africa.
The dismantling of marketing boards as part of the deregulation process resulted in sudden and
ongoing volatility in commodity prices. Deregulation has also damaged the nascent processing
industry in Africa.
Trade liberalisation has not had the desired effects. Higher earnings from export crops did not
materialise as anticipated. Commodity prices dropped sharply, and returns to farmers often fell
below the cost of production, driving many small farmers into poverty. The domestic market remains
the core market for agricultural produce, even in the US and EU. But over decades of capitalist
production and government policies that have favoured large-scale production, some countries
have been able to produce massive surpluses of basic commodities while others have increasingly
been drawn into buying rather than producing food for themselves. New markets in the wealthy
countries open up for unusual goods, and what production did remain in the poorer countries
is then diverted to those markets in the hope of generating income to pay debts and import food.
The way trade is selectively opened up, and the way policies are selectively oriented towards
this trade, reinforces the trend of greater unevenness and greater dependency. Opening the local
market to imports had the effect of reducing food prices in the short term, but threatened domestic
food production in the long term.
Civil society responses
While the structural pressures are immense and choices are increasingly constrained, small farmers
have organised and resisted processes of inappropriate trade liberalisation, deregulation and
neoliberal globalisation. A rise in struggles in Asia, central and Latin America and Africa have
placed land and agrarian transformation on the global agenda once again. A core concept
in this regard is that of food sovereignty. It is rooted in a rights-based approach to food and
agriculture with the following key elements: priority of local agricultural production to feed people
locally; the right of countries to protect themselves from dumping of under-priced agricultural
produce; the need for agricultural prices to be directly linked to production costs; the mainstreaming
of agro-ecological production that recognises food production, sustainable livelihoods, living
landscapes and environmental integrity as integral to rural sustainability. Food sovereignty goes
beyond the concept of food security because, while both propose that every person must have
the certainty of having enough to eat every day, food security as a concept is silent on the question
of where food comes from or how it is produced. In contrast, food sovereignty suggests that the
ability of a nation or group of people, to feed themselves is an issue of fundamental security. The
connection that is made on this basis between issues around agricultural production and trade,
and broader issues of land and agrarian transformation has brought small farmers and organised
landless populations together in Via Campesina in particular.
.
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PART II: AGRICULTURAL POLICY AND STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN SOUTH AFRICA
Background to South African agriculture
South African agriculture is characterised by a historical dualism that saw land and agricultural
infrastructure and resources concentrated in the hands of a small minority of white commercial
farmers on the one hand, and the systematic destruction of access to land and agricultural
production for the black majority on the other. Prior to the 1970s state support to commercial
agriculture operated within a clear discourse of “political productivism”, with racial exclusivity.
The structure of support tended to concentrate capital and land into ever-larger units. The
segregationist and apartheid governments made some half-hearted attempts to support individual
agricultural producers in the communal areas, but these attempts did not help to build a
productive agricultural sector. The result was that, for the majority of the bantustan population,
agriculture contributed a smaller and smaller percentage of household income.
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Deregulation and trade liberalisation
Current processes of deregulation and liberalisation in the agricultural economy in South Africa
had their roots in the 1970s. The recession in the 1970s hit the agricultural sector particularly
hard, characterised as it was by large numbers of relatively inefficient, labour-intensive individual
undertakings. The government responded by making a gradual shift towards a more free market
approach. Policies were oriented towards consolidating and supporting a productive core in
agriculture. The mass democratic movement exhibited a limited capacity to engage in detailed
analysis of the agricultural economy. Continuity rather than a break therefore characterised
agricultural policy in South Africa in the post-apartheid period. Post-apartheid agricultural policy
continued on the path towards modernisation of the agricultural sector: the “shaking out” of the
sector so that inefficient farmers had to leave the sector and their farming units were transferred
to fewer, larger, consolidated units. Within this framework, the ANC sought to develop a black
farming class that could participate on equal terms with the white commercial farmers.
Full deregulation was sealed with the passing of the Marketing of Agricultural Products Act in
1996, which saw the closure of the marketing boards and the ending of statutory export
monopolies. The 1996 Act essentially created a “free market” for food. Trade policy was reformed
to reverse the decades of “inward industrialisation” strategies, and to shift the economy onto an
export-oriented path.
Agricultural land reform, small farmer support and black economic empowerment
Land reform was an important part of the post-apartheid government’s plans for redistribution
and redress in rural areas. The Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) called for a
transfer of 30% of agricultural land into black hands by 1999. The land reform programme was
initially constructed as a poverty reduction instrument. However, the programme was not wellthought out and did not receive financial or political backing at the scale required to realise that
target.
The 30% target was later pushed back to 2014, and in 2000 the redistribution programme was
revamped to focus more on the creation of a commercial farming class through the Land
Redistribution for Agricultural Development (LRAD) programme. Nevertheless, by mid-2008, only
5% of land had been transferred through the programme. The result is that land reform has not
made a significant contribution either to the agricultural economy or to transformation in the
countryside, despite the potential to do so. Apart from purchase of the land, the state also took
responsibility for providing some resources to enable newly settled farmers to use the land
productively. Agricultural support has essentially shifted from support to large-scale (white)
commercial farmers to black emerging farmers, with the aim of assisting the latter to become
commercial farmers in their own right.
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Yet the budget was decimated in the belt-tightening years of GEAR, essentially destroying a lot
of the physical and social infrastructure that might have been built on to support emerging
farmers. Although the agriculture budget started rising significantly in nominal terms from 2000,
it has remained below 0.5% of the national budget, suggesting that agriculture has not gained
in priority in the governmentís overall planning despite the increases.
The Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme (CASP) of the Department of Agriculture
was established in 2003, to provide a “sunrise” package of support to newly settled farmers.
CASP was not synchronised with LRAD and focused only on infrastructure, and therefore was
not comprehensive. The Land and Agrarian Reform Programme (LARP) was developed in 2008
to integrate land affairs and agriculture more closely. Its five key objectives are: the distribution
of 5m ha of land to 10,000 beneficiaries; increasing the number of new agriculture entrepreneurs
by 10-15%, providing universal support; increasing agricultural production by 10-15%; and
increasing market access by 10-15%. The Ilima/Letsema campaign was launched in 2008 to
support the productive use of land. The budget for the campaign is expected to rise fourfold in
the medium term, to R400m in 2011/12. Despite the future growth in resources to agricultural
support, resources for small scale farmer support remain limited. The LARP document recommends
that the 30% land transfer target is shifted once again to 2025 - but then funding requirements
would also increase.
The de-emphasis on support for collective farming in LARP is not necessarily in contradiction with
new policies supporting the formation of co-operatives. While agricultural production should
probably start off on the basis of individual enterprises, there is a significant, even critical, role
for co-operative organisation in input supply and in marketing and distribution of produce. A
black economic empowerment framework for agriculture (AgriBEE) was released in 2004, and
a sector charter gazetted in 2008, to increase the involvement of black businesses in agriculture
throughout the commodity chain.
Agro-ecological policy and implementation
From a policy point of view, government recognises its responsibility to promote sustainable use
of natural resources in agriculture, identifies the resource user as the primary custodian of natural
resources, and adopts the principle that whoever damages natural resources is liable to pay
the costs of remedial measures. Nevertheless, its practice can be considered within the framework
of “ecological modernisation”, which places concerns for efficiency, competitiveness, marketability
(with regard to tourism), flexibility and (capitalist) development ahead of maintaining and
improving environmental integrity and coherence. The LandCare programme as practiced in
South Africa fits within this framework.
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The South African government has adopted two controversial new technologies in recent years:
genetically modified crops and agro-fuels. Genetically modified crops have been commercially
grown in South Africa since 1997. In 2008, 1.8m ha of GM crops were produced in South Africa.
This made the country the eighth largest producer of GM crops in the world. The government
has identified agro-fuel production as a key growth sector. Although it cites the creation of markets
for smallholders as a key motivator, the logic of the Bio-fuels Strategy is to introduce large-scale,
monocrop agriculture. The strategy does exclude maize and jatropha from being used as
feedstock, on food security and environmental grounds respectively. Support for both GM
technology and agro-fuels development suggests the continuation of a commercial, productivist
mindset in government.
IMPACT OF LIBERALISATION AND DEREGULATION
Economic performance of the commercial farming sector
Investment in agriculture has risen sharply during the period of deregulation and liberalisation.
The greatest rise in investment was in tractors, machinery and implements, and this could partly
be accounted for by higher prices.
New investment was largely financed through debt, with a widening gap between debt and
capital formation. However, the value of land has increased significantly and this meant a decline
in the debt:asset ratio to historic lows. Whether this was based on speculation or not remains
to be seen. Net farm income dropped in the 1990s but rose again at the start of the new
decade.
One consequence of deregulation and liberalisation was a large scale conversion of grazing
and farming lands into wildlife reserves to take advantage of investments in tourism. The main
production shift was out of grain and into livestock in marginal areas, and an increase in intensive
farming in high potential areas, particularly in horticultural production. Agricultural exports rose,
especially exports in processed goods.
Concentration in value chains
Two trends in the value chain can be discerned. The first was the unbundling of the conglomerations
of the late 1980s and their agricultural interests. The second trend was a renewed consolidation
through mergers and acquisitions in all nodes of the value chain. Concentration is apparent in
input supply, farm production, agro-processing and food retail. Privatisation of the large agricultural
co-operatives has permitted them to become major players in the value chain.
Food prices
One of the express motivations for deregulation and liberalisation of the agricultural sector was
that it would remove the price distortions characterising the apartheid regulatory system, and
eliminate the favouritism of producers over consumers.
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In the past 20 years, overall food prices have been on a slightly downward trend, but volatility
has increased with deregulation - especially deregulation of prices. Food price volatility hits the
poor the hardest, since they do not have the resources to smooth price shocks. The sharp
devaluation of the rand, especially in 1998, 2001 and more recently in 2008 had an inflationary
effect on food prices. The uneven and generally muted trends in consumption in three essential
products (maize, wheat and vegetables) are hardly a positive advertisement for the ultimate
measure of deregulation and liberalisation - to make food more accessible to the population.
Rural poverty and small-scale farmers
At the end of apartheid, the rural poor were hit by a number of macroeconomic adjustments
that had a very harsh effect on their lives. Remittances dried up as a form of income for rural
areas. In the first few years after apartheid, attempts to reign in inflation, reduce the deficit and
contain ballooning debts drove the government to limit spending, including a reduction of
welfare payments to the homelands. Decentralisation policies that privileged the homeland
growth points were abandoned, causing numerous rural industries to shut down. As the macroeconomy stabilised, government began raising welfare spending again. Without a doubt, the
major positive impact on poverty in the rural areas since the end of apartheid was the extension
of social grants to the poor.
The land reform programme and the reorientation of agricultural support towards small-scale
farmers have expanded the number of black commercial farmers. Yet land reform has had
limited impact on the structure of agriculture to date. Phasing out controls and closing marketing
boards led to a shortage of essential services formerly provided by the boards and cooperatives,
such as storage, grading, deliveries, value adding, information dissemination and research for
small farmers. Examples held up as success stories for African agriculture in South Africa have
been contract farmers in sugar, forestry, cotton, tea, fruit, flower, vegetable and tobacco. However,
on closer inspection, results are not always as good as they are presented. The experience of
restructuring and deregulation of the agricultural sector in South Africa to date suggests that the
opportunity for new entrants, small farmers and farmers in the former bantustans to be successful
is severely constrained.
Farm workers
Agricultural restructuring from the 1970s onwards led to a sharp decline in the number of workers
employed on commercial farms. From a peak of over 1.6 million workers (permanent and
temporary) in 1970, the number of workers had declined to 600,000 by 2005. The strongest
employment linkages are found in sectors of agriculture focused on the domestic market, but
these were the sectors that came under strain with the export-oriented macro-economic strategy.
Women farm dwellers have borne the brunt of the restructuring process. This is particularly as
a result of the loss of full time employment, and the shift into insecure seasonal work.
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The extension of basic labour rights and a minimum wage regime to farm workers, has contributed
to mediating the impact on farm workers of restructuring to some extent. However, the conversion
of these paper rights into reality is heavily contingent on the political organisation of workers, a
different management approach towards labour and the state’s capacity to enforce labour
legislation.
The process of modernising South African agriculture resulted in the state turning a blind eye
as farmers cut back on their workforces. From 1994 to 2004, 2.35m people were displaced
from farms in South Africa, of which close to a million were evicted. Only 1% of those evictions
involved a legal process. A trend that started before the introduction of labour laws, but which
were also an unintended consequence of ESTA and minimum wage legislation, was the gradual
movement of farm labour off the farms and into rural and sometimes urban informal settlements.
National statistics on farm wages are very weak. Regardless of the trend, it is clear that farm
workers still receive extremely low wages, of less than R1,500/month on average for full-time
workers in 2007.

CONCLUSION
Agricultural policy reform globally over the past 20 years has been dominated by struggles over
trade liberalisation, deregulation and state support to agriculture. This has intersected with
technological advances and concentration of ownership and control of capitalist production.
By and large, the policies have favoured the unrestrained movement of capital and its concentration.
Whether states have chosen to do this or been compelled to, political elites in most countries
have brought their countries in line with this dominant model. This has been co-ordinated at a
global level by international institutions, in particular the World Bank and IMF (through continuing
control over the debt conditions of less industrialised countries) and the WTO (through control
over the negotiated trade regime).
In South Africa, the post-apartheid government’s rationale for supporting deregulation and
liberalisation was the belief that they would broaden the base of commercial producers, reduce
food prices and generate investment and employment. The results are uneven across these, but
overall they are not favourable. There is a shrinking base of commercial producers, with a few
black entrants but in conditions that make it exceedingly difficult for them to compete on an
equal footing, and there has been concentration along the value chain resulting in higher barriers
to entry. Food prices have not declined substantially, if at all, and have been open to greater
volatility linked to unpredictable world markets. Per capita consumption of basic foods dropped
steadily in the 1990s and, although they have gradually started picking up in the 2000s, they
remain below the rates of the 1980s.
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Deregulation and liberalisation have certainly resulted in greater investment in the agricultural
sector and along the value chain, but with greater concentration and unevenness, with speculative
investment adding to food price volatility. This investment has also not resulted in greater
employment. On the contrary, there has been a sharp drop in employment in agriculture, and
a rapid growth in precarious forms of work, off-farm employment, and fragmentation of livelihoods.
To reverse the negative trends requires a radical overhaul of the agricultural sector. The basis
of this is a non-profit economy, where use values take primacy over exchange values. The market
- which, after all, is a human construct consisting of everyday social interactions - needs to be
re-embedded both in nature and in society. Meeting local needs should become a primary
purpose of production. This can best be achieved by bringing production closer to consumption
(both urban and national), and producing locally for local consumption as far as possible. A
diverse production base is required, both in size and method. It is important to recognise that
attempts to standardise responses to reality, to try to assert one model of development, is bound
to failure. Context specific interventions are needed.
The only possibility of realising this is through grassroots organisation and action, through
decentralised activity, which may start off being fragmented but builds towards a critical mass.
This means working on the ground with a concrete view to change, recognising others making
similar attempts in different fields of endeavour elsewhere, and trying to understand the links
and make them practically as we proceed. We can only learn by doing. The strongest bases
for this activity are those places where many people are still living off the land. It can be supported
through agrarian reform that transfers natural resources to the stewardship of those with knowledge
systems that demonstrate and promote ecological and cultural diversity.
.
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