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PREFACE
The research detailed in this report looks at women as they make a living from farming while
facing discrimination on the basis of their sex, race and class. The women in the study live in
the Western and Northern Cape and see farming as a survival strategy, a means of alleviating
their poverty and that of their communities. Therefore their goals and expectations are modest.
They speak of wanting a better relationship between themselves on the one hand and government
and commercial farmers on the other, with emerging women farmers being shown more respect
and consideration and getting better protection against eviction. In terms of resources all they
seem to expect is some capacity building, inclusion in marketing networks and assistance with
tractors and livestock.
In one sense the report bears out the women farmers in their modesty. It shows that when the
emerging farmers have secured access to land, the kind of limited support they ask of NGOs,
government and commercial farmers makes a telling difference in the success or failure of
farming projects. However, even the women in the most successful of projects are subject to all
the frustrations that sexism, racism and class exploitation impose on emerging women farmers.
And of course, the vast majority of potential and aspirant women farmers do not have access
to land. The report thus suggest that this modesty reflects the very sexist conditioning responsible
for the problems emerging women farmers are trying to overcome. It calls for the consideration
of a much more radical approach grounded in a feminist strategy for women’s liberation,
agrarian reform and food sovereignty.
The reader will find value in the report’s careful exposition of the views and experiences of the
emerging women farmers, as well as in its critical engagement with existing policy and its clear
and spirited exposition and advocacy of feminism, agrarian reform and food sovereignty. This
research is an instalment in an on-going effort of the Surplus People Project to build knowledge
and develop understanding of agriculture and food systems from the point of view of the
oppressed and exploited. Previous instalments included an analysis of agriculture policies over
the last twenty years, a study of livelihood strategies of the rural poor on the West Coast and a
look at the structures of managing water for agriculture. It is recommended that this report is
read in conjunction with these others.
The researchers are understandably and appropriately careful to draw attention to the limitations
of their sample sizes, research methods and conclusions. However, as a society we will make
a huge mistake if we use this scholarly reticence as an excuse to brush aside the concerns and
needs of emerging women farmers. In our striving for better and greater versions of freedom
and justice, it is society’s most oppressed and marginalised sections that show the way. We
cannot refuse the opportunity offered by this report to listen to the voices of emerging women
farmers.
RONALD WESSO, Cape Town
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report focuses on analysing emerging women farmers’ perception of the obstacles they face
in securing land and related productive resources. Consideration is also given to the way women
identify and interpret the skewed power relations that define the food systems in which they
operate. The perception, experiences and expectations of emerging women farmers are analysed
against a backdrop of South Africa’s existing land reform policies and food security strategy.
In order to gain insight into the perception, experiences and expectations of emerging women
farmers, interviews were conducted with a total of seventeen (17) emerging women farmers, of
which twelve (12) were involved in projects in the Northern Cape and five (5) were involved in
projects in the Western Cape. Of the farming projects in which these emerging women farmers
were involved, three (3) of the projects were women only projects and three (3) were mixed
(women and men) group projects.
The report is structured as follows: First, an overview of the existing land reform policies and food
security strategy is provided. The review of these policies and strategy applied a gendered
analysis coupled with a critical analysis entailed in the concept of the food sovereignty approach.
Second, the perceptions, experiences and expectations of emerging women farmers are presented,
with specific attention given to the obstacles which these women face. Third, an analysis over
women’s experiences in light of the existing policies and strategy is conducted and some questions
for consideration introduced.
2

LAND REFORM AND FOOD SECURITY: SOUTH AFRICAN POLICIES & STRATEGY
Land Reform Policies in South Africa
From as early as 1913, South African legislation systematically stripped black South Africans of
their rights to own, reside on and cultivate land. Consequently, land reform has been viewed
by the government as integral to bringing about a more equitable and just society and economy.
The White Paper on South African Land Policy (ANC 1997) was the first document to officially
map out the ANC government’s approach to land reform. It consists of three components: land
restitution, land redistribution and tenure reform.
These policy interventions form part of a broader state-driven approach to development that
places an obligation on the government to progressively realize the social and cultural rights
of citizens while respecting existing property rights arrangements (Constitution of the Republic
of South Africa 1996). While these laws, policies and programmes have been created to respond
to land reform, government has been criticized for developing policies and programmes which
systematically overlook, and at times even sanction, sources of vulnerability other than race.
Food Security Strategy
The commodification of food, combined with South Africa’s high poverty levels, forces poor citizens
to spend disproportionate amounts of their income on food – or that they fail to purchase sufficient
food altogether. Despite food security obtaining attention at the national level, more especially
through the social rights provisions contained in Chapter 2 of the Constitution1, the majority of
black people continue to experience food insecurity.
South Africa, like many other governments, develops its food policies with a view towards food
security. The earliest policy statement on food security was contained in the Reconstruction and
Development Programme (RDP 1994), which identified food security as a basic human need.
This framework was then refined in subsequent policy papers, specifically the Agriculture White
Paper (DOA 1995), Agricultural Policy Discussion Document (DOA 1999) and the Integrated
Rural Development Programme (IRDP 1999). Following this, government launched its national
food security strategy, the Integrated Food Security Strategy (IFSS), in 2000. This strategy grew
out of a series of consultative engagement with a number of key players from both national and
1 Section 27of the Constitution of South Africa (1996) states that “'Everyone has the right to have access to …”sufficient food and
water” and compels the state to “'take reasonable legislative and other measures, within its available resources, to achieve the
progressive realisation of each of these rights”. In addition, Section 28 specifies that every child, i.e. persons younger than 18 years,
has the right to basic nutrition.
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provincial spheres of government, as well as CBOs, NGOs, public agencies and universities (IFSS,
2000, pg11). Subsequently, government also established a food security working group to
research strategies for achieving food security.
The government’s emphasis on food security is criticised from a food sovereignty perspective as
food security emphasizes people’s access to food and disregards the circumstances in which
people gain access to food. Therefore the food security strategy, while acknowledging that a
right of access to food is necessary, fails to acknowledge or critically assess “questions of power”
(Patel 2009). By ignoring these background conditions, it can neither identify, nor critique any
exploitative practices or systematically unequal power relations that define food systems.
***
In sum: In applying a gendered analysis together with the critical food sovereignty perspective,
it becomes evident that South Africa’s food strategy and land policies are fundamentally problematic
in at least four respects: (1) Land and food policies are conceived as entirely separate policy
areas and the links between them are unclear; (2) Land and food policies are based on an
inadequate conception of gender 2 as a barrier to accessing land, productive resources, and
food; (3) They identify no specific mechanisms or interventions that will put into practice their
normative commitment to gender equality; and (4) They are premised on the assumption that
poverty and socio-economic inequality can be alleviated by increased access to markets in land
and food.
While government’s food security strategy and its land reform policies signal a commitment to
assisting vulnerable groups that wish to own land and purchase food, these policies do not
elaborate mechanisms that diminish the impact of skewed gender relations and tend to perpetuate
dependency on both the state and the market.
2 This report makes a distinction between sex and gender. Sex refers to the biological differences between men and women.
Gender refers to socially constructed norms about the identities, behaviours, capacities and sexual orientations associated with
male vs. female bodies. Gender, in other words, prescribes both masculine and feminine norms and limits the permissible behaviours
and attitudes both women and men may display. Even though gender cannot be equated with women, many government
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agencies, including the Department of Land Affairs, think of “gender” as only affecting women (Walker 2005).
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VOICES OF EMERGING WOMEN FARMERS
Farming is a means of survival for women, their families and for the community. Emerging women
farmers are therefore heavily dependent on the income generated through farming. However,
based on the information gleaned from this research, emerging women farmers, regardless of
whether they are involved in mixed-or women-only farming projects are confronted with a host
of obstacles, which include:
• Difficulties accessing and securing land: The processes for acquiring land on which to farm
are complicated, unfamiliar, time-consuming and costly as it involves several engagements with
municipal officials who are located at offices which are far from where women farmers reside.
Many women expressed feeling intimidated when engaging with government officials.
• Problems with formalising tenure rights or lease agreements: The majority of farming projects
occur on municipal-owned land and while land has been secured for two years or more, none
of the agreements which they have with the municipality involved written documentation or formal
proof confirming these arrangements. Several women expressed concern about this tenuous
arrangement with the municipality.
• Concerns about securing continued access to land: Not only are women uncertain about the
likelihood of being granted an extended leasing arrangement (in light of tenuous arrangements),
but some of the projects are also on land where land claims are pending. In addition to these
uncertainties, emerging women farmers stated there is a lack of transparency in land redistribution
procedures and/or they lack and understanding of these procedures.
• Pressure to ensure that land is used productively in order to demonstrate the viability of
their farming projects: Women indicated that based on the agreement with the municipality, in
order to ensure that they do not have the land taken away they need to make optimal use of
the land. However, they face social and environmental challenges which hamper productive use
of the land, for example inadequate supply of water, no drought support, lack of resources to
put up fencing, as well as inadequate infrastructure such as roads to enable ease of movement
and transportation of produce as well as affordable labour. All these factors affect women’s
ability to utilise the land optimally, thus threaten their continual access to municipal land.
• Inadequate support: Women revealed that they rely mostly on the Surplus People Project (SPP)
for information and advice, and stated that the support which they receive from municipalities,
local community structures such as Advice offices as well as commercial farmers is mostly inadequate.
Furthermore, women expressed frustration at the inefficient processes within municipal structures
and the inaccessibility of government departments.
In reflecting on the relationship between women and men in terms of the dynamics which emerged
in groups, women, whether from the women only groups or mixed groups, indicated that power
struggles emerged resulting in secrecy regarding funding and a failure to work together in order
to be supportive towards each other.
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Through the introduction of discussions on gender relations, what became apparent was that
women felt undermined and undervalued by men. Women involved in mixed group projects
stated that the men tend to underestimate female leadership and/or resent being led by a
woman. They added that women are excluded from project planning processes. Women in
women-only farming projects echoed these feelings and stated that men oppress women because
they have the perception that they can do the work better than women. Women further mentioned
being aware of the limited involvement of women in mixed group projects and that in projects
started by men, the ideas of women are often dismissed.
.
With regard to the ability to farm, women acknowledged that they find it difficult doing the hard
physical labour, however, this factor in no way influenced the perception women had of their
ability as farmers. In fact, women readily identified the strengths which they bring to farming
projects, namely their perseverance and ability to manage the many facets of a project.
6

ANALYSIS
The situation in which emerging women farmers find themselves demonstrates the disjuncture
in the interplay between the reality facing poor women and government’s response to address
poverty. All this occurs within a broader patriarchal social and political context in which institutions
and practices effectively exclude and render women, their needs and their contribution to the
family, community and society, invisible.
For women emerging farmers, the impact of this interplay is experienced in a number of ways,
namely:
Gender blindness: Emerging women farmers present their involvement in farming projects in
relation to their care-giving roles towards the family and community. The fact that they have
to assume multiple roles, continue to be subjected to barriers in accessing land and becoming
independent as well as the devaluing of their contribution is not something with which these
women critically engage. A possible explanation for the lack of critical engagement could be
attributed to the fact that the discrimination which women experience is normalised to such an
extent that women collude in their own oppression. Thus, the consideration that they too can
own land and have authority over land is not something which registers within the reality in
which women operate. Another possible explanation for the absence of critical engagement
is that women have made a purposeful decision to accept their circumstances because the
consequences of challenging it will alienate them further, resulting in the limited support systems
which currently exist (i.e. family and community) also becoming inaccessible.
.
False hope and unrealistic expectations: the commitment expressed in the policies and strategy
has created a false sense of hope within poor communities, particularly among the most
vulnerable that through utilising the opportunities presented, communities can alleviate poverty.
However, due to the failure to understand and prioritise women’s needs in relation to the broader
context which perpetuates women’s powerlessness, the conceptualisation of the land reform
policies and food security strategy has merely perpetuated the discrimination which women
face. The powerlessness of emerging women farmers is exacerbated and maintained through
the implementation of ineffective policies and a strategy which fail to ensure that women have
access to information and the necessary resources as well as opportunities to build their capacity.
In the absence of understanding the nuanced way in which powerlessness is being perpetuated
within patriarchal systems, the emerging women farmers thus have the unrealistic expectation
that the change they desire is attainable on the basis of few small interventions. More specifically,
emerging women farmers appear to believe that if they have the relevant support given to them,
then they can farm and they will no longer find themselves impoverished.
.
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Silenced activism: Emerging women farmers generally do not own land and have limited or
indirect access to land. The authority of emerging women farmers in relation to the farming
process and the produce from their farming is tempered and restricted at various stages. Despite
these barriers and constraints which confront women, they are largely uncritical (gender blind)
and undemanding. The successful way in which women have been disempowered is evident
in the lack of political consciousness among these emerging women farmers. The consequence
thereof is that women are not challenging the discrimination to which they are being subjected,
they are not collectively organising and instituting actions to ensure their voices are heard.
Instead, through gender blindness and operating with false hope and unrealistic expectations,
women individually and collectively are silenced, thus make no demands for change.
.

RECOMMENDA TIONS
The collective impact of the afore-mentioned ways in which emerging women farmers experience
this interplay contributes to the devastating consequence of locking women and subsequently,
their families and communities, into poverty. Addressing the dire situation in which emerging
women farmers find themselves requires varied interventions levelled at government institutions,
local service providers as well as emerging women farmers and the community at large. The
emerging women farmers who participated in this research presented some proposals of the
way in which government and other local service providers can assist them in attaining access
to productive resources (see Box 1). These proposed interventions, while necessary, are insufficient
to bring about a shift in the position in which emerging women farmers find themselves as they
only target government and local service providers.
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BOX 1:
SUMMARY OF PROPOSED RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVING
ACCESS OF EMERGING WOMEN FARMERS TO PRODUCTIVE RESOURCES.
Emerging women farmers from selected projects in the Western Cape and Northern
Cape recommended that government take the following practical steps in supporting
their farming projects:
1. Provision of material resources such as:
• Land, water, farming equipment, fencing & funding
• Infrastructure
2. Provision or improvement of government services such as:
• Providing women farmers with technical assistance, e.g. with drought relief
• Offering training opportunities for women farmers
• Sending women on exchange programmes so they can learn from others in the industry
3. Improving the accountability and participatory orientation of public institutions by:
• Paying attention to the specific needs of emerging women farmers
• Establishing a good relationship between women and government
• Reserving seats for women representatives on district councils
• Making clear commitments to women farmers and fulfilling them
• Encouraging field-visits by government officials to farming areas, for the purposes of
directly assessing the needs of women farmers
• Developing a law that protects emerging farmers farming on land subject to land
claims, and that offers better protection against evictions from farms
• Linking women with existing farming unions in order to gain experience in unionising
and more familiarity with issues confronted by other people working in the sector
4. Facilitating collaboration with key stakeholders such as:
• Local commercial farmers
• Key government departments
• Local businesses, banks and local communities
• Farming unions
• Advice offices
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Strategic interventions to bring about a real shift in women’s position and ultimately, ensuring
access of emerging women farmers to productive resources, are required. Thus, developing
such interventions requires careful consideration of the following questions:
.
Are the needs and experiences of emerging women farmers thoroughly understood?
The current research provides some initial information, however, it is necessary that a deeper
exploration into emerging women farmers’ perceptions and experiences is undertaken to
ensure that the nuances and complexity of their difficult circumstances is captured and thoroughly
understood so that the interventions formulated are relevant to the needs of women.
.
How can raising women’s political awareness of their situation be beneficial for these
emerging women farmers? In order to bring about improvement in women’s circumstances,
women themselves have to be agents of change. However, the first step towards effecting
change is consciousness-raising. Based on the circumstances and the depth of women’s silence,
it is necessary to devise methods of engagement which is related to the provision of support
which is responsive to the immediate needs of emerging women farmers. Through the process
of providing support and building relationships with women, questions can be raised which
facilitate women’s critical thinking of discriminatory practices and experiences which they
endure.
How can ongoing implementation of ineffective policies and strategies be addressed so
that emerging women farmers benefit? Existing policies and strategies relating to land
reform and food security have been continually criticised, yet remain. The implementation of
these policies and strategies has also been wrought with problems which have not abated.
A far more aggressive and consistent approach to challenging these policies and strategies
is required. Thus there is a great need to engage with local activists and other key role-players
in order to build local institutions as a way of facilitating ongoing activism to promote a culture
of government accountability to women.
What alternative strategies will ensure benefits for emerging women farmers? The food
sovereignty perspective gives recognition to the power imbalances within contexts and is
geared towards shifting these so that there is equality. However, the way in which this perspective
(and any others) is developed must be critically examined to determine the practical implications
and feasibility for emerging women farmers. For example, in shifting orientation towards the
food sovereignty perspective, practically how feasible is it for women, within traditional contexts,
to access and make decisions regarding land?
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS
The existing land reform policies and food security strategy each articulate government’s
commitment to address past injustices and overcome poverty facing millions of South Africans.
However, these policies and strategy are not only problematic in terms of their conceptualisation
but also in terms of the translation into practice. Implementation of the policies and strategy
reveal a distancing from the expressed commitment and intentions. Despite glimmers of hope
in terms of the provision of ad hoc support, the most common reality is that emerging women
farmers, their families and their communities are locked into poverty. Ensuring that emerging
women farmers have access to productive resources thus requires interventions which not only
address some practical barriers to access but also which challenges the patriarchal systems and
institutions as well as their related policies and strategies.
Government clearly needs to revisit existing land reform and food security policies. One way
of doing so would be to create policies centred on the idea of food sovereignty, which emphasises
that all people have the right to food-producing resources and the means to sustain themselves.
Careful consideration of translating such an approach into practice is particularly important for
women so that strategies developed ensure women have rights to access and control of productive
resources.
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