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Theresa (R) and Ruwayda (L) Falatsha  
Members of Bambanani Greenfingers 
food producers in Mfuleni, Cape Town

The mother and daughter duo are 
feminist activists and two of the 
leading voices in SPP’s Women-Only 
Safe Spaces project
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T
he Surplus People Project 
(SPP) was established in 
February 1980, initially as a 

national research project focusing 
on the apartheid government’s 
programme of forced removals. 
In 1983, the pivotal research 
comprising five volumes titled: 
Forced Removals in South Africa: 
The SPP Reports, was published. 
The research formed the basis 
for SPP’s early work and saw 
the organisation continue to 
position itself in opposition to the  
apartheid state by supporting and 
publicising community struggles 
against forced removals.

In the early years of the post-
apartheid era, SPP’s work initially 
focused on advancing the country’s 
new land reform programme. 
This was done by supporting 
communities who were seeking 

land restitution, access to farming 
land (redistribution) or tenure 
security. During this time, SPP 
played a leading role in influencing 
land reform policies with a pro-
poor agenda.

Given the slow pace of land 
reform and the fact that poor and 
vulnerable communities were 
not being prioritised, SPP in 2003 
made the strategic shift to focus on 
people’s collective power for the 
advancement of land and agrarian 
transformation. This included 
prioritising the most vulnerable and 
marginalised people primarily in 
rural areas, with the focus on farm- 
and forestry workers and dwellers, 
historically disadvantaged (black) 
farmers and food producers, and 
communities affected by mining. 

In 2005, having realised the 

stranglehold of the current 
industrial model of agriculture 
and how it impedes land reform, 
SPP started its journey with 
agroecology and food sovereignty 
as key alternatives. Today, this 
remains a central component of 
our work.

With agrarian transformation 
as its overarching vision, SPP 
believes that systemic change can 
only be realised through social 
mobilisation and movements that 
advance alternatives from below.

MEET THE SURPLUS PEOPLE PROJECT

Our MISSION is to stand in solidarity with activists 
and social movements in struggles for land, food 

and climate justice. 

SPP started its journey 
with agroecology and 
food sovereignty as 
key alternatives. Today, 
this remains a central 
component of our work.
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THE CURRENT CONTEXT 
INFORMING OUR WORK
Land and agriculture

L
and audits undertaken by Government on state 
(2013) and private (2017) land ownership have 
provided a clearer picture of how land in South 

Africa, and across all provinces is registered (or not), 
managed and used. In 2017, farms and agricultural 
holdings accounted for 97% of total land but made up 
only 6% of total land parcels. These in turn are owned 
by 7% of total landowners. The majority of agricultural 
land was found to be owned by white (72%) people 
and by male (72%) individuals.1 

The past year has been significant for land and 
tenure reform. Expropriation without Compensation 
(EWC) submissions have dominated debates and an 
Expropriation Bill, outlining the circumstances under 
which EWC would be permitted, is to be tabled in 
the near future. This will follow the finalisation of 
the parliamentary process to amend section 25 of 
the Constitution (deadline for written submissions 
extended to 29 February 2020). This year, precedent-
setting conclusions were also reached for land tenants. 
After more than two decades and minimal movement 
on tenants’ rights, labour tenants were victorious in  
the Constitutional Court when in August 2019, a 
majority of judges upheld the Land Claims Court’s 
(LCC’s) order to appoint a special master to assist 
the Department of Rural Development and Land 
Reform (DRDLR) to process land claims. This ruling 
dates to legal action launched at the LCC in 2013 by 
the Association for Rural Advancement Land Rights 
Advocacy (AFRA) together with the Legal Resource 
Centre (LRC). This ruling stated that “a special 
master for labour tenants be appointed to assist the 
department to develop a comprehensive strategy for 

1 https://www.gov.za/issues/land-reform#audit

efficient processing and referral of claims”2. In 2016, 
the DRDLR appealed the ruling and was successful in 
having it overturned by the Supreme Court of Appeal. 

In his 2020 State of the Nation Address (SONA), 
President Cyril Ramaphosa acknowledged agriculture 
as one of the industries with the greatest growth 
potential. He also noted that the recommendations 
of the Presidential Advisory Panel on Land Reform 
and Agriculture (Advisory Panel) will be implemented 
in 2020 “to accelerate land redistribution, expand 
agricultural production and transform the industry”. 
Sixty of the 73 Advisory Panel recommendations 
were endorsed by Cabinet in December 2019, with a 
further three being noted for further consideration.3 
A new beneficiary selection policy, which includes 
compulsory training for potential land beneficiaries, 
prioritising women and youth, as well as “people 
with disabilities and those who have been farming 
on communal land and are ready to expand their 
operations for training and allocation of land”,4 will be 
introduced.

Government has acknowledged that assistance to 
small-scale farmers over the past 25 years has been 
ad hoc and erratic which has translated into only a few 
of these farmers ‘graduating’ to commercial farming. 
Since 2014, around R18.8 billion has been spent on 
small farmer support, but with unfortunately very 
few success stories to show. The revised model being 
developed by Government to support smallholder 

2 Postman and Wicomb 2019

3 Masuabi 2019; Bizcommunity 2019

4 SONA 2020
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farmers will coordinate and integrate assistance 
from all spheres of government into district-level 
service and support centres. Support is intended to be 
accessible and consistent until farmers show “some 
signs of success” and “graduate into commercial 
farmers”. The Deputy President has however noted 
that “a farmer can’t emerge forever… You can’t be 
emerging, getting support from government and yet 
not grow. At a certain particular point, you must grow 
and learn to stand on your own, and compete with  
other commercial farmers.” The model includes 
extension support in terms of inputs (including 
mechanisation) as well as blended finance with an 
initial state grant and a Land Bank loan. In addition, 
government aims to provide a platform for small-
scale farmers to grow by providing a market for 
farm products through state hospitals, schools and 
nutrition programmes.5

The emphasis on commercialisation of farms remains 
evident. As noted by the Institute for Poverty, Land 
and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS, December 2019), there 
is a need to shift the “class agenda” and bias away from 
the large-scale commercial farming model of land 

5 PMG 11 September 2019

reform, and towards more inclusive redistribution 
that prioritises farmworkers, labour tenants, and 
communal area farmers. This recommendation follows 
research which found that state land redistribution 
projects tend to favour the wealthy and/or politically 
connected individuals and companies, with a very 
limited proportion of farms (18% of the study sample) 
being allocated to farmworkers. The research 
investigated 62 state land lease and disposal policy 
(SLLDP)6 projects across five provinces. In addition 
to policy biases, the research concluded that - “public 
resources meant to uplift the poor are appropriated 
by a few, often politically-connected and economically 
powerful groups in society, at the expense of the 
intended beneficiaries, usually non-elites”7. This is 
usually done through various forms of corruption, 
including the solicitation of bribes, fronting, 
withholding leases, threats of eviction and bailing out 
of politically connected people.8 

6 SSLDP projects relate to land acquired by the state which is 

leased – but not transferred – to beneficiaries

7 Mtero, F. 2019

8 Smit, S. 2019
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The Advisory Panel’s ‘Land Reform Problem 
Statement’ is summarised as follows:

• Landlessness: Access to secure land rights remains 
the preserve of a small minority. Many South Africans 
remain functionally landless, occupying land owned by 
others (state institutions or private owners)

• Slow pace of land reform

• Gender inequality: Despite policy pronouncements, 
women remain marginalised within the land 
redistribution programme, constituting less than a 
quarter of the beneficiaries nationally

• Corruption and ineptitude: Growing evidence of 
corruption, nepotism and abuse of power requiring 
more stringent conditions, oversight and institutional 
constraints across land policy and implementation

• Tenure security issues: Despite constitutional 
provisions, tenure insecurity remains pervasive, not 
just for informal dwelling arrangements, but also for 
dwellers on commercial farms and communal land, as 
well as beneficiaries of land through restitution and 
redistribution with tenuous rights

• Illegal occupations on land: An upsurge of illegal 
occupations has been evidenced amidst political party 
calls for vulnerable members to “occupy land illegally”, 
resulting also from inadequate land policy as well 
as the need to access services, infrastructure, and 
economic opportunities in peri-urban and urban areas

• Land administration failures: Considering  
communal (former ‘bantustan’) areas, an estimated 
60% of South Africans have no recorded land or 
property rights, reflecting the ongoing legacy of 
apartheid

• Landholding models: Severe problems with the 
leasehold (redistribution) model since 2011, which 
typically translates into conditional use rights, often 
unrecorded rights, and failure to redistribute land 
rights

• Access to water: In redressing land injustice, 
through any land reform policies, water provision is 
interconnected and must, of necessity, be included for 
urban, rural, farming and agricultural communities

• Impacts on livelihoods: There is inadequate evidence 
of the impact of land redistribution on livelihoods, and 
no functional M&E programme exists in the DRDLR

• Production and post-settlement support: There 
is no legal obligation, or imperative by the State, to 
improve support

• Misalignment and lack of coordination between 
government departments: Weak coordination and 
a misalignment of budgets and mandates between 
DRDLR, Department of Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries (DAFF), Department of Water and Sanitation 
(DWS), Cooperative Governance and Traditional 
Affairs (COGTA) and the provincial departments of 
agriculture. These departments are all responsible for 
decision-making and budgeting around land and land 
management

• Under-resourcing of land reform: Land reform 
peaked in 2008 but then declined largely due to the 
decline in budgets and diversion away from land 
acquisition

• Changing policy agendas: Ideological positions 
have shifted, and policy is vague and open to diverse 
interpretations by different administrations, officials, 
consultants and strategic partners

• No system for rationing public resources: There is no 
database of applicants at district-level, nor are there 
national measures in place (e.g. means test; leveraged 
grant) to assess whether the right to equitable access 
to land is being realised

• Lack of redistribution law: Failure by Parliament 
to enact legislation in accordance with section 25(5) 
of the Constitution, to foster conditions to enable 
citizens to gain access to land, which has resulted in the 
state relying on discretionary, unclear and haphazard 
application of policies

Statistics presented in the SONA, Parliamentary 
Monitoring Group (PMG) records, media releases, 
and the final report of the Advisory Panel, are not 
wholly consistent. According to the National Council 
of Provinces (NCOP) proceedings (PMG, 11 September 
2019), less than 2% of land in the Western Cape has  
been reformed. This is in spite of the fact that more 
than eight million hectares of land, earmarked for 
redistribution and restitution, have been purchased 
by Government since 1994, at a cost of around R39.2 
billion. However, it is noted that approximately 
93% of successful land claimants opted for financial 
compensation rather than for land9. By 2018, 
Government reported that 3.5 million hectares had 
been restored and 80,664 claims settled. These 
settlements benefitted 2.1 million beneficiaries at a cost 
of R40 billion, which included financial compensation to 
beneficiaries. Of these, around 163,463 were female-
headed households.10 Almost 2.9 million hectares of 
state land (278 land parcels) have been identified for 
redistribution, targeted at women and youth. The 
Deputy President noted that “people should not be 
afraid that the land reform programme is going to affect 
production. In fact, it is going to strengthen production 
because there will be new entrants that will be 
supported in production - young people and women.”11 
Since 1994, around 44,000 hectares of state land have 
been released for the settlement of land restitution 
claims. A further 700,000 hectares of state land for 
agricultural production is planned for release in 2020.12 

Using the results presented by the Advisory Panel 
(May 2019), Government’s land reform programme has 
delivered 8.4 million hectares of land between 1994 
and March 2018. This amounts to less than 10% of 
commercial farmland against the initial target of 30% by 
2014. Total land transfers according to each programme 
pillar are: 4.9 million hectares redistributed through 
5,407 projects; and 3.5 million hectares restituted 
through the finalisation of 62,475 claims. 

9    PMG 11 September 2019

10 https://www.gov.za/issues/land-reform#audit

11 MG 11 September 2019

12 SONA 2020
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The run-up to the election also saw contesting 
and positioning by political parties in areas of SPP 
operations. This resulted in new provincial premiers 
being appointed in both the Western and Northern 
Cape. Over the years, the political composition of 
local municipal councils within 
the West Coast has not been 
stable. This has greatly impacted 
the poor, specifically emerging 
farmers, farmworkers and dwellers 
as whenever there is political 
leadership and bureaucratic 
transitions, the progress made with 
previous officials is invariably lost. Fresh engagements 
need to commence, which ultimately delays change 
or much-needed support. Nonetheless, new local 
opportunities for transformation were identified 
towards the end of 2019 with the ANC forming a 
majority in both Matzikama and Cedarberg. 

As 2019 was winding down, the ongoing electricity 
crisis prompted the Minerals Council to join the 
City of Cape Town in requesting Government to lift 
the requirement that institutions buy electricity 
exclusively from Eskom. This would permit 
municipalities and the mining industry to produce their 
own power or to buy electricity from independent 
power producers.16 During his 2020 SONA, President 
Cyril Ramaphosa announced that “in future” 
municipalities in good standing would be allowed to 
procure their own power from Independent Power 
Producers (IPPs).

Human rights: GBV, children, farmworkers, LGBTQ+

Xenophobia and violent attacks against women and 
children, as well as the South African energy crisis, 
were highlighted in the second half of 2019 as notable 
changes impacting the environment within which 
SPP operates. The policy environment and anxiety 
regarding Expropriation without Compensation 
(EWC) have continued to generate debate around 
potential impacts on farmworkers and dwellers 
as well as emerging farmers. Ongoing, as well as 
increased intimidation, retrenchments and evictions 

16 Cohen, T. 13 December 2019

of farmworkers / dwellers were highlighted in both 
the first and second halves of 2019. 

Despite the South African Government’s strong 
constitutional protection, Human Rights Watch 

(2020) identified several of its 
concerns and failings during 
2019, and submitted that public 
confidence in the government’s 
willingness to tackle human rights 
violations, corruption and respect 
for the rule of law, has eroded. It 
further noted the government’s 

continued failure in ensuring access to quality 
education by children with disabilities, its failure to 
address GBV and xenophobic violence, and its failure 
in identifying and arresting those responsible for 
the 2016 murder of Xolobeni community activist, 
Sikhosiphi Rhadebe. Concerns remain around police 
brutality and the treatment of migrants and refugees, 
as well as community and environmental rights 
activists who have often been met with harassment, 
intimidation, and violence. South Africa’s commitment 
to human rights and international justice in its foreign 
policy practice remains questionable, while its role 
in advancing the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and transgender people is noted as important, but 
inconsistent. 

Poverty, unemployment and the 
National Minimum Wage 

Unemployment has continued to increase and has 
caused poverty levels to deepen over the year. As 
noted within SPP’s areas of operation, particularly in 
Namaqualand and the West Coast, livelihoods have 
been impacted by high and increasing fuel prices, as 
well as food and electricity costs. The cost of living has 
continued to increase at a rate beyond the affordability 
level of poorer households. The annual rate of food 
inflation climbed steadily throughout 2019, with the 
prices for bread and cereal climbing sharply to reach 
a high of 8% in December. Fuel prices increased in 
December after starting the year with deflation, and 

The cost of living has 
continued to increase 
at a rate beyond the 
affordability level of 
poorer households.

• No political will to expropriate land for land reform 
purposes

• Lack of a national land-focused vision and plan: 
South Africa lacks a coordinated approach to dealing 
with all land for land reform purposes.13

Politics, Government and human 
rights 

Politics: The election and protest action

S
outh Africa’s sixth democratic election took place 
in May 2019. The African National Congress 
(ANC) retained a national majority with 57.5% of 

the vote, and incumbent President Cyril Ramaphosa 
was sworn in for a full term presidency. The ANC also 
retained its majority in eight of the nine provinces, 
excluding only the Western Cape, which retained a 
Democratic Alliance (DA) majority.

Key electioneering and electoral issues included: 

• Land reform and redistribution through 
expropriation

• Job creation and economic growth

• Dealing with crime, specifically gender-based 
violence (GBV)

• Tackling corruption within government and state-
owned enterprises (SOEs)

• Addressing the electricity crisis. 

The general election saw a record number of political 
party contestants and while more people were 
registered to vote, fewer eligible voters registered. The 
2019 election also saw the lowest voter turnout. The 
Electoral Commission of South Africa (IEC) expressed 
concern that the majority of those not registered 

13 The Presidential Advisory Panel on Land Reform and 

Agriculture May 2019

were under the age of 30 years. This was reportedly 
due in part to discontent with Government services, 
including housing, education and health.14 Other 
reasons submitted for the record low voter turnout 
included growing inequality, economic insecurity, 
high unemployment as well as maladministration 
and corruption. The Judicial Commission of Inquiry 
into Allegations of State Capture, Corruption and 
Fraud in the Public Sector including Organs of State 
(Zondo Commission) continued throughout the year 
and appears likely to only be concluded by the end of 
December 2020.

Statistics pertaining to the general election in 2019:

2019 2014 

ANC national majority in 
election

57.5% 62.2%

Number of political party 
contestants in election

48 19

Eligible voters who were 
registered to vote

74.5% 80.5%

Voter turnout 66% 73.5%

The run-up to the 2019 election was marked by 
national service delivery protests which started in 
Gauteng in April and spread across urban areas of the 
country, notably the Western Cape, and continued 
into May. The number of protests declined sharply 
after the elections and overall the year saw 218 
major protests. This is down from the record-setting 
237 in 2018, although increased violence with an 
overlapping criminal element was noted for 2019.15 
Municipal non-performance and poor service delivery 
including lack of water provision, housing, as well as 
Eskom’s failings as the national power provider, were 
prominent drivers of protests. Other protest actions 
that featured prominently in 2019 included: labour 
and wages (public and private sector), transport (taxi, 
bus and truck) strikes, and GBV and crimes against 
women and children. 

14 Jones, A. 29 January 2019

15 https://www.municipaliq.co.za/index.php?site_page=article.

php&id=113
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level of both severe and moderate food insecurity 
is felt increasingly by the poorest households, and 
by households in tribal areas. 
However, households engaged 
in some form of subsistence 
agriculture are more likely to 
be food secure, although rural  
households, together with 
urban informal households, 
tend to experience the highest  
prevalence of poor dietary 
diversity.

The more urban and richer 
provinces have a higher concentration of elite and 
middle class households. After Gauteng, the Western 
Cape has the second-lowest proportion of poor 
households and the second-highest proportion of 
elite and stable middle class households. However, 
the Western Cape also claims the highest proportion 

of vulnerable middle class households in the country, 
followed by the Northern Cape and then Gauteng. 

Although 57.7% of Northern 
Cape households are classed as 
poor, the province ranks third-
lowest overall, with 41.2% 
chronic and 16.5% transient 
poor households. In the 
Northern Cape, the proportion 
of elite and stable middle class 
households is less prominent, 
which places the province as 
the median (ranked fifth) among 
the nine provinces.

Other factors which have impacted communities in 
SPP’s areas of operation, and which contribute to 
broader economic uncertainty for the country also 
include poor service delivery and more incidents of 
state capture being uncovered.

Rural, black, female-headed 
households, and youth 
remain more at risk of falling 
into poverty, and those born 
into poor households that are 
extremely reliant on social 
grants, are more at risk of 
remaining in poverty

certain public transport services showed exponential 
increases, such as a 20.6% increase in long-distance 
bus fares over the year.17

At the start of 2019, the official unemployment rate 
in South Africa stood at 27.5%, which increased to 
29.1% by the end of the year. Unemployment in both 
the Western and Northern Cape provinces declined in 
the last quarter of 2019, but increased from the rates 
of the previous year. In the Western and Northern 
Cape, unemployment increased from Q4 of 2018 
to Q4 of 2019. Youth (15-34yrs) unemployment, 
measured as youth ‘not in employment, education or 
training’ (NEET), was considerably higher in 2019 than 
in 2018. NEET rates are markedly higher for women 
at 43.9% than for men at 36.4%. The difference is less 
pronounced for youth under the age of 25, at 33.7% of 
young women and 30.3% of young men. 

2018 Q4 2019 Q4

Unemployment in the 
Western Cape

19.3% 20.9%

Unemployment in the 
Northern Cape

25% 26.9%

NEET 38.9% 40.1%

55.5% of South Africa’s 2019 national population  
were living below the Upper Bound Poverty Line 
(UBPL: R1,183-R1,227), while 25.2% were living 
below the Food Poverty Line (FPL: R547-R561) or 
extreme poverty line. 

The National Minimum Wage (NMW) came into effect 
at the start of 2019 and remained at R20 per hour for 
general workers and R18 per hour for farmworkers, 
with R15 per hour allocated for domestic workers. 
However, service charges for basic utilities, notably 
electricity and transport (with higher fuel prices driven 
by levies/taxes and the weak rand, rather than the cost 
of crude oil), have increased. The average full-time 
NMW worker, working 15 days per month, spent close 
to a quarter of their wages on electricity and a third on 
transport, leaving less than half of their income (45.4%-
40.1%) available for their own expenditure. With the 
average wage supporting approximately four people, 

17 Statistics SA

food expenditure alone would result in a shortfall of 
income of between 57% and 69%. Accordingly, poorer 
households have to spend far less on food in order to 
cover other basic and critical expenses, which in turn 
results in nutritional deficiencies and related health 
and developmental consequences.

Income inequality is exceptionally high, and in 
2019 South Africa retained its ranking as the most 
economically unequal country in the world. Between 
2008 and 2017, South Africa’s social stratification by 
class shifted, with increases across all classes except 
for the ‘chronic poor’ which declined notably from 
52% to 42%. This was largely as a result of expanded 
access to social grants and remittances. Overall, the 
proportion of people in poverty dropped from 63.2% 
in 2008 to 53.4% in 2017, including a relatively stable 
proportion of ‘transient poor’ (11.2%-11.4%). The 
proportion of ‘elite’ increased by 0.9% while the middle 
class grew by 9% – although the ‘vulnerable’ portion of 
the middle class increased more significantly by 5.8% 
compared to the ‘stable middle class’ increase of 3.2%. 

“In rural areas, income from grants was by far the 
largest contributor to reducing the poverty gap.”18  
Labour income however, is the overwhelmingly 
dominant driver of income inequality and poverty 
reduction with major contributing factors including 
education, then race and household size, followed 
by location (urban, province), with gender becoming 
a less prominent factor. Low skills and low labour 
force participation are additional factors linked to 
chronic poverty. With the trend in South Africa and 
internationally towards more skilled and highly skilled 
work, unemployment and poverty risks increase for 
the unskilled as well as semi-skilled labour force. 

Rural, black, female-headed households, and youth 
remain more at risk of falling into poverty, and those 
born into poor households that are extremely reliant 
on social grants, are more at risk of remaining in 
poverty. Food insecurity and hunger is similarly  
highest among rural (specifically tribal rather than 
farm areas), then black households, children under 
five years, and women. Furthermore, the highest 

18 Statistics SA March 2018
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the efforts to strengthen those 
partnerships through training 
and education aimed at women 
empowerment, we need to engage 
local power brokers like  farming 
associations,  municipalities, 
provincial legislatures, SAPS 
cluster command, the Justice 
Department etc. in order to 
start challenging the entrenched 
practices and assumptions that 
conspire against women in our 
areas of activities.

A large proportion of our work 
can only be executed through a 
number of enduring partnerships 
such as Tshintsha Amakhaya (TA), 
the Farm Workers’ Coalition, WFP, 
Forestry Community Forum and 
the Witzenberg Advice Office.  
Whilst these collaborations have 
endured, grown and strengthened 
through the years, it may also 
be necessary to partner in a 
more robust manner in order 

for the SPP inputs and direction 
to become more influential and 
infuse the partnerships to achieve 
more adventurous outputs and 
outcomes. As the saying goes 
- politeness is the poison of 
collaboration -  which simply means 
that one can become so diplomatic 
in your engagements that your 
actual points or proposed direction 
become too fudged and generic, 
and ultimately pointless.  We 
operate in an environment where 
many struggles become captured 
by more organised groupings, 
like firebrand political parties 
who entice communities through 
wild rhetoric and populist claims 
thereby creating a confrontational 
environment without proper 
and ethical leadership.  Our own 
politeness must not play into such 
agendas.

For SPP as an organisation, 2019 
provided the opportunity to 

evaluate how best to structure 
itself to increase the level of 
performance as anticipated in its 
strategic plan. The establishment 
of area-based programme teams 
enabled the organisation to 
streamline its operations so 
that we could concentrate our 
resources more purposefully for a 
greater impact in our three areas 
of operation. In this regard, the  
role played by the board, Roger 
Domingo (CEO), his management 
team, and the staff and interns, 
cannot be underestimated. As 
always, it would be remiss of me 
not to thank our staff, interns, 
board members, partners and 
our longstanding and committed 
funders for their continued and 
sustained commitment to our 
journey this far.  Your steadfast 
support and guidance will ensure 
that SPP continues to grow from 
strength to strength in pursuit of 
the ideals of those we serve.

For SPP as an organisation, 2019 
provided the opportunity to 
evaluate how best to structure 
itself to increase the level of 
performance as anticipated in 
its strategic plan.

FROM OUR CHAIRPERSON

A
s in the previous year, 2019 
was filled with promise and 
uncertainty. The debates 

and parliamentary processes 
relating to Expropriation without 
Compensation (EWC) were, on the 
one hand, presented as a promise 
for a new land reform dispensation, 
or at least the start of one, but was 
experienced on the other hand, as 
a foray into a state of uncertainty 
with no clear outcomes envisaged. 

The opportunity to unfold our 
powers within that period of 
uncertainty eluded us as the 
completion of the process dragged 
into 2020 with no clear framework 
of how EWC will affect the poor 
and the landless. Equally, the 
alluring promise of a “new dawn” 
being heralded by the election 
in May, enticed many citizens 
to coalesce around the unifying 
figure of President Ramaphosa 
in the hope that the multiple 
failures of the government of the 

previous decade will somehow 
be eradicated and failed policy 
implementation will be given new 
impetus and direction. There was 
a general feeling of “being together 
we will be able to do so much 
more”. That mirage faded all too 
soon in the unrelenting glare of the 
constant revelations at the Zondo 
Commission where the full horror 
of state capture was exposed 
– with seemingly no follow-
up by the South African Police 
Services (SAPS) and the National 
Prosecuting Authority (NPA). 

What became exceedingly clear 
to civil society and ordinary South 
Africans, is that the dire socio-
economic conditions under which 
the majority suffer, could easily 
have been ameliorated had the 
institutions of the State not been 
captured in the way that they had 
been.  The provision of electricity, 
rail transport, water and sanitation, 
education, health and all the 

jobs associated with those, were 
sacrificed on the altar of greed and 
obscene excess.  As negative as 
this picture may be, it does provide 
the impetus for civil society and 
other civic formations to band 
together to do much more to hold 
government accountable when 
there is such a glaring dereliction 
of duty in the provision of services 
to which all are entitled.

The continuing and systemic 
instances of gender-based 
violence, patriarchy and 
discrimination against women in 
respect of security of tenure and 
access to and ownership of land, 
remain key challenges for the 
sector and will remain a key focus 
for our organisation.  In this regard, 
our partnerships with community 
formations such as the Citrusdal 
Farm Worker/Dweller Forum and 
Women on Farms Project (WFP) 
must be strengthened and taken 
forward robustly. While we note 

The quest for certainty blocks the search for meaning. Uncertainty is the 
very condition to impel people to unfold their powers – Erich Fromm

Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much – Helen Keller

Politeness is the poison of collaboration – Edwin Land

Johann Mettler
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AREAS OF OPERATION 

Northern Cape and 
Western Cape in South Africa

Cape Town Metro

Cape Winelands:
- Drakenstein
- Stellenbosch
- Witzenberg

Overberg:
- Theewaterskloof

West Coast:
- Bergrivier
- Cederberg
- Matzikama
- Saldanha
- Swartland

Namakwa:
- Hantam
- Kamiesberg
- Karoo Hoogland
- Khai-Ma
- Nama Khoi
- Richtersveld

WESTERN CAPE NORTHERN CAPE

2019: THE yEAR IN NUMbERS

Popular education, research, 
advocacy and collective action

Solidarity and learning exchanges

Government, stakeholder and 
partners engagements 

Increase in agroecological producers (from 373 to 573)

New agroecological demonstration sites established. 
These serve as valuable spaces for raising awareness and 
inspiring actions around land, food and climate justice

Foresty dweller households (around 3000 people) will 
benefit from recommissioned forestry land to improve 
their livelihoods through agroforestry activities

received from 8 donors

SURPLUS PEOPLE PROJECT ANNUAL REPORT 2019SURPLUS PEOPLE PROJECT ANNUAL REPORT 201914 15



women’s livelihoods; and increased service delivery 
protests around a range of rights issues, most notably 
access to land and water for agriculture and housing. 
In this regard, SPP facilitated and supported a  
number of engagements in communities, which 
contributed to strengthened organisation and 
collective action, resulting in key advances and 
victories in local and district municipalities. 

We are particularly proud of how, through the 
convening of “women-only safe spaces”, women’s 
voices and leadership have come to the fore in all 
our activities. As an organisation, this has challenged 
us to reflect more deeply on gender-based violence 
and patriarchy in our context, and to ensure that we 
continue to confront the issues head-on. Our strategy 
and activities on the ground must reflect this as a 
priority. Awareness around climate change continued 
to grow, particularly with the persisting drought and 
with increased incidence of extreme weather events 
around the country. The Northern Cape was declared 
a disaster area in August 2019 and, by the end of 
the year, was noted as being the worst ever for the 
Namakwa District. The ongoing drought and water 
(restrictions, access, availability) issues significantly 
impacted agricultural production. 

This prompted a particular energy and urgency among 
our community partners, leading to the introduction 
of a new project: Mitigating Climate Change Through 
Agroecology. Through this project, climate justice 
and its relation to the food system has become 
more explicit in our work, culminating in one of the 
year’s highlights - a national/regional (Africa) Food 
and Climate Justice Gathering, which took place 
in December. This event, which we intend making 
an annual feature in the coming years, gathered 83 
activists from across the country and the southern 
African region. The participants explored the 
intersection of food and climate justice by sharing 
experiences, organising strategies and alternatives, 
with a key focus on strengthening solidarity within 
the broader food and climate justice movement. The 
outcomes of this strategic event have already been 
integrated into our work.

Other key results achieved in the year under review 
include the following: 

• 800 programme activities were undertaken, 
reaching 14,000 people, including 55% women

• The Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty 
Campaign (FSC) increased membership by 38%, 
totalling 2,739 members, representing 35 towns/
villages

• The number of agroecological producers that SPP 
works with increased by 54%, now standing at 573

• Three new agroecological demonstration sites 
were established. These serve as valuable spaces for 
raising awareness and inspiring actions around land, 
food and climate justice

• 781 forestry dweller households (around 
3000 people) will benefit from recommissioned 
forestry land to improve their livelihoods through 
agroforestry activities

Financially, we were able to conclude the year with 
another surplus. Our operating expenses increased 
by 27% but so too did our income by 18%. We are 
grateful for the support from our funding partners, 
which enables us to do our work and sustain the 
organisation. We do not take this for granted. When 
possible, we continue to grow our reserve funds in 
anticipation of future funding difficulties. It is always 
pleasing to report that the organisation is in a healthy 
financial position.

While the year’s achievements reflect the growth 
and strength of the organisation, it is always worth 
noting that none of it would be possible without the 
combined efforts of committed people – many of 
whom work tirelessly behind the scenes. A special 
word of appreciation must go to the staff and 
volunteers of 2019. They worked at the frontlines 
and stood alongside activists during protests and 
demonstrations, often at risk to themselves. They 
embody solidarity. To you all, I say thank you.

FROM OUR CEO

T
he past year marked 39 years since SPP was 
established. In anticipation of celebrating 
our 40th anniversary in 2020, we spent some 

time during 2019 reflecting 
upon four decades of land and 
agrarian activism in South 
Africa. And so, instead of just 
considering the preceding  
year’s accomplishments and 
lessons to help us shape another 
year’s operations, we took a 
much broader view and gained 
some valuable insights for our 
work in 2019 and beyond.

In an effort to improve our efficiency and effectiveness 
in programme implementation, we effected structural 
changes in the first quarter of the year. This saw us 
move away from having two units (or departments), i.e. 
the Implementation Unit and the Research, Information 

and Advocacy Unit to introducing three area-based 
Programme Teams. The Programme Teams, each with an 
equal number of staff, have identical responsibilities, 

primarily focusing on the 
planning and implementation 
of programme activities, 
including campaign and  
advocacy actions. Research, 
Media and Communications are 
coordinated from the CEO’s 
office. Notwithstanding 
some teething problems, 
these changes are having the 

desired effects. I can say with confidence that these 
changes have enhanced our work and staff wellness.

Broader contextual issues that affected our work 
include the ongoing debates and processes around 
Expropriation without Compensation in respect of 
land reform; gender-based violence and its effects on 

Roger Domingo

Climate justice and its 
relation to the food system 
has become more explicit 
in our work, culminating in  
a national/regional (Africa) 
Food and Climate Justice 
Gathering
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Agroecology For Food Sovereignty 

Agroecological production on local and provincial level has increased.
The uptake of agroecological production exceeded 
expectations. The severe drought and unpredictable 
weather conditions have led to an increased awareness 
of the climate crisis. More farmers are realising the 
potential of agroecology, particularly for adapting to, 
and mitigating the effects of the climate emergency. 
Over the past three years, agroecological production 
increased from 449 farmers (2016 baseline) to 837.

Food sovereignty is gaining traction. More communities 
across South Africa are becoming aware of, and are 
organising around these and related issues, with SPP 
and FSC having influenced processes or continuing 
to be involved in unfolding processes – in particular 

among TA partners and through the TA collective. In 
2019, SPP had the opportunity to present on food 
sovereignty in a number of government-convened 
platforms, most notably in the Namakwa District 
(Northern Cape).    

At a policy level, SPP has been spearheading the  
process around the “Agroecology Strategy”, the 
current blueprint for agroecological production in 
South Africa that is being driven by the Department 
of Agriculture. SPP has been working closely with 
Biowatch South Africa and the African Centre 
for Biodiversity as well as other partners and 
organisations on this.  

of the lives of farmworkers, as was initially envisaged.  
These schemes are a prominent dimension of SPP’s 
work in both the Witzenberg (deciduous fruit), as well 
as the West Coast (citrus) areas.

The recommissioning of forestry land by the 
Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
(DAFF) is an important achievement and provides 
opportunities for forestry communities to advance 
agrarian transformation on a significant scale. One 
of the central demands of these communities is that 
forestry land should be subjected to a land reform 
process for redistribution to the communities. They 
are also demanding that the communities acquire 

security of tenure on the land, houses and other 
infrastructure. In addition, engagements with DRDLR 
have taken place, together with the Western Cape 
Forestry Sector Forum (WCFSF) and other partners 
and stakeholders, on the way forward to address 
forestry issues, including evictions of forestry 
dwellers, and a moratorium on transfer of forestry 
land to municipalities. This has resulted in inter-
ministerial cooperation with the Minister of Human 
Settlements now involved in the process. These 
achievements in forestry are largely the result of 
the lobbying and mobilisation processes of SPP and 
Forestry Community Forum (FCF) in collaboration 
with the Southern Cape forestry communities.

OVERVIEW OF PROGRESS IN EACH 
OF OUR THREE FOCUS AREAS
Agrarian Transformation

Small-scale farmers, farmworkers and forestry communities, and 
specifically women and youth, have successfully claimed their rights to 
land and resources.

F
air progress was realised through various 
engagements and processes that resulted in 
some notable achievements for farmers and 

the Transformation of Certain Rural Areas Act 
(TRANCRAA) communities. These include: 

• Matzikama (West Coast) emerging farmers’ lease 
term of commonage land, increased from three years 
to nine years and eleven months. This period afford 
farmers with improved livelihood opportunities

• Pella (Namakwa) Food Garden, which is a women-
led cooperative, secured farming resources and 
funding from government and private donors for the 
local aquaponics project. The aquaponics project has 
been very successful for the women farmers and the 
Pella community. In addition, it provides alternative 
farming models

• Ebenhaezer (West Coast) Youth Cooperative 
secured five hectares of land for lucerne farming 

• TRANCRAA communities (in Namakwa) obtained 
a commitment from the DRDLR to appoint service 
providers to expedite the establishment of Communal 
Property Associations (CPAs) that will facilitate 
the transfer of Act 9 land. However, we are also 
engaging the state around the “unprocedural or illegal 
transfer” of the trust land (Act 9 land) in the case of 
Concordia. This action has serious implication for all 
23 TRANCRAA communities

• Mfuleni (Cape Town) (urban) Food Producers 
extended a land-use agreement with a local school, 
which includes access to water. In addition they 
have established another women’s group at another 
school. Both these groups are members of the Mfuleni 
Women’s Group and the Food Sovereignty Campaign 
(FSC).  More vulnerable people are reached in Mfuleni 
through the production of healthy, nutritious food 
produced agroecologically

Relationships have been strengthened between 
SPP and Tshintsha Amakhaya (TA) particularly the  
Western Cape cluster, and other organisations, such as 
the Women on Farms Project (WFP), the Farm Worker 
Coalition (FWC) and various farmworker/dweller 
forums. These relationships help connect farmworkers 
and dwellers to a greater network of solidarity that 
support the realisation of their rights. This period has 
been characterised by a number of activities around 
farmworker issues and the FWC has actively been 
engaging around a range of these, including evictions, 
equity schemes and organisational rights on farms. 
Increased collaboration by organisations around 
farmworker issues is noted through the FWC, TA and 
the One Wage Campaign. 

In addition, the Coalition has engaged the Ministry on 
policy issues such as the farmworker equity schemes. 
The main demands of the Coalition regarding 
the schemes are the restoration of the equity of 
farmworkers in these schemes and the improvement 
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WHy THESE FOCUS AREAS?

T
he ‘big business’ of the agroindustrial complex 
has always focused on profit over nature and 
people. Not only has this drive propelled our 

planet into a climate crisis, it has other ramifications 
for the food that is produced and consumed 
worldwide. The need for mass production, as 
evidenced by increased monoculture of livestock 
feed (e.g. soya, maize, alfalfa) as well as staple food 
crops (rice, wheat, and maize), has resulted in a loss 
of crop diversity, including a range of nutrient-dense 
food crops from local food systems. In addition, it has 
resulted in the loss of diet diversity, which has health 
ramifications associated with the loss of nutrition and 
micronutrients. Low nutrient, high calorie staples 
have contributed to a global rise in obesity and to 
the “double burden of under- and overnutrition in 
developing countries.”19 

In the livestock sector, which is agriculture’s major 
contributor to greenhouse gases (GHGs), mass 
production has necessitated intensive feeding 
camps where stock, including poultry, is typically fed 
high protein diets and inoculated against potential 

19 McIntyre et al 2009

disease. In the case of cattle farming, hormones and 
steroids may be employed to increase milk and meat 
production. In addition to the enormous contribution 
to GHG emissions, the livestock sector has a large 
water footprint, principally from feed crop production. 
Agriculture accounts for roughly 92% of humanity’s 
freshwater footprint. Of this, approximately one 
third is related to animal products20. An overall 20-43 
tonnes of water is required for the production of just 
one kilogramme meat.21 McIntyre et al (2009) reflect 
that, in the United States “livestock is responsible for 
55% of soil erosion and sediment, 37% of pesticide 
use, 50% of antibiotic use and a third of the loads of 
nitrogen and phosphorus into freshwater resources.”

Other health-related risks of the profit-driven 
industrial food complex relate to processing and the 
mass production of cheap, shelf-stable, low-nutrient 
(high in fat, refined sugars and salt) food, such as 
snack foods. “Increased consumption of these food 
products that are replacing more varied, traditional 

20 Gerbens-Leenes et al April 2013

21 McIntyre et al 2009

Movement Building and Social Mobilisation

Youth and women play a leading role in building the FSC movement

Women’s participation and leadership within SPP 
activities, have increased significantly over the past 
three years. On average, all activities comprise of at 
least 55% female participants and at least one woman 
holds a leadership position in every structure, e.g. 
sub-committees and local formations. The current 
Convenor of the FSC (most senior position in the 
movement) is held by a woman.

Youth make up an average of 25% of all activities 
and are represented in all structures. The current 
Secretary of the FSC (the second most senior position) 
is held by a young person.

As a member of the international peasant movement, 
La Via Campesina (LVC), the FSC advances youth and 
women participation in all its activities. During 2019 
members of the FSC had been afforded opportunities 
to participate in a number of regional activities which 
included sub-regional meetings, youth activities, 

training in agroecology for climate change, etc. 
In addition, SPP together with Landless People 
Movement (LPM) hosted the sub-regional Feminist 
School.

Initially, it was planned to establish a youth activist 
programme, but after careful consideration it was 
decided that this would not be necessary as there 
are already programmes in place that target youth 
participation. These programmes are organised and 
facilitated by partner organisations, including LVC, TA, 
Khanya College and Tshisimani. 

These partners have excellent, well-established 
programmes that SPP has been benefitting from for 
years. The one space that SPP usually convenes and 
facilitates annually is on 16 June, National Youth Day. 
This programme is developed with youth participants 
who prioritise certain issues that are relevant to their 
land/agrarian struggles.
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activities. However, this producer shared her vision of 
the South African Government eventually providing 
land for farming so that residents can grow their own 
food to fight poverty and to become independent of 
large food retailers.

The right to land and water, and ultimately food 
sovereignty, is under threat as it faces several 
challenges. Small-scale farmers and livestock 
farmers on commonage land and state land (both 
rural and urban) face evictions from land which was 
accessed through continuous struggle over the past 
10 years.  In addition, access to water is limited and  
exacerbated by drought with minimal support from 
the State in this regard. 

Because they live on privately-owned land, 
farmworkers, communities on church-owned land 
and mission stations, as well as plantation and forest 
dwellers, have no access to agricultural support or 
infrastructure. Regular access to basic services (water, 
sanitation and electricity) is also an issue.  The 2013 
farmworker strike clearly highlighted the demand  
for land. Since then, several farmworkers and dwellers 

have identified and initiated production opportunities 
using different means such as land occupations. 

Gains made in terms of commonage policy and 
management are reversed and further compromised 
by political interference, lack of political will and 
limited capacity of local authorities. The high cost of 
basic services and lack of effective service delivery 
by local municipalities also hamper the expansion of 
household food production. 

More women have become livestock farmers and 
home food producers. The patriarchal system often 
excludes rural women from leadership positions 
and land ownership, and subjects them to gender 
discrimination. Organising women separately 
and providing space for solidarity, has proven 
to be effective in changing, as a minimum, the  
representation and participation of women in the 
FSC and local formations. Not addressing the issue of 
land and water access of women ultimately negatively 
impacts on household income and livelihoods. More 
work in this regard has to be done with both men and 
women.

diets, is contributing to increased rates of obesity and 
diet-related chronic disease worldwide.”22 Prevalence 
of obesity in adults (BMI ≥30) falls between the 20%-
30% in South Africa, although the rate is particularly 
high for adult women (≥30%) compared to men 
(10-19.9%)23. 

Whereas the current 
agroindustrial food system 
is based on mass production 
through the intensive factory 
farming of animals and 
agrochemical-reliant, land-
extensive monocropping, 
agroecology contributes to 
the restoration of diversity 
in our diets, crops and ecosystems. The re-integration 
of livestock with crops, while also incorporating rather 
than destroying trees and wild vegetation, enables 
synergies between plants and animals with the one 
feeding the other. Plants, crop by-products and natural 
vegetation are a source of food for livestock. Manure 
can be used to feed plants by fertilising the soil and 
improving soil structure, as well as being a valuable 
addition to biodigesters for household energy.

“These practices enhance the productive potential 
of the land because they improve soil fertility and 
prevent soil erosion. Every year more organic matter 
is built up in the soil, making it possible to produce 
more and more food.”24 

The industrial food system, with multiple transactions 
along the value globalised chain – production, 
processing, storage, distribution – uses fossil fuels and 
water, and generates pollution and food waste, as well 
as increases the risk of contamination, at every stage. 
This system also introduces a series of compliance 
controls, ostensibly for reasons of food quality and 
safety. This limits, or at least slows, entry into the 
value chain through the costs and time required 
to gain certification(s). Furthermore, the primary 

22 McIntyre et al 2009

23 WHO 2017

24 La Vía Campesina and GRAIN 5 December 2014

producer (farmer) in the industrial chain tends to reap 
the poorest returns of the value-add on the food that 
they have produced for this system.

An agroecological value chain is short and localised, 
potentially moving straight from producer to consumer, 
ensuring fresh, healthy produce from ground to table. 

This short chain starts with  
production that does not employ 
hormones, agrochemicals, 
GMOs, indiscriminate antibiotics 
or practices of land clearing, 
deforestation or tilling, but rather 
returns organic matter and 
carbon to the soil. No additives or 
practices such as irradiation and 

long-term cold storage are required, since fresh foods 
and local markets are targeted. Moreover, eliminating  
most of the transportation and refrigeration 
components along the chain immediately prevents 
that portion of emissions and other pollutants, 
together with those from processing and packaging.

As argued by GRAIN (28 September 2011), a new food 
system could be a key driver of solutions to climate 
change and could result in emissions being halved 
within a few decades. Communities around the world 
could grow and share food that is healthier for people, 
and for the planet. Policies and programmes to do 
away with the industrial food system, carbon markets 
and techno-fixes, and the creation of a sustainable, 
equitable and truly productive system around food 
sovereignty, small-scale farming, agroecology and 
local markets, are required. 

A key challenge to realising an agroecological system 
at a national and regional scale is the absence of an 
enabling environment in terms of programmes and 
policies, public investment to access sufficient land, 
water, seeds and stocks. Absence of support was 
also identified by the urban respondent in SPP’s case 
study. It was found that the biggest and most crucial 
challenge in the community is the fact that residents 
do not have access to land for farming, and there is 
a lack of support from Government in enabling the 
community to engage in food garden and farming 

A new food system could be 
a key driver of solutions to 
climate change and could 
result in emissions being 
halved within a few decades.
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CHARMAINE JACOBS  
Forestry Dweller and Food Producer, 
Maasdorp 

Referring to the Recommissioning 
of Forestry Land, 2019

“In front of my eyes, our forestry 
people are dying of hunger. Crying 
for land to feed themselves and for 
generations to come. For us, the 
recommissioning of forestry land 
does not mean that we continue 
to be only workers standing on the 
sidelines. We want to contribute to 
local economic development. We 
owe it to our future generations 
and we cannot turn a blind eye 
any longer to injustice. We will 
continue to stand in solidarity to 
see forestry communities prosper.”

JOHN ONTONG 
Emerging Food and Herb Farmer (AE 
Demo Site), Paarl 

Food and Climate Justice 
Gathering, December 2019

“Learning about climate change 
has taught me that if we don’t take 
action, we won’t have a planet 
for our future. I am using the 
knowledge and skills gained to 
empower other emerging farmers.”

VOICES
CHARLENE MIGGEL  
Seasonal Farmworker (Youth), 
Vaalkrans 

National Farmworkers’ Platform 
(hosted by Women on Farms 
Project), October 2019

“It was one of the best experiences 
ever. I never knew that so many 
people experience the same 
problems as we do. I learnt so much 
from other people’s situations. 
Today, I am as motivated as ever 
to fight for farmworkers’ rights. I 
now know the importance of the 
constitution and solidarity. I would 
like to see more of the youth get 
involved.”

MARYNA BOOYSEN  
Home Food Producer, Nababeep 

Women’s Exchange in Keimoes, 
August 2019

“Platforms for women are always 
good. We can openly share our 
own experiences and empower 
each other. We don’t know what 
pain women walk around with. It is 
what makes us strong.”

COMMUNITy
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FRIKKIE BOOYS 
Forestry Dweller and Food Producer, 
Nuweberg 

Referring to the recommissioning 
of Forestry Land, 2019

“I can’t freely gather wood to cook 
and keep my family warm. I have to 
do it in secret. The land is not just 
for trees. We want to eat from the 
land. We want to farm on the land.”
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JOLENE KEARNEY 
Community Garden and Home Food 
Producer, Ithemba

Women-Only Safe Spaces, 2019

“The solidarity in the women’s 
sessions stand out for me. Through 
my personal experience, I am 
helping women affected by GBV to 
improve their circumstances. I am 
also training women in AE farming, 
even if it is just vegetables in their 
backyards.”

ANNA APRIL 
Small-scale farmer (AE Demo Site), 
Carolusberg 

Food and Climate Justice 
Gathering, December 2019

“There should be more interactions 
like SPP’s Food and Climate 
Justice Gathering. We can protect 
our environment through our 
agroecological practices and, in 
solidarity with each other, we can 
have a greater impact.”
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Case Study 1: Arid environment, commonage farmer in Upper Karoo region 
(Northern Cape)

W
illiston is a small town in the Karoo  
Hoogland Local Municipality of the 
Namakwa District of the Northern 

Cape province. The town falls within the dry, arid 
Namaqualand and Karoo regions and has an average 
annual rainfall of 78mm, but this region as a whole 
has been subjected to continued drought for a couple 
of years. The days are warm to blazing hot, and the 
winter nights can be bitterly cold. This area is primarily 
known for sheep farming and the production of meat 
and wool.

In 2004, Jan de Wee joined a farmers’ union in  
Williston and started his farming journey with two 
sheep in his flock. The farm that he shares with 12 
other farmers is located on the communal land of 
Verjaagsfontein and is equipped with a borehole 
and windmill, with associated piping, water tanks 
and drinking trough. DRDLR purchased the land to 

accommodate the farming activities of the farmers’ 
union and the 4636 hectares of land is registered as 
additional municipal commonage land. The farm is 
adjoined by commercial farmland and in 2016, the 
Department (DRDLR) financed fencing between the 
commonage and the commercial farm. 

In 2014 Jan decided to continue his farming  
operations independently of the farmers’ union. He 
was later joined in his venture by his wife and son. Jan 
and his wife both practise sheep farming with flocks 
of 64 and 68 head of sheep, respectively. A few years 
ago they also included milking goats in their flock, 
but has since sold the goats as Jan considers them 
“problematic” livestock.

Jan initially purchased stock to increase the number 
of his flock, but now breeds his own. The sheep are 
fed on natural grazing and is watered primarily with 

Meet: Jan De Wee, farming with his family in the Karoo

Pic: Morné van Rooyen, Attribution, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=30481451

FARMERS SHARE THEIR EXPERIENCES
A selection of responses to environmental challenges and the climate crisis

I
n 2019, SPP undertook primary research in three distinct locations and environments within 
SPP’s areas of operation in the Western and Northern Cape provinces. The programme staff 
met with individual producers to learn more about their farming activities and about how they 

are experiencing and responding to environmental challenges and the climate crisis. 

The case studies are summarised below: 

1. Arid environment, commonage farmer 
in Upper Karoo region (Northern Cape) 

2. Coastal environment, farmer in West 
Coast region (Western Cape)

3. Urban environment, project farmer in 
Cape Town region (Western Cape)
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Case Study 2: Coastal environment, farmer in West Coast region (Western Cape)

W
upperthal is a village and Moravian 
mission station in the Cederberg Local 
Municipality of the West Coast District of 

the Western Cape province. The village falls within 
a Mediterranean climate region, receiving most of 
its rainfall, normally about 256ml per year, in winter. 
The average midday temperature for Wupperthal 
is temperate, with cool winters and some nighttime 
temperatures below 5°C26.   The area is a farming 

26 SA Explorer

area, predominantly small-scale agriculture (including 
livestock), with rooibos tea being the main cash crop. 
The mountainous surrounds serve as grazing for goats 
and also for tourism activities such as the seasonal 
Namaqualand flowers and outdoor activities like 
hiking, 4x4 trails, donkey cart rides and camping.

In December 2018, a devastating wildfire swept 
through the village and surrounding areas resulting 
in one fatality and leaving 200 residents homeless. 

Meet: Leswin Koopman, a farmer on the West Coast

borehole water. Rainwater is used when there is 
sufficient rainfall. No charges or lease fees are levied 
for communal land and water 
is typically free of charge. Since 
2016, three workers have been 
employed and work jointly for all 
13 commonage farmers. Jan and 
his wife both farm the land and are 
assisted (unpaid) by their son.

Jan uses his own vehicle to transport selected sheep 
to the local cooperation abattoir, which also sells the 
meat. The wool (±210kg) yield is sold as a by-product. 
Transactions are done in cash and Jan is able to show 
a small profit.

Climate and impact observations:

According to Jan the area has experienced drought 
for the past ten years and the weather has become 
noticeably warmer, particularly in summer when 
daytime temperatures can average 42°C. He has 
also noted that rainfall has become less frequent and 
emphasised that the drought has affected the farmers 
extensively. “If farmers say they are not affected, they 
must be lying,” said Jan.

He has described the grazing land conditions as 
changing from good quality to critical, with a decline 
in both quantity and quality of grazing. His sheep now 
need to travel further to feed and to consume more 
water to compensate for loss of moisture from grazing. 
The groundwater quality has remained consistent 
(partially salty but good for stock), but the borehole 
water level has decreased and the daily output of 
water in the summer months is no longer consistent.

Response to impacts (coping mechanisms):

As the drought progressed, all commonage farmers 
started practising rotational grazing to allow the 
land to rest. From 2014, erosion control measures 
were introduced using tyres to trap sand and seeds 
in parts of the water channel as well as to retain the 
soil, decrease erosion from the channel and to support 
growth of vegetation. This method has been showing 

positive results. There is no additional grazing land 
available. As a measure of mosquito control, Jan adds 

500ml paraffin to the sheep’s 
drinking water.

As noted above, Jan generates 
a small cash profit from the sale 
of the meat and wool. He has 

sold livestock in the past, and again during 2019 
to generate funds for family commitments and to 
maintain his vehicle, but in 2018 and 2019 he also had 
to sell stock to cope with the drought and associated 
grazing difficulties. He maintains that he is therefore 
no longer making as much profit as he would have if 
conditions were better, especially in terms of the 
drought. In 2019, he had to sell 35.4% of his stock 
(Note: This is above, but close to, the Agri-Northern 
Cape recommended operational rate of 33% for core 
herd 25). Jan indicated that having a smaller flock was 
his only, and easiest, option as he did not want to lose 
his investments. A smaller flock inevitably means 
a negative impact on his income. In order for him to 
supplement his farming income, he occasionally sells 
animals directly to foreigners who give him a better 
price than the local markets.

To compensate and cope with the lack of pasture for 
grazing, the Department of Agriculture, as well as 
private donors (e.g. Gift of the Givers) have assisted 
Jan with additional food for his livestock. As part of  
the Drought Relief Programme and after the entire 
region was declared a disaster area in 2019, the 
Department started assisting farmers with animal 
feed. Other assistance has been in the form of personal 
gifts, such as from family and from a community seller 
(three goats in 2018) expressing gratitude for the 
support that Jan extended to him. 

Jan also acknowledged SPP as a supportive partner, 
providing training and workshops in organic farming. 
He stresses that the knowledge acquired through SPP 
drives him to be as organic as possible when farming 
livestock.

25 Mothibi, T.  https://ncnn.live/agri-northern-cape-welcomes-

drought-disaster-relief/  Accessed: 27 April 2018

He has described the 
grazing land conditions 
as changing from good 
quality to critical.
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small potatoes are kept as seed-stock. This amounted 
to 15 bags in 2019.

Climate and impact observations:

Wupperthal and surrounding areas experienced high 
levels of drought in 2015/16, and the area remains 
in drought conditions. Leswin has experienced 
the weather becoming warmer, with summer 
temperatures increasing from about 36°C in 2010, 
to as much as 42-45°C in 2019. Winter rainfall has 
decreased, resulting in the water level of the river 
dropping. It has subsequently become unsustainable 
to make use of the water from the river beyond the 
winter season. 

Borehole water has become scarce in the dry, hot 
seasons and during the drought. Leswin has to share a 
borehole on a rotational basis with 17 other farmers, 
which presents continuous challenges. Without 
sufficient rainfall and river water, the long period 
between rotation of the borehole use means that his 
crops will die. The river water level was still sufficient 
2010, but has in recent years declined to the point 
where at the time of the interview, Leswin feared 
that the river water would only last them another 
two weeks. Once the river has 
dried up, the farmers will have to 
change to borehole water, which 
would not be sufficient to supply 
all the farmers.

Leswin has indicated that land 
quality remains arable but the soil fertility and 
moisture has decreased due to the drought, and it has 
become more difficult to cultivate his crops. Additional 
water is now needed to keep the plants from dying. He 
is also concerned as the soil sometimes gets too warm, 
resulting in the plants dying. In addition, the drought 
has brought insects to the plants whereas in 2010 
there were no signs of such issues. 

The challenge of sufficient water during the drought 
period coupled with heat stress and sunburn of 
the plants, have also resulted in shifting patterns 

of planting. The farmers around Leswin’s area have 
stopped growing crops that require too much water 
and have shifted to drought-tolerant and cash crops, 
notably rooibos tea which only uses water from the 
rainy season. Other farmers have started cultivating 
lucerne in order for them to cope with the drought. 
Leswin believes that if there was no drought, he would 
have a better harvest and would produce a surplus 
for the market, whereas now he sometimes only has 
enough potatoes for household consumption.

Response to impacts (coping mechanisms):

While the drought has made the soil harder to 
cultivate, Leswin has improved the quality of the 
land by not using chemicals and by placing hay on the 
ground to enrich the soil with nutrients and to retain 
as much moisture as possible.  For pest control, Leswin 
plants garlic next to his crops and uses a Tagetes Minuta 
L and water mix. He uses manure to fertilise his crops.

Since the borehole does not supply enough water 
for all the farmers, Leswin copes by using the river 
water whenever the borehole is not available. This 
unfortunately means that if the river is dry, his crops 
die. Due to the drought, water requirements have 

also increased, which means that 
he has to use more water (double 
the pre-drought rate) to keep his 
crops alive. The need to irrigate 
the crops coupled with the heat 
from the sun have changed the 
patterns of planting and he has 

had to reduce his planting seasons down to one to 
prevent his crops from dying due to a lack of water. 
Despite the challenges, Leswin continues to make a 
small profit from the sale of surplus produce.

The Department of Agriculture helps Leswin with 
fencing and wood poles as well as with access to 
the municipal land. During the 2015 drought, the 
Department extended drought relief to the farmers by 
supplying them with drinking water. The Department 
also supplies rams (bigger and better quality  
domestic animals) for community farmers. 

He has had to reduce his 
planting seasons down 
to one to prevent his 
crops from dying due to 
a lack of water

The fire caused widespread devastation, leaving only 
the town’s church and a few other buildings standing. 
During the blaze, 53 homes, a community hall, clinic, 
restaurant and the historic Moravian mission station 
were reduced to ash. 27

Leswin Koopman started farming in the area of 
Wupperthal in 2010, initially with beans but during 
the 2015/16 drought, as his yield declined and his 
crop was being damaged by the sun, he changed 
over to potatoes. The farm that he shares with 17 
other farmers is community (municipal) land, and is 
equipped with a communal borehole for irrigation, 
with the associated piping and water tanks. The land 
also features a natural spring for drinking water and 
during the winter rainfall, the river floodwater is used 
for irrigation. 

27 Wikipedia “Wupperthal” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Wupperthal

Leswin cultivates potatoes as his main crop, for own 
(family) consumption and for the market. The drought 
contributed to his shift from beans to potatoes, which 
resulted in “a bit of a loss in profits”. Leswin uses his 
own potato seed-stock, and sows directly into the 
soil. Irrigation is primarily done with borehole water, 
which he describes as being good enough quality  for 
irrigation. This is supplemented with rainwater (when 
sufficient) and floodwater (typically after winter 
rainfall). There are no charges or lease fees levied 
for the community land and water is free of charge. 
Leswin uses his own labour and employs two part-
time workers that assist him three times a week. He 
uses manual farming equipment such as forks, spades, 
etc. as well as a donkey and cart  to work the land. 

Leswin has seen a slight increase in production from 
180 bags in 2018 to 190 bags in 2019. Only the 
potatoes which are surplus to his household needs 
are sold, and he uses his own vehicle to transport the 
stock to the local market and villages. In addition, 

SURPLUS PEOPLE PROJECT ANNUAL REPORT 2019 33



SURPLUS PEOPLE PROJECT ANNUAL REPORT 201934

2013/14 became the founder and 
director of the food garden project. 
She started the project in response 
to her own need for sufficient food, 
following her divorce.  The project 
is a small (35m2) food garden 
within the grounds of a local 
primary school and is equipped 
with municipal water, a borehole 
and water tanks. Initially, Theresa 
had a 5-year lease on another 
portion of school land, but in 2018 
when the lease terminated and was 
not renewed, she had to move to a 
new school. Here, she has a lease 
agreement in place until 2022. 
Theresa has plans to expand the 
garden and consent has already 
been obtained from the principal. 
The additional land is currently 
concreted and would need physical 
or mechanical strength to work 
the land, or an alternative means 
of indirect growing like container 
gardening.

The food garden produces crops 
such as carrots, onions, spring 
onions, spinach, beetroot, cabbage, 
cauliflower, and tomatoes, but vary 
according to available seeds and 
the gardener’s ability to harvest 
and ‘bank’ seeds for future use. 
Initially commercial seeds were 
used, but since about 2016, crops 
are grown from seed harvested by 
Theresa. She proudly notes that in 
the project, “we create seeds”.

Theresa successfully negotiated 
the land lease agreement with the 
principal as a “conditional unpaid 
lease agreement” where 50% of 
the food produced from the garden 
is given to the school.” The other 
half of the food is shared between 

the volunteers, which includes 
Theresa. In this way, she has 
been able to keep the project 
running. 

Water, which is considered clean 
and good for irrigation, is mainly 
accessed from a borehole. This 
water, together with rainwater, 
is stored in a tank and is free of 
charge. The garden has a small 
drip irrigation system and manual 
gardening tools are available. 
Before the project gained access 
to the borehole in 2018, sufficient 
water to sustain the crops was a 
great challenge and the project 
was dependent on the limited 
rainwater and on municipal water.

The project has nine volunteers 
(two men, seven women), including 
Theresa. Volunteers are all seniors 
who have been recruited by 
Theresa. Although the volunteers 
are not paid, they do receive 
some of the food being produced 
and are motivated for personal 
reasons and aspirations. They also 
find motivation and inspiration in 
Theresa and her support.

One challenge they face is the fact 
that the project lacks transport. 
Heavy materials often need to be 
moved and the elderly volunteers 
struggle with this. Theresa also has 
to make use of public transport for 
the transportation of the crops.

Though initially started as a means 
to provide for herself, Theresa now 
continues to garden because she 
wants to engage her community in 
farming as a means to fight poverty. 
She would also like to leave a legacy 

that her community can be proud 
of and the project also promotes 
the importance of growing one’s 
own food to the children attending 
the school. 

Theresa is very aware of gender-
related issues and also promotes 
empowerment of women 
volunteers through the garden 
activities. For her, it is of vital 
importance to engage the older 
generation from the community 
in agroecological practices as well 
as providing them with activities 
which can generate a feeling of 
pride and productivity despite their 
age. She also strives to provide a 
safe space for individuals who are 
gender non-conforming or fluid.

Theresa continues to work for the 
primary school as her food garden 
project does not currently generate 
any income and the need remains 
for her to provide for herself and 
her children.

Climate and impact observations:

Theresa is very aware of the 
consequences of climate change 
and feels that since she is already 
seeing damage to her crops, there is 
a high probability that production 
will decrease. There has been 
water scarcity in the Cape Town 
area since 2014 and while Theresa 
has managed to irrigate the crops, 
accessing sufficient water has been 

Theresa now continues 
to garden because she 
wants to engage her 
community in farming as 
a means to fight poverty.

Case Study 3: Urban 
Environment, Project 
Farmer in Cape Town 
region (Western Cape)

Meet: Theresa Falatsha, 
an urban farmer and safe 
space creator

M
fuleni is a relatively new 
informal settlement in 
the Blue Downs suburb 

of Cape Town, located on the Cape 
Flats, within the City of Cape Town 
Metropolitan Municipality of the 
Western Cape province. Mfuleni 
means “river” or “water” and the 
area has a diversity of ethnic 
groups, cultures and nationalities. 
Part of the reason for the mixed 
nature of the community is that 
most people were moved to 
Mfuleni during the late 1990s, 
following flooding and fires in 
different informal settlements 
across the Western Cape28. 

The Cape Flats fall within a 
Mediterranean climate region, 
receiving most of its rainfall in 
winter, and normally receives 
about 724mm of rain per year. The 
average midday temperatures for 
the Cape Flats is moderate with 
temperate winters29. 

Theresa Falatsha has lived in the 
Mfuleni area for 30 years and in 

28 Wikipedia “Mfuleni” https://

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mfuleni

29 SA Explorer
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to maintain the garden without 
municipal water. An agreement was 
reached with the school principal 
that in the event of Day Zero, the 
project will use water solely from 
the borehole.

After Theresa acquired the land 
in 2013, the Department of 
Agriculture supported her through 
the provision of gardening tools 
and water tanks. The project copes 
by utilising only the land and the 
workforce (volunteers) available 
to them and Theresa is currently 
looking for donor support for the 
expansion of the project. 

This will include erecting shelters 
for the crops as a necessary 
solution to the challenges posed by 
the natural elements  She currently 

has no direct donors and receives 
support from SPP. 

Theresa is greatly appreciative 
of the support provided by SPP in 
the form of training and popular 
education on agroecological 
farming practices, for her and the 
other volunteers.  She has also 
learnt how to harvest her own 
seeds and is happy to provide a 
space where senior volunteers can 
learn and share experiences, and 
women can be empowered through 
women-only safe spaces. Theresa 
stresses the importance of growing 
crops that are embedded in African 
culture and that are familiar to the 
schools’ students. 

The biggest and most crucial 
challenge faced by the Mfuleni 

community is that residents do 
not have access to land for farming 
and there is a lack of support 
from Government in enabling 
the community to engage in food 
garden and farming activities. In 
order for a person to gain access 
to land, he or she needs to requests 
a piece of land in one of the local 
school grounds.

Theresa believes that whenever 
there is a great need of land for 
community gardens, as a leader, 
one is forced to ‘grab’ vacant 
land. She has a vision that the 
South African Government will 
eventually provide land for farming 
so that residents can grow their 
own food to fight poverty and to 
not be dependent on large food 
retailers, such as Shoprite. 

a challenge.  From 2014 to 2019, 
water requirements for the garden 
have increased by 25%, and an 
additional 40% water is required 
over summer.

Theresa is highly concerned 
about future summer seasons. 
She is particularly concerned 
about the marked temperature 
increase from around 40°C in 
2013 to around 42°C currently. 
The warmer summers also affect 
the temperature of the water used 
for irrigation, making it difficult to 
irrigate the crops. Crops are also 
sustaining sun damage and are 

subjected to strong winds.

Response to impacts (coping 
mechanisms):

Though the soil that the garden 
has been established on is sandy, it 
is arable and capable of producing 
crops. The gardeners are quite 
aware of their challenges and 
constantly make use of natural 
compost and organic waste 
acquired from the school’s kitchen 
as organic fertilisers to add 
nutrients. The planned extension of 
the garden is onto a concreted area 
and the project team is considering 

container gardening by creating a 
timber base upon which they will 
plant the crops.

The food garden project is also 
planning to acquire sunflower 
seeds as interplanting sunflowers 
can help provide shade for the 
crops. During the drought, 
municipal water (piped from the 
school after school hours) was 
secured through negotiations with 
the principal. This water was used 
to irrigate the garden at night. The 
approach of Day Zero during 2018 
had prompted questions around 
how Theresa would continue 

By Discott - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=18070348
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GLOSSARy OF ACRONyMS AND AbbREVIATIONS

AFRA  

ANC 

COGTA

CPA

DAFF

DRDLR

DWS

EWC

FCF 

FPL 

FSC

FWC 

GBV

GHG 

GMO 

IEC

IPP

LCC

Association for Rural Advancement Land Rights 

Advocacy

African National Congress

Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs

Communal Property Association

Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries

Department of Rural Development and Land 

Reform

Department of Water and Sanitation

Expropriation without Compensation

Forestry Community Forum

Food poverty line

Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty Campaign

Farm Worker Coalition

Gender-based violence

Greenhouse gases 

Genetically modified organism 

Electoral Commission of South Africa

Independent power producer

Land Claims Court

FINANCIALS FOR THE yEAR 2019

Admin expenses
Project expenses

10.3%
89.7%

Expenses  for 2019

Statement of Financial Position

Grants & donations received
Interest received
Other income

96.6%
2.4%

1%

Income for 2019

R 9 025 977

ASSETS 2019 2018

Non-Current Assets

Property, plant & equipment 558 774 483 482

Total non-current assets 558 774 483 482

Current Assets

Trade and other receivables 158 850 273 950 

Cash and cash equivalents 3 742 125 3 525 646

Total Current Assets 3 900 975 3 799 596

Total Assets 4 459 749 4 283 078

RESERVES  AND LIABILITIES

Reserves

Accumulated surplus 4 452 000 4 157 152

Liabilities

Current Liabilities

Provisions - 80 527

Trade and other payables 7 749 45 399

Total Current Liabilities 7 749 125 926

Total Liabilities 7 749 125 926

Total Reserves and Liabilities 4 459 749 4 283 078

R 8 731 129

LGBTQ+ 

LRC

M&E 

NCOP

NEET

NMW 

NPA

PLAAS

PMG

SAPS

SLLDP

SOE

SONA

SPP

TA

TRANCRAA

UBPL

WCFSF

WFP

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer/

Questioning + all other communities included

Legal Resource Centre

Monitoring and evaluation 

National Council of Provinces

Not in employment, education or training

National minimum wage

National Prosecuting Authority

Institute for Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies

Parliamentary Monitoring Group

South African Police Force

State land lease and disposal policy

State-owned enterprises

State of the Nation Address

Surplus People Project

Tshintsha Amakhaya

Transformation of Certain Rural Areas Act

Upper Bound Poverty Line

Western Cape Forestry Sector Forum

Women on Farms Project

FUNDING PARTNERS 2019
Afrikagrupperna (Sweden)

Brot für die Welt (Germany)

Comité Catholique contre la Faim et pour le 

Développement - Terre Solidaire (France)

Constitutionalism Fund (South Africa)

Fastenopfer (Switzerland)

Foundation for Human Rights (South Africa)

Solidarity Service International (Germany)

Thousand Currents (USA)
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