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INTRODUC TION
This study was undertaken with the central objective of gaining a deeper understanding of rural
livelihoods in the West Coast District (hereafter simply West Coast) of the Western Cape Province.
Further, against a background of food and energy price hikes that occurred in mid-2008, an
extra dimension of the study was to understand coping strategies at the disposal of rural
households in the wake of such unforeseen economic shocks.
The West Coast is a region of the Western Cape where livelihood strategies are not well
understood, or at least not well documented. A few reports available, such as the Surplus People
Project (SPP) pre-1994 report, sketch a patchy picture of rural households surviving through
various on-farm and off-farm livelihood strategies. Other reports, such as those produced by the
provincial government, also fail to provide a comprehensive picture. On the contrary, the provincial
government reports that compare living standards across districts within the province portray the
West Coast as having the lowest poverty rate outside the Cape Metropolitan Area (CMA), the
urban zone concentrated around the city of Cape Town. These conflicting accounts of living
conditions and standards in this region hardly make sense.
This paper explores three basic questions in an effort to develop a better understanding of rural
livelihoods in the West Coast district: first, who are the rural poor in this district and what are
their livelihood strategies? Second, what kind of productive assets (land, livestock etc.) do
households in the West Coast own and how are these assets accessed and used? Third, to what
extent has land reform responded to land needs as part of the overarching goal of a pro-poor
agrarian reform project?
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PROFILING RURAL LIVELIHOODS
The study is based on a survey of more than 600 households drawn from three areas (Matzikama,
Cederberg and Bergriver) in the West Coast district; the survey was designed for the specific
purpose of addressing the questions outlined above. To classify a household in a particular
category - farmers, farm workers, mine workers or fishermen - the survey relied on self-identification
of households in terms of the primary occupation of the head of household. More than 80%
of the sampled households identify themselves either as farm workers or as farmers (land reform
beneficiaries (LR) or non-beneficiaries of land reform (NLR)), and hence the livelihoods of a
majority of households are directly dependent on agriculture. The dominant type of livelihood
across the survey sites is “farm worker category”, and in areas like Bergriver more than 75% of
the sampled households fall into this category. The “farmer category”, especially NLR farmers,
appears to be concentrated in Matzikama, which lies on the far northern edge of the West
Coast, bordering the Northern Cape. Both the LR and NLR farmers are resource-poor, and their
farms are characterised by a general lack of meaningful commercially oriented farming activities
beyond fulfilment of subsistence needs. What appears quite evident is the fact that the government
land reform programme has so far done little to improve the livelihoods of rural households tied
to agriculture in this region.
But the resource-poor farmers (both LR and NLR categories) and farm workers do not perform
equivalent functions in this agrarian setting. Farm workers depend on wage income, with a
majority classifying themselves as permanently employed and more likely to work on large
commercial farms. Resource-poor farmers, on the other hand, rely largely on own labour rather
than on hiring non-family wage workers.
The livelihood status of households and their ability to withstand shocks are largely dictated by
their access to and control over assets. Hence asset deprivation or endowment is a fundamental
driver of long-term vulnerability of households to poverty traps. The food and energy price shocks
that affected the country in mid-2007 are cases in point. Following these shocks, a significant
portion of households (35.4%) identified food price hikes as a major shock/risk affecting their
livelihoods. The distributional impact of food prices across the surveyed sites shows the district
of Matzikama reporting the highest proportion of affected households (25.6%), followed by the
Cederberg district (21.6%). About 10% of the sampled households pointed to the rise in energy
prices and energy blackouts as additional shocks that negatively impacted on them as well.
Further, households across all districts reported a lack of coping mechanisms to deal with such
risks, whether at household or community level, and this underlies their severe vulnerability.
Because there are not many viable livelihood strategies in the Cape West Coast district, most
households are highly dependent on wage income.
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As a primary source of income rural agriculture plays a minimal role for both NLR and LR farmers,
and not surprisingly these households tend to rely mainly on state grants. Comparing average
monthly household income (R1 440) with average expenditure per month (R1 520) reveals that
a “representative household” within the surveyed areas is hardly breaking even, and hence a
significant proportion must be struggling to make ends meet. This result is corroborated by two
pieces of evidence: first, a high proportion of income (>60%) is devoted to food expenditures
only; second, a significant proportion (20%) of households indicate high indebtedness. The latter
implies a near-zero savings rate, which suggests that many of the rural poor are making ends
meet by “trading on debt” - borrowing from one creditor to repay another creditor. Another
livelihood indicator is the aspect of food insecurity. While a majority of households did not report
incidences of chronic hunger, 20% indicated severe hunger and food insecurity. In sum, a
combination of factors, inter alia food and energy price hikes, limited livelihood strategies, low
incomes and high degrees of indebtedness, all serve to indicate deeply entrenched vulnerability
to poverty traps and food insecurity for rural households on the Cape West Coast.
The land plays a critical role in sustaining rural livelihoods. It forms the productive base for crop
and livestock farming, making land probably the most important production resource. The average
farmland ownership for the entire sample is roughly 14 % of households. Farmland ownership
is usually verifiable with the aid of a formally registered title deed, which generally confers private
ownership in terms of the current land tenure system. Within a private land tenure regime, however,
it is not uncommon to find other forms of landholding and access. Moreover, resource-poor small
farmers might enjoy use rights over land (irrespective of the form and level of payment) but
without title. Documenting this myriad of land tenure arrangements is a complex undertaking
which requires extensive research in its own right.
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Interesting trends emerge on how each category of rural-dweller uses land. It was not surprising
to observe that land access for both livestock and crop farming is primarily concentrated among
LR and NLR farmers. However, an interesting feature is that these two groups of farmers differ in
terms of the degree to which they practise a specific type of farming. LR farmers dominate crop
farming, whilst their NLR counterparts form a slight majority of livestock farmers. To contextualise
this finding, it is important to view it in conjunction with the spread of land size across crop and
livestock farmers. The average land size is in the order of 3 hectares (ha), but LR farmers (especially
those engaged in crop farming) cluster above this level, whilst NLR farmers have access to about
2.4 ha of land for their livestock, on average. Given that livestock grazing in the agro-ecological
setting of the West Coast requires a larger amount of land, agrarian reform in this region should
probably prioritise the needs of livestock farmers.
The survey also included questions on land access for horticulture (orchards), but found that an
insignificant minority of LR farmers (<6%) reported access to land for this purpose. Whilst they
work in the agricultural sector (especially on horticultural farms), farm workers appear not to
engage in either crop or livestock farming on a substantial scale, with the exception of approximately
18% of farm workers who reported that they engaged in home gardening.
.
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INSIGHTFUL POLICY LESSONS
Land reform and land need
From the start of the post-apartheid land reform process, the need or demand for land has
remained a subject of intense debate. Diverging views exist on the nature and extent of land
demand. At best, official land reform targets - aiming for the transfer of 30% of farmland in white
ownership to blacks through willing-seller / willing-buyer transactions - reflect an ambiguous
stance on the land demand debate. Until fairly recently, South Africa’s land policy has been
underpinned by a demand-led model in which individuals or groups of land grant applicants
must approach the land reform authorities for assistance in buying a piece of land. Through this
process of articulating land need, policy-makers and implementers hope that farmers with the
“best chances of success” will self-select into the programme.
Some land policies, especially those targeting women and youth beneficiaries, continue to receive
low priority. In fact the weight given to such targets in the actual allocation of grants and land
(size and quality) remains poorly recorded and woefully under-researched. Land hunger is not
really a criterion in how the state allocates resources for land and agrarian reform. Uptake and
participation of resource-poor farmers in land reform are left to chance or the “invisible hand
of the market”. A wealth-based ranking such as the degree of landlessness, which can also be
a test of the pro-poor content of fiscal spending, is remarkably absent from land reform policies.
To be sure, land reform targets based on the land needs of resource-poor and landless farmers,
if formulated consistently, could also sharpen the state’s vision of a radically altered agrarian
structure.
Assessing the demand for land is far from straightforward. The primary goal here is to gain a
sense of how much land households want for different land uses, and what steps a household
intends to take to satisfy its land hunger. It is widely acknowledged that the purpose of land
reform is to assist black households to gain access to land, despite the policy’s vagueness on
the wealth status of beneficiaries. It is vital to know a household’s awareness of and participation
in different land and agricultural reform programmes because these are the main policy instruments
available to help resource-poor rural households to gain access to land. Firstly, among the rural
households along the Cape West Coast, land demand appears to be strongly split between
those wanting land for agriculture and those wanting it for housing. The demand for housing
land appears to be higher among farm workers, mine workers and fisher folk than among the
farmers. This suggests that housing tenure security is a major concern among these sections of
rural-dwellers.
Turning the demand for agricultural land, interesting insights emerge on land size needed, land
tenure preferences and what households intend to do with their agricultural output.
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Looked at on its own the demand for agricultural land is relatively small, yet it is, surprisingly,
higher than the demand for housing land. As is to be expected, the demand for farmland is
concentrated among farmers, although it is important to note that nearly 25% of all farm workers
want land for crop farming. Overall, NLR farmers expressed the strongest demand for land, with
close to 50% wanting land for livestock grazing and close to 40% demanding land for crop
farming. Moreover, their strong demand for land is further articulated in the average land sizes
they need: about 21.5 ha for crop farming and more than 50 ha for livestock grazing. Compared
to existing land access trends, this means that farmers could demand up to a tenfold increase
in the average land size they have available. Freehold title is the strongly preferred land tenure
arrangement among households who articulated a demand for farmland. It is instructive to note
that households planned to sell surplus output in local markets, instead of national and international
markets with much larger purchasing power but perhaps more aggressive supply-side competition.
To satisfy their land need and acquire private ownership of farmlands, households rely almost
exclusively on their local municipality and the Department of Land Affairs. This dependence on
the state is probably related to the present land tenure status of most farmers (who occupy land
with the permission of some state agency) and poor knowledge of land reform policies and
processes. What is puzzling, though, is that rural households lack a clear understanding of the
workings of specific land and agricultural policy instruments. For instance, rural-dwellers tend to
connect their demand for land for agricultural production to land restitution (and not SLAG, LRAD
or CASP). However, since its inception land restitution has prioritised monetary compensation for
land rights lost under apartheid rather than genuine agrarian development. Thus far this rightsbased element of land reform has remained a weak instrument to settle beneficiaries on productive
farmland, upscale ecologically sustainable agro-food production and restructure production and
social relations in the agrarian sector.
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Lack of land reform support
Understandably, the redistribution of farmland is one of the cornerstones of agricultural policies
in post-apartheid South Africa aimed at redressing the foundations of inequities inherited from
apartheid. Access to land is viewed as part of a multiple-livelihood strategy that is particularly
necessary for the rural poor. Hence it is widely acknowledged that improving access of resourcepoor farmers to land constitutes the most effective means of fighting poverty. It is therefore not
surprising that in the 15 years since the inception of the land reform programme the government
has been largely preoccupied with acquiring as much land as possible and distributing it as
fast as possible to the black majority of the population. A target has been set to distribute about
30% of white-owned farmland to blacks by 2014, but to date land reform is synonymous with
failure, with national statistics showing roughly 5% of agricultural land having been transferred
and furthermore no meaningful production taking place on most of the resettled farms.
The question is, why has South Africa’s land reform so far failed even in terms of its own
questionable targets? Perhaps what is crucially missing are coherent support policies for the
newly resettled farmers. Post-settlement support, which could come in the form of micro-credit
facilities, risk hedging and insurance, agricultural extension, farmer-to-farmer mentorship programmes
and other such measures, has been completely overshadowed or ignored as energy and priority
are devoted to distributing as much land to as many people as possible. Furthermore, the lack
of a well defined land tenure system means that most lending institutions, such as the Land Bank,
are reluctant to offer financial support to such a risky clientele.
Vulnerability to price shocks
Profound lessons can be learnt from the ways in which the 2008 food and energy price shocks
affected rural households. First, quantitative information on food spending patterns and selfreported evidence show that rapid inflation has hurt rural households in the West Coast. The
average family in the sample spends at least 60% of their income on food and this makes them
very vulnerable to sudden and steep price rises- with at least 15% reporting that they went
hungry as a result of food price inflation. Secondly, due to their low incomes, a significant
proportion of households evidently became debt-trapped as they are compelled to “trade on
debt”. Thirdly, households that depend on social grants, such as old age pensions and child
grants, appear to be the worst victims of food price shocks as these grants generally do not
keep pace with the escalating cost of living.
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Concluding remarks
In summary, this case study offers far-reaching insights into rural livelihoods and makes a compelling
case to fundamentally rethink the agrarian reform model tenaciously pursued since the end of
apartheid in 1994. Firstly, this model has failed to deliver land according to government’s stated
targets, and generate sustainable rural livelihoods with adequate levels of agricultural development
support. The crisis of market-based agrarian reform is evident from the fact that, to date, it has
not responded to the needs of resource-poor small farmers and farm workers on the West Coast,
despite all the technocratic refinements promised at the 2005 land summit, including abandoning
the willing seller willing buyer model of agrarian reform. Secondly, given the failure of this marketbased approach to agrarian restructuring, it is vital to make a clean break with the myth that it
is possible to “make markets work for the rural poor”. What is needed is a new framework that
promotes the heightened awareness, mobilisation and direct participation of resource-poor rural
dwellers in the restructuring of the agrarian economy.
Notes
* This policy brief summarises the main findings of a fieldwork-based research report conducted
in 2008. Peter Jacobs and Ephias Makaudze conducted this research on behalf of the Surplus
People’s Project.
Acronyms and abbreviations
CASP Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme
CMA Cape Metropolitan Area
ha
hectare
SLAG Settlement Land Access Grant
LR
Land Reform beneficiaries
LRAD Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development
NLR
Non-beneficiaries of land reform
SPP
Surplus People Project
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