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Chapter 6: Shimange case 
study
Background
The Shimange clan originated in Mozambique, 
where a chief called Nkukwana left the Xihaheni 
district and trekked with his people to the area 
that they called Vudyodyodyo, which later be-
came the farms Syferfontein 85 LT and Uitschot 
84 LT (see Map 6).33 In the 1850s, a son was born 
to Nkukwana and was named Shimange, who 
eventually took over the leadership of the clan. 
In the 1890s, Syferfontein was obtained by its 
first white owner, Veldkornet Tom Kelly, as part 
of the gradual incursion of white settlers into 
the far northern Transvaal. The land remained 
in Kelly’s family until 1916 when it was sold to 
Rev. N. Jacques; in 1969, the Jacques family sold 
the farm to a certain Mr Henning. The farm was 
used for cattle and maize production, and a mis-
sion school was operated from the farm.34 The 
mission was known as Ephrata, and today most 
people in the area know the land as Ephrata 
rather than Vudyodyodyo. The land is situated 
approximately 20 km south-east of Makhado 
town (formerly Louis Trichardt), 13 km south-
west of Elim and lies immediately to the south 

of the Vleifontein township. 

The Shimange people were not immediately re-

moved from their land with the arrival of white 

settlers in the 1890s, but continued living on it 

with access to ploughing fields, grazing, water 

and other natural resources. From about 1936, 

however, the resident households were subject-

ed to forced labour of three to nine months in 

exchange for permission to live on the farm, in 

line with the then government’s policy of labour 

tenancy. As with other farms in the area, those 

who refused to work were ordered to leave. Be-

tween 1957 (when the first trekpasses were is-

sued) and 1972, the Shimange community was 

forcibly removed from Syferfontein and Uitschot, 

without any form of compensation. The majori-

ty, who were Shangaan-speakers, were scattered 

around the newly established Tsonga/Shangaan 

‘homeland’ of Gazankulu. Some Venda-speakers 

went to nearby areas such as Nthabalala in the 

former Venda homeland. Subsequent to the re-

movals, in 1976, the farm was purchased by the 

South African Development Trust (SADT) to add 

to the Venda homeland. In later years, the farm 

fell into disuse and the area became greatly 

overgrown. The land was reportedly used by 

33 ‘Shimange’ is also commonly 
spelt as ‘Ximange’. Here, we 
have chosen to use ‘Shimange’.

34 This historical background is 
based on documents prepared 
by the Regional Land Claims 
Commissioner (RLCC) as part of 
the settlement of the Shimange 
restitution claim (including 
copies of title deeds), affidavits 
in the office of the Nkuzi Devel-
opment Association, Elim, and 
interviews with members of the 
Shimange community.

Map 6: Shimange
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people from the adjoining Vleifontein township 

to graze their cattle and to cultivate small plots 

of maize. Prior to the return of the land, the De-

partment of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) 

used the farm buildings as a depot for staff and 

equipment. 

As early as the 1980s, under the leadership of 

Chief Xitlhangoma Baloyi, the Shimange clan 

formed the Shimange Reconstruction and Devel-

opment Committee in order to reclaim their lost 

land and, on 27 December 1995, Mr Risenga Fred-

dy Baloyi, on behalf of the clan, lodged a restitu-

tion claim with the Commission on Restitution of 

Land Rights (CRLR). Members of the committee 

insist that their intention was to claim the en-

tire historical territory of Vudyodyodyo (i.e. the 

farms of Syferfontein 85 LT and Uitschot 84 LT), 

with some members of the community stating 

they the claim should have included the neigh-

bouring farm of Zwartfontien 392 LS as well. 

However, the land claim form recognised by the 

office of the Regional Land Claims Commissioner 

(RLCC) for Limpopo indicates that a claim was 

lodged for Syferfontein 85LT only.35 

A communal property association (CPA) was 

formed at a meeting of the community facili-

tated by the Nkuzi Development Association. A 

committee composed of five executive members 

and four additional members was elected. As the 

land belonged to the state, and the claim was 

not contested, the claim was settled through an 

administrative process, whereby the minister ap-

proved the settlement according to section 42D 

of the Restitution of Land Rights Act 22 of 1994, 

restoring the farm Syferfontein 85 LT to the Shi-

mange clan, as represented by the Shimange 

CPA.36 The settlement left out the farms Uitschot 

and Zwartfontein, which remains a matter of 

dispute between the community and the RLCC. 

When owned by white people, these properties 

were always owned and operated as one. Mem-

bers of the Shimange community reported that 

they were unaware that, in terms of the deeds 

registry, these were in fact two separate proper-

ties, which may explain the omission of Uitschot 

from the original land claim form. This matter 

was raised by the Shimange Land Claims Com-

mittee in 2001, when they became aware of the 

problem during the settlement of the claim, but 

the RLCC ignored their complaint and proceed-

ed to settle a claim on Syferfontein alone, on the 

basis that this was the only property mentioned 

in the official claim form submitted to the RLCC, 

and the RLCC did not have the power to amend 

a claim form once it had been lodged.

The settlement agreement describes the land to 

be restored to the Shimange community, how 

the land will be owned and the development 

support that the government and its agents will 

provide. With regard to development assistance, 

the agreement promises the release of plan-

ning grants to the CPA, and that the RLCC will 

approach the Makhado Local Municipality, the 

Limpopo Department of Agriculture (DoA) and 

the Department of Local Government and Hous-

ing to support the CPA in accessing all necessary 

grants available in order to assist in land devel-

opment.37 The agreement also provides that the 

Department of Land Affairs (DLA) will release 

Restitution Discretionary Grants (RDGs) and 

Settlement Planning Grants (SPGs) to assist the 

Shimange community to develop their property, 

but the total value of such grants is not speci-

fied. It was only later, when the RLCC commis-

sioned consultants for the development of the 

Land Use and Development Plan (LUDP), that 

the values of these grants were estimated. The 

LUDP states that there are 250 ‘households’ and 

700 ‘beneficiaries’ (defined as adult members of 

households) in all and, thus, estimates that the 

Shimange community is entitled to R1 008 000 

in SPGs and a further R875 000 in RDGs, a total 

cash amount of R1 883 000 in addition to the 

land that was restored to them. 

Following the settlement of the claim, a number 

of community members moved into the old 

farmhouses and began clearing small plots for 

the cultivation of food crops. This was contrary 

to the LUDP proposed by the consultants ap-

pointed by the RLCC, and was opposed by the 

CPA committee and the RLCC. Over the next five 

years, divisions within the community resulted in 

virtually no implementation of the terms of the 

settlement agreement, no developments on the 

land and no transfer of grants from the RLCC to 

the CPA. Against this background, members of 

the community have continued to use part of 

the land and farm buildings on a small scale, and 

they constitute the focus of this case study.

The Shimange CPA
After a series of meetings to discuss what type 

of legal entity was most suitable for their pur-

poses, the Shimange community chose a CPA 

over a trust; they suggested that it was easier 

to set up and that it stipulated democratic proc-

esses, accountability, transparency and equality 

of membership. Supported by the RLCC and the 

Nkuzi Development Association, the community 

undertook the process of drafting a constitution 

35 Letter from RLCC Gilfillan, 
dated 22.07.99; original land 
claim form dated 27.12.95.

36 Signed settlement options 
resolution, 01.03.01. 

37 Settlement agreement 
entered into between the 
Shimange CPA and the Minster 
of Agriculture and Land Af-
fairs (Ms A.T. Didiza), signed 
02.03.02.
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for the CPA. As a result, the Shimange CPA was 

registered on 10 May 2002 (Reg. No: CPA/02/0427 

/A). Although the constitution developed by this 

consultative processes involving the RLCC, com-

munity members and an NGO was used for the 

registration of the CPA, a second version was de-

veloped at a later stage by the ‘main’ CPA com-

mittee in the months that followed (i.e. around 

April 2002). The second constitution differs from 

the original one in that it provides that tradi-

tional leadership can play a role in the affairs of 

the CPA. It specifically mentions that the tradi-

tional head of the community, the ‘President-

Chief Designate’, will be the ‘President’ of the 

committee.38 

According to a list of verified members drawn 

up by the RLCC, the CPA has 414 members. These 

members are victims of land dispossession at 

Ephrata and/or their direct descendants who 

were over the age 18 years at the time of veri-

fication. The 2001 Shimange CPA constitution 

also provides that anyone who in the future 

can prove that they lost such land rights may be 

added as a member. In the initial stage, the CPA 

committee comprised of 12 members, with five 

executive officers. Of the executive, only two are 

based in Limpopo, the remaining three being in 

other provinces of South Africa. Of those staying 

in Limpopo, one is based in Giyani, about 70 km 

from the farm, and sometimes stays on the farm. 

The committee comprises mainly urban-based 

professionals and full-time business people. As a 

result, the affairs of the CPA, including negotia-

tions with the RLCC for the release of outstand-

ing grant funding, have made little progress as 

members have other interests that keep them 

away from Shimange. 

In response to the desire for some development 

on the farm, a subcommittee, known as the ‘lo-

cal committee’, was constituted in 2004, in order 

to assist in the management of day-to-day affairs 

on the farm, but this committee does not have 

the authority to make decisions. The committee 

comprises five CPA members and two members 

of the executive who are resident on the farm 

and in the surrounding area’s villages and town-

ships. The relationship between this subcommit-

tee and the main CPA committee (the so-called 

‘Jo’burg committee’) remains unclear, and some-

times tense, and members reported that they 

feel they do not have power to make decisions 

without the agreement of the main CPA com-

mittee, which seldom meets. Although the CPA 

committee deputy-chairperson resides in Giyani, 

and is a member of the local committee, he re-

ported that he too feels powerless and is not in 

a position to make decisions about the running 

of the project, including meeting the RLCC to re-

quest the release of development support grants 

or the allocation of further residential sites. As 

far as could be established, the RLCC does not 

recognise the ‘local committee’ and insists on 

dealing only with the elected executive of the 

CPA.

Initiatives to allocate fields, to allow more peo-

ple to farm with livestock and to plant orchards 

have been discouraged by the main committee 

because of its vision of running the farm com-

mercially as a single entity. The local committee 

has also been hampered by opposition from the 

main CPA committee: ‘When we try to organise 

meetings to discuss how we can access services 

and ensure that the farm is fully operational, the 

main committee instructs the local committee to 

wait for the main committee, whose majority are 

in Gauteng. They say that they will contact the 

RLCC and the Department of Land Affairs. So we 

are always waiting for the committee to contact 

the RLCC, but they have not made any progress’ 

(Focus Group Discussion, Shimange 16.10.06).

In terms of its constitution, the CPA is supposed 

to meet regularly, hold AGMs and carry out oth-

er activities, but none of this has happened in 

five years. The Communal Property Associations 

Act 28 of 1996 provides for the monitoring of 

CPAs, and for interventions by the director-gen-

eral of the DLA, where necessary, but no action 

of this sort has been initiated so far. Most impor-

tantly, the RLCC has made no effort to intervene 

to revive the CPA, to protect the interests of the 

members, or to compel it to meet its legal obli-

gations.

Members of the Shimange CPA who stay on the 

farm are frustrated because their leadership 

structures are not functional and the leader-

ship is not available to meet people and explain 

to them the delays in the release of grants and 

in promised developments such as water and 

electricity. Members are also frustrated because 

the government agencies are not communicat-

ing with them. Officials of the RLCC reported 

they were frustrated by the divisions within 

the community. The people on Uitschot farm 

have minimal dealings with the CPA structures, 

and none with official agencies, and, although 

they expressed concern about the lack of clarity 

around their land rights, they did not appear to 

be greatly threatened by this. 

38 The first and second CPA 
constitutions are dated 22.12.01 
and 27.04.02, respectively. 
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Although the formal processes for settlement of 

the claim for Syferfontein were finalised in 2002, 

by May 2007 the Shimange CPA had still not re-

ceived the title deeds for that property and the 

land remained registered in the name of the 

SADT. The RLCC has emphasised that there is a 

need to get all planning work finished in order 

to ensure that beneficiaries use the land in ac-

cordance with the settlement agreement before 

the title deeds can be handed over. However, 

planning work is currently at a halt because 

of internal problems in the CPA, as described 

above. 

Profile of current land users at 
Shimange

More than 20 people were found staying on the 

farms of Syferfontein and Uitschot at various 

times during the course of our research. Some 

of these people occupied the old farmhouses, 

while others were constructing their own dwell-

ings. Not all of them were involved in produc-

tive activities on the land. However, all of them 

appeared to have other homes away from the 

farms, which they visited on occasion, some on 

a monthly basis and others more frequently. In 

addition, several people were identified who did 

not stay overnight on the farm but who com-

muted from nearby villages to cultivate plots on 

the land. Following initial inquiries, and focus-

group discussions with all the people found on 

the farms on two different occasions, a total of 

11 households were identified that were involved 

in some form of productive activity on the farm. 

Eight of the 11 households were on Syferfontein 

and three were on Uitschot. Representatives of 

all 11 households were interviewed in depth, and 

were visited on a number of occasions over the 

course of 20 months.

Of the 11 respondents, eight were women and 

three were men. Previously, six of them had 

been living within 5 km of the land: at Water-

val township (2 persons), Ribungwane village (2), 

Bungeni village (1) and Mbokota village (1). Five 

were living much further away, in Gauteng Prov-

ince (3) and Bushbuckridge (2). All retained their 

homes in these places, despite taking up occu-

pation of the Shimange land and living there 

during the week. Respondents’ household sizes 

were smaller than in any other case study, at 4.8 

persons per household. The age profile of farm-

ers was also considerably younger, at 48 years on 

average; almost half the respondents (5 out of 

11) were under 40 years of age.

Farmers at Shimange began using the land 

between 2002 and 2005. They had allocated 

themselves individual arable plots, which varied 

greatly in size from 0.1 ha to approximately 10 

ha. No collective activities were being undertak-

en in terms of agricultural production, although 

people did work together to repair the roads on 

the farm and to clean up the old farmhouses and 

sheds. No attempt has been made to implement 

the elaborate, yet vague, proposals for central-

ised farm management contained in the ‘offi-

cial’ LUDP, due in part to the delays in releasing 

promised development funding and the ongo-

ing divisions within the claimant community, but 

also because the plan does not appear to enjoy 

the support of these active members. 

Respondents at Shimange had the highest 

household non-farm income of any of the four 

case studies, an average of R5 541 per month; 

seven had less than R3 000 per month, but four 

had in excess of R4 000 (with one household 

having a combined cash income of R24 000 per 

month). This can be related to the nature of the 

Shimange project, as a restitution rather than a 

Settlement and Land Acquisition Grant (SLAG) 

project (and, therefore, lacking any screening 

of applicants on socio-economic grounds) and 

the nature of the Shimange community, which 

is known for its history of education and profes-

sional achievement. It also differs from Mahlahl-

uvani, the other restitution case (albeit unset-

tled at the time of research), in that it appears 

to have attracted a wider range of people to the 

land, including people with substantial house-

hold incomes interested in farming on a com-

mercial or semi-commercial scale. Such people 

may exist within the Mahlahluvani community, 

but probably have been deterred from occupy-

ing the land to date by the lack of official ap-

proval for the occupation and by the emphasis 

on small-scale food production by its relatively 

poor members.

Land description
The land restored to the Shimange CPA was 

unallocated state land, which contained an old 

graveyard, various outbuildings and the rem-

nants of a cattle dip, holding pens, a dam, a 

small plantation and a pump house. The original 

farmhouse, dating from the 1880s, and an adja-

cent house built in the 1930s, both survived with 

their walls and roofs intact; however, all the 

farm buildings and infrastructure were old and 

neglected, and in need of considerable invest-
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ment to make them workable. There was also 

a fence line from the north to the south and a 

gravel road running from the farm gate to the 

old houses. Prior to the handover of Syferfon-

tein to the Shimange community, fences were 

cut, allegedly by people from the nearby town-

ship, because they were restricted from grazing 

and ploughing land that they had been using 

without permission for many years. The cutting 

of the fence was regarded as a sign that people 

in the neighbouring communities are not happy 

with the resettlement of the Shimange commu-

nity on this land (Shimange focus-group discus-

sion, 16.10.06). 

The farm Syferfontein 85 LT is 718.87 ha in ex-

tent, and the adjoining farm Uitschot 84 LT is 

311.46 ha. The topography of the area can be 

described as broken foothills and undulating 

land, lying at an altitude of between 805 m and 

1 074 m. The farms contain numerous springs 

and a wetland area, which form part of the up-

per reaches of the Letaba catchment. The area is 

frost-free, with average minimum temperatures 

of 8º C and a maximum of 31º C. It is a summer-

rainfall area with a mean annual precipitation 

of 612 mm. The area’s geology is largely Goud-

plaats Gneiss, and the soil is deep and fertile in 

parts: ‘The soils in the majority of the farm are 

soils with minimal development, usually shallow 

on hard weathered rock, with or without inter-

mittent diverse soils. Lime is rare or absent in the 

landscape. Depths are between 450 mm and 750 

mm on average. In the valley, the deeper soils 

are found.’ (Shimange LUDP 2004: 9)

As part of the settlement agreement between 

the community and the state, the community 

was required to prepare a business plan, for 

which the state would provide funding. An out-

line business plan was prepared by the leader-

ship of the CPA in March 2002 and contained 

plans for resettlement and agricultural devel-

opment, including construction of access roads, 

water reticulation, fencing, electrification, agri-

cultural projects (tropical fruit production, vines, 

cattle ranching, dairy, chicken rearing and pig 

farming), refurbishment of farm buildings, de-

bushing and construction of latrines. The plan 

estimated that a budget of R9.35 million was 

needed to get the farm running again. No steps 

have been taken to implement this plan. 

A needs-assessment exercise by Nkuzi in 2002 

revealed a demand for the creation of a residen-

tial area of approximately 70 ha, a business area 

of about 10 ha, and provision of land for differ-

ent forms of farming (livestock, game, horticul-

ture and crop farming), both for growing food 

and for generating cash income. This exercise 

showed that the intention of the community 

was to live on the land as they used to do before 

it was taken from them. They aspired to farm 

their fields, to supply their families with food, to 

create job opportunities through farming and to 

grow commercially when possible.

In 2004, the RLCC appointed consultants, North-

plan, to prepare the LUDP for the Shimange 

community. According to the plan document, it 

was adopted by the community on 24 November 

2004, although the accompanying attendance 

list shows that only eight members of the com-

munity were present. No effort has been made 

to implement the vision contained in the LUDP, 

and interviews with community members re-

vealed little support for the commercial farming 

model it proposes. This raises serious questions 

about the nature of the consultation process 

and the relevance of this plan to the needs and 

aspirations of community members.

The LUDP consists of a long list of options for 

land use, but is lacking in concrete proposals and 

clearly does not constitute a business plan. In 

fact, the document suggests that the community 

must develop more specific business plans for 

the farm. This plan proposes a unitary commer-

cial farm model, and discourages human settle-

ment on the land: ‘No urban settlement is going 

to take place and the farm will be operated as a 

commercial farm’ (Shimange LUDP 2004: 9). The 

LUDP makes no reference to the existing skills or 

resources of the Shimange community, how the 

farm would be managed (or by whom), or how a 

single commercial farming operation could meet 

the needs of over 250 households. 

The LUDP dealt only with the restored property 

of Syferfontein, which it divides into three sec-

tions, as follows: 

•	 Area A, of approximately 150 ha, which 

could be used for biodiversity and water 

preservation;

•	 Area B, of approximately 459 ha, which 

could be used for grazing (it further states 

that both A and B could be used for cattle 

and/or game farming, and that Area B could 

support 100 cattle at 5 ha per large stock 

unit (LSU); and 

•	 Area C, of approximately 110 ha, which is 

regarded as good arable land (Area C was 

further divided into 49 ha of crops, 11 ha of 

intensive livestock, 25 ha of horticulture and 

25 ha of mixed use). 
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The report concludes that the farm is suitable 

mainly for dry-land farming, deciduous fruit and 

cattle and game farming. It proposes that the 

Shimange CPA must ‘prepare a business plan for 

the renovation and use of the existing building 

structures on the farm; apply to the municipality 

for the provision of electricity; and prepare an 

agricultural business plan for each of the pro-

posed agricultural activities’ (Shimange LUDP 

2004: 10). No such business plan has been devel-

oped as yet, although members of the commu-

nity and officials of the RLCC refer to the LUDP 

as a business plan. 

Land use 

Crop farming

On the Shimange farms, production centres on 

rain-fed maize and the cultivation of a range of 

vegetables using improvised systems of irriga-

tion. Maize is intended largely for household 

consumption, whereas vegetables are intended 

for sale at local formal and informal markets. 

Thus, Shimange is the only one of the four case 

studies where crop production is undertaken 

specifically for sale (i.e. on a ‘commercial’ ba-

sis), although production remains very limited in 

scale, and marketing channels are not well es-

tablished. During the agricultural year in ques-

tion (2005/06), six households grew maize, and 

all grew between two and four other crops as 

well. These included groundnuts, sweet pota-

toes, chillies, tomatoes, beans, sugar cane, beet-

root, onions and a variety of fruit.

Most of the work on the arable plots is done by 

the plot-holders, assisted by members of their 

households, but external labour is also employed, 

far more so than in the other three cases. Three 

men said that their wives worked with them all 

the time, and two women said their husbands 

assisted them on occasions; one woman said that 

her sons helped her at busy times such as plough-

ing and weeding. Six people said that they had 

employed non-household members at times dur-

ing the year, particularly for land preparation, 

weeding and harvesting. Workers are employed 

either on a daily basis or on a piecework basis. 

Daily rates were reported as either R30 or R35. 

For piecework, they are paid a flat rate for a par-

ticular job, regardless of how long it takes; for 

example, one plot-holder employed a person to 

assist with land clearance, and paid him R900 for 

approximately one month’s work. Another em-

ployed two male Zimbabwean migrants to clear 

the land, and paid them R1 000 between the 

two, while a third employed two local women 

to weed her plot and paid them R300 each (for 

approximately one month’s work). 

At first, plot-holders used their own hand tools 

to de-bush the fields, but later the provincial 

DoA provided a bulldozer, which greatly assisted 

them. The Nkuzi Development Association pro-

vided diesel for the bulldozer and it was driven 

by an official from the DoA. For the agricultural 

year under investigation, two farmers had hired 

tractors to plough their land, paying R500 each 

for plots of between one and two hectares in 

extent; all others who produced a crop prepared 

the land using hoes.

A rudimentary system of irrigation has been 

implemented on Syferfontein, using pipes sup-

plied by the Nkuzi Development Association 

with grant funding obtained from the National 

Development Agency (NDA). The pipes carry wa-

ter from a number of natural springs downhill 

to the arable fields, without the aid of a pump, 

and are dragged into position around the plots 

as required. Water is delivered to the crops using 

an improvised drip system. Competition for the 

pipes has led to some disputes, with members 

accusing each other of treating them as their pri-

vate property.

Among the cultivators is a married couple, Sipho 

and Constance. In their first year on the farm, 

2004, they planted a hectare of cabbages, beet-

roots and onions, all under irrigation. The follow-

ing year they plated tomatoes, spinach, beetroot 

and onions. They reported a good harvest. Seven 

crates of tomatoes, two crates of beetroots and 

a crate of onions were sold to hawkers operat-

ing at the local township markets, but people 

also came to the farm to buy directly. In the first 

year, they did not buy many inputs, because they 

obtained seedlings in a ‘starter pack’ provided by 

the DoA when Sipho attended a training course. 

He purchased ‘3-2-3’ fertiliser from the NTK shop 

in Makhado with money he was given by his 

parents. In the seasons that followed, he bought 

seeds from NTK Makhado and from a shop in 

Vleifontein. Production from this field provides 

food for their extended family at home in the 

village and for Sipho and Constance while they 

are staying on the farm: ‘Last time when we had 

a funeral for my brother, we were able to get 

tomatoes, onions and cabbages from this plot. 

We saved a lot of money because vegetables are 

expensive in the village.’ 
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Other people who have reliable sources of off-

farm income are able to cultivate bigger por-

tions. One member, who is the secretary of the 

CPA and a teacher, has cleared approximately 

five hectares of land, which he is irrigating; he 

uses the land on a more commercial basis than 

any of the other farmers. This household is in a 

position to employ casual labour, purchase in-

puts and generally farm on a bigger scale than 

others. They produce spinach, chillies and green 

peas. They have used Landman Vervoer in Le-

vubu to transport and market produce in Johan-

nesburg, but feel that this was not a good option 

as some of the produce rotted before it reached 

Johannesburg and other produce remained un-

sold, with the result that they lost money. They 

now prefer to sell their produce locally, includ-

ing to shops in Makhado town: ‘Transporting 

the produce to the local shops costs me only 

R30, increasing my chances of making a profit’. 

The family employs one worker throughout they 

year who is paid R700 a month. They also employ 

seasonal workers for weeding and harvesting, 

paying R25 per day. Their sons occasionally assist 

them on the plot. Total costs for inputs for 2004 

were estimated at R600 for seeds, fertilisers, re-

pairing irrigation pipes and cultivation, exclud-

ing labour and transport. The family reported 

that this five-hectare plot makes an important 

contribution to the household diet and income: 

‘Our life has changed now because we can make 

extra income from the fields to supplement our 

household income. Some of the produce such as 

spinach, cabbage and onions have been used for 

household consumption’ (Interview 2.11.05).

Plots on Uitschot farm are larger than most of 

those on Syferfontein and generate a wider 

range of produce, including fruit such as mango, 

avocado and pawpaw, as well as macadamia 

nuts. Small vegetable gardens have been estab-

lished next to streams, from which the farmers 

carry water in buckets to irrigate their vegeta-

bles. One producer uses his own generator to 

pump water from a natural spring to a small 

tank, from which water is fed to his vegetable 

plot via an earthen furrow. While the residents of 

Syferfontein are all living in the old farmhouses 

and storage buildings, two farmers on Uitschot 

have built permanent, traditional houses of mud 

brick and thatch, and one was in the process of 

constructing a modern house of cement blocks 

with a tiled roof. 

One of the producers on Uitschot is Mr V, who 

moved onto the land in 2002 around the time 

the land claim was settled. He is a retired police-

man and works the land himself without employ-

ing anyone. He has cleared approximately seven 

hectares for himself and a further five hectares 

for his sister. The cost of clearing and fencing this 

area, including the hire of a tractor, amounted 

to R20 000, which he paid for out of his pension. 

From the initial harvest in 2003, he obtained 80 

bags of maize (80 kg each), excluding the green 

mealies that were consumed at home and given 

to friends and relatives before the main harvest. 

The maize has been an important contribution to 

the household’s food and income, because most 

of the maize was sold at informal markets in vil-

lages: ‘This harvest has encouraged me to work 

hard because I realised that there is a potential 

to get returns from what I have invested using 

all my pension money’ (Interview, 01/11/2005). 

On another plot, Ms M and her husband, both 

of whom are pensioners, use their pensions and 

other savings to purchase inputs for their plot. 

They have planted maize, groundnuts, sugar 

beans and sweet potatoes, and earned a cash in-

come of approximately R3 000 in their first year 

(2004/05). They made slightly more the follow-

ing year, but said that they were disappointed 

with the low yield, which they blamed on late 

rainfall. 

For the six households on Syferfontein and 

Uitschot that produced maize, output ranged 

from 150 kg to 2 000 kg, with an average pro-

duction for this group of 865 kg. Five households 

did not plant maize. In terms of meeting house-

hold maize needs, one of those who planted 

obtained less than half their maize needs, three 

obtained between 50% and 100%, and two ob-

tained more than their annual needs. The high-

est proportion was 227% of household maize 

requirements, and the average for the group as 

a whole (including those who did not plant) was 

56%. Excluding those that did not plant maize, 

the average rises to 103%. All but one of these 

households consumed the entire harvest within 

their households – the remaining household sold 

part of their harvest for R800. 

Of the six who planted maize, three used retained 

seed and three used purchased seed, for which 

they paid between R210 and R1 000. Other types 

of seed purchased by plot-holders at Shimange 

included beans (three cases, with a maximum ex-

penditure of R280), chillies (two cases, maximum 

R500), spinach (1 case, R120), groundnuts (1 case, 

R280) and beetroot (1 case, R40). In addition, five 

plot-holders purchased fertiliser for the year in 

question, spending between R18 and R450, or an 

average of R119 for this subgroup. Fertiliser was 
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applied to maize, spinach, sweet potatoes and 
cabbage, with the greatest single expenditure 
being on spinach. Four growers reported buying 
pesticide, spending between R7 (for application 
to cabbage) to R780 (for application to maize).

Seven plot-holders reported selling some or all of 
their vegetable production, which included to-
matoes, chillies, sweet potatoes, spinach, beans, 
beetroot and groundnuts (see Table 11).

Respondent number 109, the highest seller in 
the group, was also the only one who sold maize 
during the year, bringing his total income from 
crop sales to R6 950. 

Most of those who sold crops relied on small, 
informal transactions, selling either directly to 
consumers who called at the farm or to hawkers 
for resale in the surrounding villages. The two 
largest producers, however, sold most of their 
produce through relatively formal channels, in-
cluding shops in Vleifontein and Makhado, and 
to a neighbouring white farmer who also acts 

as a dealer.

Livestock

Of the 11 respondents at Shimange, only two re-

ported keeping cattle; one had kept sheep until 

the previous year, and the other was involved in 

poultry farming on a substantial scale. Lack of 

infrastructure on the farm, particularly fencing 

and accessible watering points, lack of security 

and a shortage of capital amongst the members 

all served as barriers to more intensive livestock 

production. Lack of certainty about the long-

term development of the farm could also be 

seen as a disincentive to investing in livestock. 

Just one respondent (Mr K) kept cattle on the 

farm during the period of research. He did not 

live on the farm and was not involved in any 

other productive activities there. Mr K had trans-

ported four mature cows from a nearby commu-

nal area, and these had produced two calves in 

the previous year, giving him a total herd of six. 

However, there were difficulties: ‘I have prob-

lems with farming cattle on this farm because 

there are no camps, and other producers com-

plain that my cattle interfere with crop farming. 

In addition, there is no water for drinking; as a 

result, I use my van to fetch water from Elim, 

approximately 13 km from the farm’ (Interview 

16.11.06). 

Water has been the major expense for Mr K. Ac-

cording to him, there have not been any sales 

or benefits for his household, because they are 

spending so much on maintaining the cattle and 

building up a herd.

One other respondent (Mr V) reported that he 

owned four cattle, which he kept on communal 

land near Elim and was not planning to bring 

onto the Shimange land, as he did not stay there 

all the time and felt that they would not be safe. 

Ms M reported that she had sold six sheep (for 

R600 each) during the past two years, and now 

kept no livestock. 

Sipho and Constance were involved in raising 

chickens on a commercial scale, having taken 

over the running of a ‘project’ that was origi-

nally intended to be operated collectively by the 

CPA. Nkuzi arranged for the construction of a 

poultry house and provided the first batch of 

300 chicks and the necessary feed. Various mem-

Table 11: Sales of vegetables at Shimange, 2005/06

Respondent 
Number

Crop 1 Volume Income 
(R)

Crop 2 Volume Income 
(R)

Crop 3 Volume Income 
(R)

Total 
income 
(R)

4 Tomatoes 6 crates 125 Spinach 500 
bunches

1 000 Beetroot 20 
boxes

300 1 425

8 Chillies 350 kg 1 200             1 200

10 Sweet 
potatoes

160 kg 400             400

66 Chillies 150 kg 500 Spinach 400 
bunches

800 Beans 80 kg 350 1 650

67 Spinach 400 
bunches

800             800

109 Beans 160 kg 650 Sweet 
potatoes

3 000 kg 2 500 Chillies 600 3 000 6 150

113 Sweet 
potatoes

640 kg 1 580 Groundnuts 500 kg 1 600     3 180
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bers received training in poultry production. The 

people who were trained did not continue with 

the project, however, when they discovered that 

they would not be paid for the time spent work-

ing, and would only be entitled to a share of the 

profits. Sipho, as one of the members who had 

received training, expressed an interest in man-

aging the project with his wife as a private enter-

prise, and this was supported by the other mem-

bers, reportedly in the hope that he would grow 

it and employ more people from the community. 

The operation is still very basic, as there is nei-

ther electricity nor water supply to the poultry 

house. Water has to be purchased in Vleifontein 

township for R1 per 25 litre container and trans-

ported to the farm by bakkie. Wood and paraf-

fin are burned to heat the chicken house.

During 2005/06, batches of 400 chicks were be-

ing reared and sold every eight to ten weeks. 

Chickens are sold at six to seven weeks old, for 

R23 each. The costs of production include the 

purchase of four boxes of chicks at R420 per box 

(R1 680 in total), feed (for starters, growers and 

finishers) at R3 152 per batch, and vaccines and 

other medicines at approximately R110. Thus, the 

total cost for a single batch of 400 chicks is es-

timated at R4 942. The net return to Sipho and 

his wife was approximately R4 250, which is ef-

fectively their salary for the eight to ten weeks 

required per batch of chicks. They are not mak-

ing enough money to employ extra people at 

this stage.

Natural resources

Firewood was the main natural resource harvest-
ed by members at Shimange, with all respond-
ents reporting that they collected firewood for 
their own use, while staying on the farm and at 
their other home. Firewood is particularly impor-
tant for the couple who are keeping poultry, as 
they use wood stoves to heat the chicken houses 
during winter if no money is available for paraf-
fin. Wooden posts were used for fencing arable 
fields, and for the construction of a kraal by the 
one member keeping cattle on the land. Dead 
wood is plentiful on the farm and, as much of 
the land has been overgrown through decades 
of neglect, there appeared to be no restrictions 
on the cutting of trees. None of the respond-
ents or other informants reported any sales of 
firewood or other natural resources, although 
people from the neighbouring township and vil-

lages appear to extract considerable quantities 

for their own use, something that the Shimange 

members are not in a position to prevent. None 

of the respondents reported hunting for wildlife 

on the farm, but again it was reported that peo-

ple from neighbouring communities regularly 

trapped wild animals on the land. 

Support services
The RLCC for Limpopo facilitated the acquisi-
tion of Syferfontein under the restitution pro-
gramme. The settlement agreement signed by 
the parties stipulates that the RLCC would co-
ordinate the involvement of other parties to the 
settlement. These included the Makhado Local 
Municipality, the Department of Local Govern-
ment and Housing, and the DoA:

The Department of Land Affairs undertakes 

to release planning grants and restitution 

discretionary grants due to this claim. 

The Regional Land Claims Commission 

undertakes to assist the claimant community 

to negotiate with the Makhado Local 

Municipality, Limpopo province Department 

of Agriculture and the Department of Local 

Government and Housing in accessing all the 

necessary development grants available for 

the development of their land. (Settlement 
Agreement 2002)

The RLCC has not fulfilled this obligation to 
date. For example, when the beneficiaries vis-
ited the local municipality requesting a water 
connection, they were told that the municipality 
does not deal with land reform beneficiaries and 
that they should go instead to the Department 
of Water Affairs. 

In terms of the settlement agreement, the trans-
fer of formal title remains dependent on imple-
mentation of all aspects of the agreement and 
finalisation of a business plan:

The state shall take all the necessary steps to 
transfer the said land to the communal prop-
erty association…The department reserves 
the right to delay transfer until the Shimange 
communal property association has ratified 
the terms and conditions of this agreement 
and has an approved business plan. (Settle-
ment Agreement 2002)

To date, the RLCC has not transferred the title 
deeds to the Shimange CPA, and has not been 
able to facilitate completion of a business plan, 
other than the LUDP, which is basically a ‘wish 
list’ of all the things that the community could 
potentially do with the farm if sufficient resourc-
es and co-ordination were available.

Since the preparation of the LUDP, communica-
tion between the CPA and the RLCC has broken 
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down because of the unavailability of the ‘main 

committee’, the lack of progress in the release of 

grants and the unwillingness of the committee 

to delegate powers to other, locally based mem-

bers. The RLCC has argued that the problem is 

within the main CPA committee, which wants 

the money to be deposited directly into the ac-

count of the CPA, contrary to the practice of the 

RLCC of paying grants directly to service provid-

ers following quotations. 

The Limpopo DoA purchased a machinery ‘start-

er pack’ consisting of a tractor, disc plough, trail-

er, planter and rake for the Shimange CPA. The 

department has also made available a bulldozer 

for the community to use in establishing access 

roads and fire belts, and for de-bushing where 

necessary. The department provided a driver for 

the bulldozer for a number of months, but the 

farmers themselves had to pay for diesel. 

In addition to providing the equipment, the 

DoA appointed an extension officer to support 

producers at Shimange and nearby restitution 

projects. This officer is responsible for the provi-

sion of extension support in livestock and crop 

farming, but rarely visits the farm. In October 

2006, the farmers recorded that it had been six 

months since the last extension visit. Farmers ac-

tive on the land, particularly in crop production, 

are not happy about the extension support that 

the DoA claims to provide. Producers also require 

help in accessing grants from the department, 

particularly Comprehensive Agricultural Support 

Programme (CASP) grants. With CASP funds they 

believe that they could establish fencing for the 

field and grazing camps, and could drill a bore-

hole for water for irrigation, livestock and do-

mestic use. Since 2004, the farmers have been 

asking officials of the Department for Informa-

tion about CASP, but have made no progress in 

this regard to date.

Through its education and training arm, the 

Madzivhandila Agricultural College, the DoA has 

trained two of the farmers at Shimange in veg-

etable production, broiler production and soil 

analysis. The trainees reported, however, that a 

lack of financial resources was preventing them 

from putting their knowledge into practice. 

Further support for farmers at Shimange has 

been provided by the Nkuzi Development As-

sociation. Nkuzi was involved in the facilitation 

of the land claim up to the point of settlement 

and with the formation of the CPA; upon the 

settlement of the claim, it assisted in poultry 

production and planning for a macadamia or-

chard and a vegetable garden. Nkuzi helped 

secure grant funding for training in game farm-

ing, crop farming, tree management and broiler 

production. The association helped with the pur-

chase of implements such as spades and wheel-

barrows, as well as with bricks and cement for 

building enclosures for poultry and pigs. Nkuzi 

also provided the occupiers with 100 macadamia 

trees, which later died because of lack of water. 

This NGO has continued to play an advisory role 

to the farmers and has tried repeatedly to draw 

the project to the attention of the Makhado mu-

nicipality, in the hope of having this and other 

restitution settlements included in the municipal 

integrated development plans (IDPs) and local 

economic development (LED) plans, without suc-

cess so far. 

The Makhado Local Municipality has a potential-

ly important role to play in terms of providing 

services at Shimange, but to date has taken no 

measures to support this or other land reform 

projects within its area of jurisdiction. On numer-

ous occasions, Shimange community representa-

tives have requested the municipality to provide 

water and electricity to the farm. These efforts 

have proved unsuccessful, because the local mu-

nicipality claims that it is not their mandate to 

deal with land claims, and reportedly has told 

the members that the municipality cannot install 

infrastructure since the area is not proclaimed as 

a township (focus-group discussion, Shimange, 

16.10.06).

Benefits and livelihood 
impacts
Eight of the respondents said that they had no 

access to arable land prior to coming to the farm; 

the other three reported having plots ranging 

from one to four hectares at their home villages. 

One member reported grazing livestock (cattle) 

on the farm, and another reported grazing cat-

tle on the communal land at her home village. 

Overall, seven of the 11 respondents reported 

that they were better off since joining the 

project, with the other four reporting no change. 

The main problems confronting farmers at Shi-

mange are the lack of infrastructure and support 

services, and the ongoing conflicts within the 

CPA, which are seen as delaying development 

on the farm. Eight respondents mentioned lack 

of infrastructure or equipment as one of their 

main concerns, three mentioned the absence of 

extension or support services, two mentioned 

problems with wild animals and one each men-
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tioned poor group dynamics and difficulties in 

marketing crops. Interestingly, none mentioned 

insecure land rights, despite the somewhat infor-

mal allocation of plots that has occurred to date. 

Perhaps, this can be attributed to the fact that 

the land has been formally transferred to the 

community (although they are not yet in posses-

sion of the title deed), and the current occupiers 

clearly do not feel that the wider Shimange com-

munity (i.e. the CPA) poses any threat to their 

activities.

Analysis and 
recommendations
Shimange is typical of numerous restitution 

projects around the country where land has 

been restored to a community and yet, years lat-

er, few if any benefits have accrued to members 

(see CASE 2005 and PLAAS 2006). It is also typical 

in that, in the shadow of an elaborate, but prob-

ably impractical, ‘whole-farm’ and ‘whole-com-

munity’ plan, a minority of community members 

are pressing ahead with production at a rela-

tively small scale.

According to our findings, only 11 households, 

out of a possible total of 250, were actually us-

ing the Shimange land. Various other individuals 

had stayed on the farm for up to a year prior 

to the commencement of our research, but had 

abandoned it in the face of chaotic community 

politics, a lack of agreement as to the future 

use of the land and a lack of effective support 

from state agencies. Of the three largest crop 

producers, one had full-time employment off 

the farm (as a teacher) and two were in receipt 

of employer pensions. Only one of these three 

had reached the stage of regular sales of pro-

duce, and all were constrained by the poor in-

frastructure on the farm (particularly irrigation), 

a lack of external support and the need to fund 

all investments from their own (or household) 

income. The others who produced crops did so 

on a scale barely sufficient to meet household 

needs for maize and vegetables. Where a surplus 

was sold, the income was almost certainly insuffi-

cient to buy the food required during the leaner 

months of the year. Use of purchased inputs such 

as fertiliser and pesticide was minimal, and the 

prospects for expanding production appeared 

remote for the majority of producers. Interest in 

livestock among the respondents was also mini-

mal, which could be attributed to a range of fac-

tors, including the non-farming background of 

some, the poor state of infrastructure on the 

farm, especially fencing and water supply, and 

the fact that most respondents did not stay per-

manently on the farm. The one notable excep-

tion to this pattern was the poultry enterprise of 

Sipho and Constance, which was made possible 

by the intervention of a local NGO and originally 

was intended for the entire (undifferentiated) 

‘community’. This enterprise remained at a ru-

dimentary level, without a supply of electricity 

or piped water, but was generating a modest 

income for its owners. 

The many problems confronting Shimange have 

their origins in the interplay of community poli-

tics and official planning processes. Prior to the 

settlement of their claim, it would appear that 

the Shimange community had no clear plan as 

to what they would do with their land once it 

was restored to them. Respondents in our study, 

who may not be at all representative of the wid-

er community of 250 households, suggested that 

their interest was in residential stands and plots 

for individual crop production, possibly with 

some communal areas for grazing livestock. The 

South African approach to restitution, however, 

with regard to community claims, is to restore 

land to entire communities, represented by for-

mal legal entities. This sets in motion a process 

whereby the claimant community, no matter 

how scattered or differentiated, is required to 

act as a single entity, which pushes it towards 

collective forms of production. This unitary ten-

dency is reinforced by state officials, backed up 

by private-sector consultants, who emphasise 

‘whole-farm’ solutions based on dubious mod-

els of ‘commercial’ farming. In the case of Shi-

mange, this has resulted in an elite leadership 

that appears to have no interest either in oc-

cupying the farm or in managing it themselves, 

and is satisfied to play the role of non-executive 

directors presiding over a commercial enterprise 

that will deliver them a stream of income for lit-

tle or no effort. This model is rejected by at least 

part of the membership, for whom direct access 

to land for food production is a greater priority. 

The possibility of allocating plots to individuals 

or households for their own use appears to have 

received no support from the official leadership 

and would face certain opposition from officials 

and their consultants.

The combination of a remote leadership, an in-

complete business plan and a largely unrespon-

sive RLCC has meant that the settlement agree-

ment, signed in 2002, has yet to be implemented. 

The existence of a ‘local committee’ in competi-

tion with the official CPA committee suggests 
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a split in the community, although our lack of 

contact with the great majority of members 

means that we cannot say how significant this 

split may be. The people currently occupying the 

farm, however, would not appear to be in a po-

sition to block any initiatives taken by the wider 

community or the official leadership of the CPA. 

Rather than being the source of the problem (as 

they are sometimes described by officials of the 

RLCC), the current occupiers would seem to be 

merely availing themselves of an opportunity to 

improve their livelihoods on their ancestral land, 

to which, following the settlement of the claim, 

they feel a strong sense of entitlement. 

The fact that the settlement agreement remains 

unimplemented after five years reveals much 

about the Shimange community and about the 

quality of post-settlement support provided by 

the official agencies responsible. Once the initial 

‘business plan’ (the LUDP) had been produced, 

the RLCC would appear to have lost interest in 

the project. The role envisaged for the RLCC was 

two-fold – to release the outstanding grants due 

to the community and to garner support from a 

range of local and provincial government agen-

cies, neither of which it has done. It is not clear 

why the official CPA leadership has not made 

more of an effort to push ahead with the im-

plementation of the ‘business plan’ and to pres-

sure the RLCC to release the outstanding grants, 

but several possibilities present themselves – the 

incomplete nature of the ‘business plan’, the 

lack of any obvious source for the substantial 

additional capital required for its implementa-

tion, and a lack of support among the wider 

Shimange membership for such a centralised, 

commercial farming model. In the absence of a 

strong, unified message from the community, 

the RLCC appears content to let the project drift 

indefinitely, and has done little or nothing to as-

sist the CPA to produce a more acceptable plan 

or to appoint a more popular or effective leader-

ship. In the absence of any clear sense of direc-

tion or purpose from the CPA itself, it is perhaps 

not surprising that the RLCC has made no effort 

to mobilise the support from provincial and lo-

cal government agencies envisaged in the settle-

ment agreement.

The Shimange CPA appears to be highly ineffec-

tive and is clearly not fulfilling its formal func-

tions. As far as could be established, it has not 

held an AGM or other formal meeting since its 

foundation, other than ‘community meetings’ 

held at the farm on some holiday occasions, 

which do not appear to include any elections or 

formal decision-making. Although the official 

constitution of the CPA is a standard document, 

supplied by the RLCC, with explicit provisions for 

annual meetings, regular elections and the like, 

it appears to be widely ignored by the leader-

ship, and the membership do not appear to be 

in a position to challenge this. Most importantly, 

perhaps, the DLA seems to be making no effort 

to monitor or regulate the activity of the Shi-

mange CPA, as envisaged under the CPA Act. As 

a result, the CPA leadership can act (or in this 

case, fail to act) with impunity, and the member-

ship is effectively deprived of any recourse when 

its rights are ignored.

The experience of the occupiers of Uitschot 

farm, however, provides a valuable contrast to 

the experience on Syferfontein. For reasons that 

are not entirely clear, Uitschot fell outside of the 

formal restitution claim, and this does not seem 

to be a major cause of concern for the CPA lead-

ership or general membership (or at least those 

occupying Syferfontein). It has been left, there-

fore, to a small group of related households, 

descendents of the original inhabitants, to oc-

cupy this portion of land and to use it as best 

they can. The relatively large plots and greater 

scale of production evident on Uitschot can be 

attributed to the higher off-farm incomes of the 

farmers and the absence of contestation among 

them. The lack of support from state agencies 

can be seen as a negative feature, but in this 

they are effectively no worse off than farmers 

on Syferfontein or in the other cases presented 

in this report. Perhaps the greatest contrast be-

tween the two farms, however, is the clear sense 

of purpose and long-term vision of the farmers 

at Uitschot. Despite the lack of any formal ten-

ure rights, occupiers are fencing and clearing 

large plots, building permanent houses and in-

vesting in irrigation infrastructure. One interpre-

tation of this would be that the uncertainty and 

contestation arising from a large dysfunctional 

‘community’, albeit one that now has, in theory, 

strong formal rights to its land, outweighs the 

uncertainty arising from having no formal rights 

at all.

Reforming the Shimange project in a way that 

fulfils the vision of restitution and secures sus-

tainable benefits for community members 

presents multiple challenges. Unlike the other 

case studies, building on existing practice is un-

likely to be sufficient, and a more radical over-

haul will be required. Several starting points can 

be recommended. 



60

Land redistribution and poverty reduction in South Africa: The livelihood impacts of smallholder agriculture under land reform

The first of these is the necessity of addressing 

the internal organisation of the Shimange CPA. 

There is a clear need for the RLCC, as the agency 

directly responsible for the restitution settle-

ment, to facilitate a process whereby democratic 

practices can be established and maintained 

within the CPA. This should begin with a general 

meeting of the membership, overseen by the 

RLCC, where the provisions of the CPA constitu-

tion (and of the CPA Act) can be explained to 

members and a new committee can be elected. 

The reform of the CPA cannot be separated, 

however, from the second great need, which 

is for an entirely new planning process for the 

restored lands. As argued above, the original 

planning process was heavily influenced by the 

expectations emanating from the RLCC for a 

centralised, ‘commercial’ farm plan. A renewed 

planning process should begin without such 

predetermination, and explore a wider range 

of possibilities in the light of the preferences 

expressed by the membership. The outcomes of 

this process are likely to have implications for 

the future form of the CPA and the choice of 

leadership. If, for example, it were decided not 

to proceed with a commercial farming model, 

but rather to allocate land to individual mem-

bers for a variety of uses, then the function of 

the CPA leadership would shift from running a 

business to land administration. This might have 

the effect of reducing the expectations placed 

on the leadership, discouraging self-interested 

individuals and opening up positions to a wider 

cross-section of the membership. 

The original LUDP threw up a wide variety of 

possible land uses, but did not ground them in 

the needs of the members or any analysis of the 

local economy. It seems highly unlikely that the 

farm would be capable of generating significant 

material benefits for such a large group of mem-

bers, even with high levels of investment and 

sound management. Rather, creative ways will 

have to be found of distributing both symbolic 

and material benefits among the membership. 

Opening up the land for residential purposes, 

say on one-hectare plots, would be one way in 

which benefits could be accessed by relatively 

large numbers, although it is likely that many 

of the urban-based members would not want to 

relocate. The existing allocation of arable plots, 

most of which are less than one hectare in ex-

tent, also suggests a possible way of dividing up 

the land, but this is likely to be constrained by 

the limited areas of good quality arable land on 

the farm. Larger arable plots, or grazing rights, 

could be leased to members, and the income re-

distributed amongst the general membership, 

but, given the potential returns on agriculture 

in this area, it is likely that such benefits would 

be little more than token. 

Quite a separate process will be required for 

the farm Uitschot, which is probably capable of 

making a substantial contribution to the liveli-

hoods of the small number of households who 

are interested in, and who have demonstrated 

a commitment to, living and working on the 

land. If, as appears to be the case, Uitschot has 

fallen outside the ambit of the restitution proc-

ess, then it should be treated as a case of state-

owned land that is being occupied informally, 

and seemingly without contestation from any 

party, by a group who claim strong historical 

links to the it (but for whom a formal restitu-

tion claim is no longer a possibility). The Restitu-

tion of Land Rights Act makes explicit provision 

for people who may have a claim to restitution 

but fall outside the strict requirements of the 

Act, which would seem to be applicable in this 

case and might involve the RLCC referring the 

‘claimants’ to the redistribution programme of 

the DLA.39 Alternatively, they could apply for a 

SLAG or LRAD grant in order to purchase the 

state land they occupy, which has already hap-

pened in numerous cases in Limpopo and is in 

line with the government’s policy of disposing of 

state-owned agricultural land. In any event, the 

occupiers should be entitled to legal protection 

of their current informal land tenure rights. Of 

particular importance in this regard is that, as far 

as could be established, no government agency 

has any plans for this land and the officials con-

tacted seemed unaware of its existence. Closer 

integration of the land and farmers of Uitschot 

with the broader Shimange CPA, as some of the 

occupants of Uitschot suggested, would seem to 

have little to recommend it.

Overall, Shimange highlights the challenges im-

plicit in restoring land to relatively large com-

munities. Much more will be required, from 

state agencies and the community, if sustainable 

solutions are to be found that give meaningful 

effect to the process of restitution and address 

the pressing needs for employment and food 

security.

39 Section 38E of the Act al-
lows the Land Claims Court to 
‘make recommendations to the 
Minister regarding the most 
appropriate form of alternative 
relief, if any, for those claim-
ants who do not qualify for the 
restitution of rights in land in 
terms of the Act’. 
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Chapter 7: Key findings and 
policy recommendations
This study has investigated the impact of land 

reform and land access on the lives of relatively 

poor rural people, and the contribution of small-

scale agriculture to household livelihoods. It has 

also investigated the range of factors that influ-

ence the ability of people to use such land, and 

the prospects for improving agricultural produc-

tivity and the benefits accruing to producers and 

their households. This chapter elaborates on the 

key findings emerging from the study, includ-

ing the differences and similarities found across 

the four case studies from Limpopo. It concludes 

with a series of recommendations for policy re-

form, with particular emphasis on project plan-

ning and design, support to communal property 

institutions and agricultural support services.

Land use and settlement
In all four case studies, land was being used at 

well below its full potential. There is, however, 

anecdotal evidence to suggest that it may be 

used more intensively now than in the years 

immediately prior to the arrival of the current 

occupiers, challenging the belief that land re-

form poses a threat to agricultural productivity. 

Shimange, and large parts of Mahlahluvani, ef-

fectively constituted unused state land for many 

years, while Monyamane and Dikgolo appear to 

have been neglected by their former white own-

ers. 

Land use in these cases can be reduced to three 

main types: individual (household) cropping on 

generally small plots; collective management 

of cattle herds; and small-scale natural resource 

extraction. In addition, collective cropping had 

been attempted, and abandoned, at Dikgolo 

and Monyamane, while collective vegetable pro-

duction was being experimented with of late at 

Dikgolo. Collective poultry production was also 

planned for Dikgolo, but had yet to get off the 

ground, while a similar experiment at Shimange 

had rapidly been reduced to a private enter-

prise run by just two of the members. A limited 

amount of grazing of privately owned livestock 

was also taking place at Dikgolo and Shimange, 

but not at Monyamane or Mahlahluvani. 

In three out of the four cases – Dikgolo, Mahl-

ahluvani and Shimange – individual cropping 

was the main activity and the main source of 

benefit to the participants. This cropping was 

largely rain-fed, but experiments with low-tech-

nology forms of irrigation were underway in all 

these cases, most significantly at Shimange. At 

Mahlahluvani and Shimange, irrigation of indi-

vidual plots made use of available surface wa-

ter (springs and streams); at Dikgolo, water for 

the new communal vegetable plot was being 

pumped from a borehole. The use of pumped 

water was proving particularly problematic to 

the participants at Dikgolo, in terms of the cost 

of operation and maintenance (including secu-

rity) of equipment, and a similar experiment had 

been abandoned at Monyamane for the same 

reasons. Crops grown were all staple food crops, 

widely consumed within the local areas and, 

with two exceptions (one household at Mahlahl-

uvani and one at Shimange), were grown spe-

cifically for consumption within the producer’s 

own household. While occasional sales and gifts 

of surplus crops, particularly vegetables, did oc-

cur, these were sporadic and were seen by most 

of the producers as a bonus rather than as a spe-

cific objective of their farming activity. 

The scale of individual cropping was constrained 

by a number of factors, primarily the availabil-

ity of labour within producers’ households and 

the limited cash available for the purchase of 

seed and other inputs. All but one plot at Mahl-

ahluvani, and the majority of plots at Shimange, 

were cultivated by hand, as producers did not 

have access to (or could not afford to hire) a trac-

tor. At Dikgolo, annual ploughing of individual 

plots was financed by income from the collective 

cattle herd, although all other work was done 

by hand. Somewhat ironically, the only group 

with regular access to a tractor was Monyamane, 

which had abandoned ploughing of their com-

munal plot due to problems with water supply 

and wild animals. Land itself was generally not in 

short supply, with the partial exception of Mahl-

ahluvani, where thick bush and forest hemmed 

in the arable plots, and therefore cannot be seen 

as a major constraint on production.40 Rather, 

topography, variable soil qualities and the very 

limited availability of water combined to reduce 

the areas that could reasonably be brought into 

production under the current conditions. 

40 It should be borne in mind 
that in all four cases only a 
minority of the people with 
potential claims to the land in 
question were actually using it.
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While some households clearly could not afford 

the labour and other input costs that would be 

associated with an expansion of production, it 

would appear that many had limited objectives 

in agriculture and were well aware of the risks 

involved in increasing their efforts. It seems rea-

sonable to conclude that producers were will-

ing, or felt compelled, to invest labour and small 

amounts of cash in order to secure a supply of 

staple food crops, but were generally averse 

to investing cash in increasing their production 

beyond this; the very limited use of chemical 

fertiliser is the most obvious example of the 

tendency. Thus, the opportunity cost of house-

hold labour, up to a certain point, can be seen 

as relatively cheap and worth investing in crop-

ping in order to boost household food supply. 

Disposable cash, however, can be seen as rela-

tively scarce, and having multiple demands on it, 

making it unacceptable for use in the relatively 

risky business of dry-land cropping. Moreover, as 

demonstrated in all the case studies, disposing 

of surplus crops on poorly developed and cash-

constrained local markets, in competition with 

large-scale producers and shops, carries its own 

risks and may serve as an additional disincentive 

to producing beyond what any one household 

can consume. 

Collective management of cattle herds featured 
prominently at Dikgolo and Monyamane (and 
was proposed in the Land Use and Development 
Plan for Shimange). For reasons that remain ob-
scure, officials and planners promoted the pur-
chase of new herds, and collective ownership, 
and tried to prevent any access to the land for 
members’ own cattle. This rule continues to be 
observed at Monyamane, but is discreetly ig-
nored at Dikgolo. In both cases, the herds have 
expanded purely through natural growth – no 
additional animals have been purchased in ei-
ther case – and while there has been some off-
take, it appears low by conventional standards. 
Although sales of cattle are informal and appear 
to be driven by demand, it was clear that bulls 
were being systematically disposed of while 
breeding cows were being retained. No difficul-
ties were reported in disposing of cattle on local 
markets.

Maintenance of the grazing camps has proven 
to be a major challenge for both groups. The 
infrastructure on the Dikgolo and Monyamane 
farms appears to have been in a poor state of 
repair when they were acquired, and to have de-
teriorated further during the lengthy handover 
period when neither the old nor the new own-

ers were fully in control of the farms. Substantial 

investment is now required on both farms for 

repairs to fencing and the installation of water 

points. The solitary operational wind pump on 

Dikgolo seems to be the most reliable aspect 

of the infrastructure, suggesting that such low-

tech solutions should be encouraged over more 

costly diesel pumps, which are clearly vulnerable 

to theft.

Both Dikgolo and Monyamane have experienced 

problems with animal health and with accessing 

state veterinary services. In this, they are prob-

ably no different to stock-owners on nearby 

communal lands, but there is clearly a need for a 

more responsive and accessible veterinary serv-

ice than is being provided currently by the Lim-

popo Department of Agriculture (DoA).

Both groups have chosen to employ full-time 

herders to care for their cattle, with Monymane 

employing people who are not considered mem-

bers of the project. While this appears to be a 

workable arrangement, it highlights some of the 

weaknesses in the collective ownership model for 

livestock. Firstly, cattle herding does not appear 

to be an attractive proposition to the majority 

of members, because of the long hours, isolation 

and risks to personal security, especially at night 

and at weekends. Secondly, the number of jobs 

created is minimal – just two low-paid positions 

in each case, paying approximately one-third of 

the legal minimum wage. 

There would appear to be considerable scope 

for improving the value of livestock production 

and the benefits to members in all four cases 

under investigation. Both Dikgolo and Monya-

mane maintained herds well below the carrying 

capacities quoted in planning documents and 

by government officials, although the situation 

at Dikgolo was complicated by the presence of 

members’ own stock. At Shimange, large areas 

of land suitable for grazing were lying unused. 

At Mahlahluvani, there appeared to be consid-

erable scope for grazing on the margins of the 

arable plots, judging by the activities of neigh-

bouring communities, although livestock farm-

ing was not a priority for the members of this 

group. Marketing of animals did not appear to 

be a constraint, as there was strong local de-

mand in all areas for informal sales. While vet-

erinary services and investment in fencing are 

important, the key to expanded livestock pro-

duction would seem to lie in a reliable water 

supply and a permanent human presence on the 

farms. While the collective ownership and man-
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agement of herds seems to be generating mod-

est benefits at Dikgolo and Monyamane, there is 

no obvious reason why livestock belonging to in-

dividual members should be excluded, as long as 

numbers could be regulated. A complete switch 

from collective to individual livestock produc-

tion does not appear to have been considered 

by either of the two groups, and is likely to be 

unpopular, given the lack of recent experience 

of livestock ownership by many members and 

the demands it would place on households in 

terms of herding.

Natural resource extraction of various sorts was 

found in all four cases, but this does not appear 

to make a major contribution to people’s live-

lihoods. Firewood is the main benefit in most 

cases, with both Dikgolo and Monyamane (situ-

ated in areas of general scarcity of wood) sup-

plying bakkie loads to members on important 

occasions. Thatching grass was collected by a 

minority of members, especially at Mahlahluvani 

where the incidence of traditional housing was 

highest. Other natural resources exploited by 

members included various wild herbs and fruits, 

plant materials for use in traditional medicine, 

wood for carving into household implements 

and for decorative purposes and, on a very small 

scale, wild animals that were hunted for their 

meat and skins. None of these resources was 

found to be exploited on a systematic basis for 

commercial gain, but there can be little doubt 

that they make a useful contribution to the live-

lihoods of those concerned. 

The absence of residential developments is one 

of the most distinct characteristics of the South 

African approach to land reform. In three of 

the cases presented here – Dikgolo, Monya-

mane and Mahlahluvani – there were no plans 

for members to relocate their homes to the ac-

quired land, even though in all these cases mem-

bers highlighted problems arising from having 

nobody living full-time on the farms and the 

inconvenience and expense of travelling from 

their homes. In the Settlement and Land Ac-

quisition Grant (SLAG) projects of Dikgolo and 

Monyamane, the main reason offered for non-

residence was hostility to the idea from officials 

of the Departments of Agriculture and Land Af-

fairs and their appointed consultants. It is not 

clear how willing people would be to relocate if 

such opposition were withdrawn, but it appears 

likely that at least some members would stay on 

the land, perhaps temporarily or on a rota basis, 

if they felt this were allowed. Further barriers to 

resettlement include the lack of infrastructure 

on the farms, particularly water, sanitation and 

electricity, and their distance from facilities such 

as shops, schools and clinics. Ample evidence 

was uncovered in this study of the failure of lo-

cal government to provide any services to land 

reform projects, and hostility to the creation of 

new settlements could be expected from this 

quarter as well. Some contrast to this pattern 

is presented by the case of Shimange, where a 

number of people have taken up residence in 

the old farmhouses on Syferfontein and others 

have built new houses on the farm Uitschot, per-

haps due to its ambiguous status, which puts it 

beyond the gaze of government agencies. Shi-

mange is within a kilometre of the township of 

Vleifontein, and the ongoing refusal of the Ma-

khado Local Municipality to extend services to 

the farm – precisely because it is a farm – gives 

cause for concern regarding the commitment of 

local government to land reform. 

Livelihood impacts
The impact of land reform can be assessed ac-

cording to various criteria: changes in welfare 

for a particular group of people, changes in pro-

ductivity for a particular area of land, or return 

on public investment, amongst others. In all four 

cases studied, a large majority of respondents 

felt that their lives had improved since they ac-

quired land, but generally not as much as they 

had expected when they joined. The livelihood 

impact can, therefore, be seen as broadly posi-

tive, if very limited, and substantially below the 

projections contained in official planning docu-

ments, however credible these may be. As ar-

gued above, anecdotal evidence suggests that 

the land in question has not suffered a drop in 

production as a result of land reform, but neither 

is it being used at, or close to, its full potential. 

The benefits to members of these groups came 

in various forms: opportunities for self-employ-

ment (often for more than one household mem-

ber), a supply of staple food crops (typically in 

excess of six months’ worth per household for 

maize), opportunities for a minority of farmers 

to obtain a cash income through crop sales, al-

beit very limited in most cases, a share of meat 

or vegetables from collective production, ac-

cess to natural resources for own use, of which 

firewood was the most important, and, in the 

case of Monyamane only, a share of cash income 

from livestock sales. 
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Quantifying the precise benefits to individual 

farmers, or the value of inputs provided by 

them, would require a more detailed methodol-

ogy than was applied in this study and, ideally, 

the collection of data over a number of years. 

Calculations made as part of the case studies, 

however, suggest that the net contribution to 

households in the great majority of cases is well 

below what could be earned by a single worker 

receiving the statutory minimum wage, although 

not necessarily much less than the wage rates at 

the bottom of the informal labour market (e.g. 

the wages earned by casual workers on these 

farms). 

While land is clearly the most valuable asset ob-
tained by people in all these cases, participation 
in the official land reform process has also pro-
vided access to other resources. In Dikgolo and 
Monyamane, this included a herd of cattle that 
has increased in value and generated a small 
income over time. In Dikgolo, this income has 
been important as a means of subsidising tractor 
ploughing on members’ own plots and of invest-
ment in farm infrastructure. At Monyamane, it 
went towards buying a tractor and remains the 
main source of project income for members. At 
Shimange, members were provided with a trac-
tor and implements by the DoA, which they 
found impossible to maintain, but also benefit-
ed from land clearance carried out by a depart-
mental bulldozer. At Dikgolo and Shimange, 
members obtained assistance from the Nkuzi 
Development Association, which led to the con-
struction of poultry sheds and the establishment 
of a vegetable garden at Dikgolo and a poultry 
enterprise now run as a private business by two 
members at Shimange. Unfortunately, support 
from external agencies, whether state or NGO, 
has been largely haphazard, and entirely absent 

for long periods. 

Communal property 
institutions 
All four cases presented here involve legally con-
stituted communal property institutions (CPIs) 
that, in theory, should hold title to the land on 
behalf of their members and take responsibil-
ity for administration and development of the 
land. As in many other areas, Mahlahluvani, as 
an informal land occupation and incomplete res-
titution process, presents something of a special 
case, but also has aspects in common with the 
others. 

Three of the four cases involve a communal 
property association (CPA), registered in terms 

of the Communal Property Associations Act 28 

of 1996, and one (Dikgolo) involves a trust, regis-

tered in terms of the Trust Property Control Act 

57 of 1988. The choice of legal entity appears 

to be arbitrary: respondents at Dikgolo were of 

the opinion that the Department of Land Affairs 

(DLA) officials involved found it easier to register 

a trust than a CPA, even though a CPA, arguably, 

offers greater protection and functionality to its 

members. In none of the cases was there any evi-

dence of the CPI functioning as a land-owning 

or land-administrating body, and serious ques-

tions can be raised as to whether these institu-

tions are functioning at all. None of groups was 

in possession of a title deed to its land, or knew 

how to access it, and none held formal annual 

general meetings of the CPI or carried out the 

other routine activities associated with a CPA or 

trust. Some differences were found between the 

various cases, but the general pattern was one 

of paralysis at the formal institutional level. 

Institutional arrangements in all these cases fell 

into two broad areas of activity. Prior to acquir-

ing land, all four cases had a committee of some 

sort that led the land claim or grant application 

process on behalf of the group. Once land was 

acquired, however, day-to-day decision-making 

became the responsibility of farmers’ commit-

tees, which were active in all cases but lacked 

formal legal status. 

At Dikgolo, members had little awareness of the 

composition or function of the Dikgolo Trust, 

and no records could be found of formal trust 

meetings or other activities. As far as could be 

established, the title deed to the land had not 

been transferred to the trust, and, as explained 

above, some confusion remains around which 

portion of land the trust actually owns. In the 

meantime, the business of the group, including 

financial matters, allocation of plots and distri-

bution of benefits, is managed by the less for-

mally constituted farmers’ committee, which, 

unlike the trust, does hold regular meetings and 

annual elections, and keeps written records of 

its activities. This committee has played a cen-

tral role in negotiations with the Nkuzi Develop-

ment Association around provision of resources 

for poultry houses and a vegetable garden. The 

question of lapsed members, however, contin-

ues to be a concern for the active members.

At Monyamane, the CPA effectively collapsed 

with the early departure of most of its mem-

bers and committee members, and management 

of the farm is in the hands of the Monyamane 
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Farmers’ Association. This group, like that at 

Dikgolo, holds regular meetings and annual 

elections, manages its own finances and keeps 

written records of its affairs. It also serves as 

the interface between members and the DoA 

around issues such as the construction of the res-

ervoir. It is not, however, in possession of a title 

deed to the land, nor do its members have any 

awareness of the formal aspects of land owner-

ship. Indeed, it is doubtful that the title deed 

was ever formally transferred to the Monya-

mane CPA. Even more so than at Dikgolo, given 

the mass departure of original members and the 

influx of new ‘unofficial’ members, farmers at 

Monyamane are concerned about their tenure 

status, especially in the light of official moves to 

restructure SLAG projects. 

At Mahlahluvani, a formal CPA continues to op-

erate but, as the restitution claim has not been 

resolved yet and no formal transfer of land has 

taken place, this functions mainly as a land claim 

committee. Whether it will be able to make the 

transition to a CPI following the settlement of 

the land claim remains to be seen. In the mean-

time, activities on the land are co-ordinated 

loosely by the farmers themselves, under the 

informal leadership of a group of older men. 

Frequent meetings of the farmers are held as 

the need arises, and written minutes are kept. 

To date, the Mahlahluvani farmers have had no 

financial dealings as a group, but have been dis-

cussing the establishment of a savings scheme, 

variously described as a funeral society, a stokvel 

and a fund for resisting official efforts to remove 

them from the land. 

At Shimange, the land claim committee that 

oversaw the lodging of the original restitution 

claim was transformed into a CPA just prior to 

the settlement of the claim, seemingly without 

elections taking place. This ‘official’ committee, 

and the formal institution of the CPA, have been 

highly ineffective in the post-transfer period, 

failing to secure the grants owned to the mem-

bers by the Regional Land Claims Commissioner 

(RLCC), or the services promised by various state 

agencies in terms of the settlement agreement, 

and generally failing to promote development 

on the land. As in the other cases discussed here, 

day-to-day management of the land has fallen to 

an informal committee, which co-ordinates the 

activities of the active members and attempts 

to liaise with external agencies, both state and 

NGO. The RLCC, however, does not recognise 

this ‘local’ committee, with the result that virtu-

ally no official assistance is being provided to the 

farmers, either by the RLCC itself or by the other 

state agencies with which, in terms of the settle-

ment agreement, it is supposed to co-ordinate 

development activities.

In these cases, the CPIs are suffering not just 

from internal weaknesses, but also from a lack 

of external regulation as envisaged by the CPA 

Act. The CPAs at Monyamane and Shimange 

are clearly in need of intervention to restruc-

ture their affairs and membership, to ensure 

democratic and participatory processes and to 

strengthen their capacity to manage their own 

affairs. Dikgolo, as a trust, falls into a different 

legal category, but the type of intervention re-

quired is the same. At Mahlahluvani, major chal-

lenges lie ahead in reconciling the interests of 

the current land users and the wider member-

ship of the claimant community. This will require 

a much more participatory and flexible planning 

process than has been in evidence in the other 

cases, and external support for the building of 

robust and effective institutions to hold the 

land and promote development. Under current 

circumstances, neither the DLA nor the RLCC in 

Limpopo is providing the support or regulation 

required by CPIs. Urgent interventions are re-

quired to address the functioning of these insti-

tutions, to resolve problems around membership 

and to ensure the transfer of title deeds to the 

relevant institutions. 

The only official intervention in the area of CPIs 

that has been proposed to date is the so-called 

deregistration process organised by the Lim-

popo DoA and begun in March 2006, which has 

implications for Dikgolo and Monyamane. While 

some intervention is clearly required in order to 

resolve the question of active and inactive mem-

bers of CPIs, this particular intervention can be 

critiqued on a number of grounds. 

First, the process has been designed and imple-

mented in a top-down manner, without consul-

tation with those directly affected, giving rise 

to a sense of insecurity among CPA members. 

At Monyamane, for example, it has raised fears 

among the currently active members that they 

may be judged to be insufficiently productive 

(especially if evaluated against the implausible 

business plan drawn up by the same department 

in 1997), and may be ‘deregistered’ against their 

will. They also fear that by contacting lapsed 

members, as appears to be the intention, the 

department may reignite interest in the project 

among them, leading to the return of members 



66

Land redistribution and poverty reduction in South Africa: The livelihood impacts of smallholder agriculture under land reform

who have in the past proved unreliable – the op-

posite of what is intended by the deregistration 

process.41 No assurances have been offered to ac-

tive farmers that they will not be targeted for 

deregistration. 

Second, the political rhetoric surrounding the 

process speaks of failure, corruption and even 

lazy farmers.42 This creates the impression that 

farmers themselves are responsible for the many 

difficulties they face, and fails to address the 

problems of inappropriate planning and inad-

equate support over the years, many of them 

emanating from the same department now con-

ducting the deregistration. 

Third, the process of deregistration has been 

accompanied by statements regarding the re-

structuring of productive activities, including 

concepts such as ‘massification’ and the intro-

duction of ‘strategic partners’ from the private 

sector. Members of the projects in this study had 

no idea of what the implications of such inter-

ventions might be for them, but it seems to in-

dicate direct intervention by the DoA in farming 

operations. Given the poor track record of the 

department in the management of its own ag-

ricultural projects, and in the design and imple-

mentation of land reform projects to date, such 

proposals should give cause for concern. 

While the restructuring and strengthening of 

CPIs is clearly an urgent need in Limpopo, this 

is legally the responsibility of the national DLA 

and should not be conflated with measures to 

support agricultural production. The DoA has an 

important role to play in supporting land reform 

beneficiaries, which will require thorough over-

haul of the current highly ineffective system of 

extension and grant assistance provided by it. 

The current process of deregistration, however, 

appears to repeat many of the top-down inter-

ventions of the past, rather than working col-

laboratively with farmers to identify their needs 

and provide necessary support. SLAG projects 

and land restored under the restitution process 

remain private property, owned collectively by 

the members, and the state has no legal basis on 

which to interfere with property relations other 

than with the agreement of the members or to 

protect their interests.

Project design and support
Arguably, project design and support have been 

the greatest problems facing members of all four 

cases studied. Such problems are rooted in the 

policies of a variety of state agencies, but also in 

the widespread failure to implement such poli-

cies adequately. 

In the SLAG projects of Dikgolo and Monyamane, 

problems began with the excessive number of 

members and the purchase of relatively poor 

quality and poorly developed land. These factors 

can be related, in turn, to the small size of SLAG 

grants relative to the price of the land, a lack 

of official support for subdivision of properties 

and a lack of support to beneficiaries in identi-

fying suitable land. These initial problems were 

compounded by top-down farm-planning proc-

esses based on abstract models of ‘commercial’ 

farming, drawn up with minimal consultation 

with the intended beneficiaries. The agricultural 

collectives thus imposed were fundamentally 

flawed in their lack of detailed planning, unreal-

istic assumptions about access to capital and lack 

of guidance as to how such large groups were 

expected to manage their affairs. Anticipated 

support to these projects from the DLA and DoA 

largely failed to materialise, and organs of local 

government, supposedly responsible for delivery 

of basic services to all, continue to deny respon-

sibility for land reform projects within their ju-

risdiction. 

Similar planning problems were evident in the 

restitution case of Shimange, although the 

choice of land here was driven by historical 

claims. An initial planning process, based again 

on minimal consultation with members, resulted 

in broad suggestions for land use based on con-

ventional models of commercial farming under a 

single owner-occupier. As with the SLAG projects 

of Dikgolo and Monyamane, no attention was 

paid to the challenges posed by the involvement 

of a large and relatively poor group of members, 

or to the means by which resources and benefits 

could be shared amongst such a group, and no 

detailed plans were provided for accessing fi-

nance or embarking on productive activities. 

At Mahlahluvani, farmers implemented their 

own system of land allocation and production, 

without the involvement of professional plan-

ners from the state or the private sector. This or-

ganic model reveals much about the aspirations 

and abilities of relatively poor, landless (or near 

landless) households. The central characteristics 

of this model are individual (or household) pro-

duction and a focus on basic food crops for own 

consumption, within a context of mutual sup-

port and co-operation. Use of purchased inputs 

is kept to a minimum, due to shortages of cash 

41 One quite plausible reason 
given for this fear is that the 
department is promising to in-
vest resources in ‘revived’ SLAG 
projects, which may attract 
some lapsed members. 

42 See, for example, the 
news article ‘Lazy beneficia-
ries to lose land’, available 
at http://www.news24.
com/News24/South_Africa/
News/0,,2-7-1442_1882654,00.
html
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and the many other demands on available cash 

resources. Expansion of production beyond this 

basic level is not a priority for the vast majority 

of households at Mahlahluvani, due to labour 

and cash constraints and the physical difficulties 

and financial risks associated with the market-

ing of crops. Farmers expressed interest in re-

ceiving services from state agencies or NGOs, as 

long as they were appropriate to their current 

activities and circumstances and did not attempt 

to impose alternative (e.g. ‘commercial’) mod-

els on them. In terms of land tenure, farmers 

were interested in securing rights to their indi-

vidual plots but also recognised the importance 

of collective authority in the areas of resource 

management and the regulation of relations be-

tween members and with external authorities. 

While members were well aware of the need 

for tenure security, no interest was expressed in 

formal (i.e. freehold) title, either at the level of 

individual plots or for the property as a whole. 

Collective action is organised through an infor-

mal system, led by male ‘elders’, which is highly 

participatory and based on seeking consensus on 

all issues. Thus, in terms of land use, land ten-

ure and collective action, the new settlement at 

Mahlahluvani mirrors the system that prevails in 

the members’ home villages. 

While Mahlahluvani can be seen as an exception 

in some respects, many aspects of this ‘model’ 

can be found in the other, more formally es-

tablished cases. At both Dikgolo and Shimange, 

small-scale, household-based production of food 

crops, with minimal integration with input or 

output markets, has emerged as the main form 

of production, despite the prescriptions of their 

respective business plans. Livestock is the main 

collective activity found in these case studies, 

and is operated similarly on the basis of relative-

ly low usage of purchased inputs. While cattle 

sales constitute the most ‘commercial’ aspect of 

these cases, it is significant that much of the cash 

income is spent on the maintenance of the herds 

or on productive activities more generally, and 

only at Monyamane does any cash income flow 

directly to members (albeit on a very modest 

scale). In all three formal land reform projects, 

day-to-day decision-making is in the hands of 

self-created structures, rather than the formal 

institutions created by the state. Allocation of 

plots to individual members is made informally, 

without official surveying or registration, which 

appears to meet the needs of members. Formal 

ownership of the property remains largely irrel-

evant, as the groups are not in possession of title 

deeds, have little understanding of the implica-
tions of freehold title and have no plans to sell 
or mortgage their land. The formal institutions 
in whose name the land is registered have ef-
fectively collapsed in the cases of Dikgolo and 
Monyamane, and are ineffective in the case of 
Shimange. 

The agricultural support available to farmers in 
all four cases has been extremely limited and 
largely inappropriate, and local officials of the 
DoA have displayed considerable hostility to-
wards farmers on land reform projects in their 
areas. These problems extend far beyond these 
cases, and beyond land reform, pointing to fun-
damental problems in the services on offer by 
the Limpopo DoA and the manner in which these 
services are organised and delivered. Examples of 
such hostility encountered in the course of this 
research include the failure of extension offic-
ers to visit projects for lengthy periods and their 
failure to keep appointments once contact has 
been established, the outright refusal of officials 
to assist members of SLAG projects to apply for 
Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme 
(CASP) funding, and threats to farmers that their 
activities were to be ‘restructured’ through the 
unilateral imposition of ‘massification’ and ‘stra-
tegic partners’. Such problems are compounded 
by the failure of senior officials and politicians 
to respond to complaints made by farmers or 
to acknowledge that extension and veterinary 
services are not reaching many land reform ben-
eficiaries.

While responsibility for post-transfer support to 
new farmers clearly lies with the DoA, the role 
of other institutions has also been problematic. 
The DLA, responsible for the implementation 
of SLAG and LRAD projects, and for the regula-
tion of CPAs in both redistribution and restitu-
tion processes, has clearly not being following 
up with either the beneficiaries or the various 
support agencies once land transfer has taken 
place. The office of the RLCC, responsible for 
the restitution settlements, also appears to have 
done little to implement the terms of the settle-
ment agreement at Shimange or to ensure that 
the Shimange CPA carries out its functions in 
terms of the law. While these institutions cannot 
be expected to take responsibility for all aspects 
of support to land reform projects over an in-
definite period, the failure to communicate with 
other state agencies, or to plan the hand-over 
of responsibilities in an orderly manner, was 
widely cited by the DoA and local and district 
municipalities as a reason for their own lack of 

activity.
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Implications for land reform 
and agricultural policy
Land reform policy has evolved gradually since 

1994, and some of the issues raised by this re-

search have been addressed already to various 

degrees through changes in policy. Nonetheless, 

many areas are still in need of reform and some 

of the reforms already undertaken appear not 

to have resolved the underlying problems. While 

some issues are unique to either restitution or 

redistribution, other cut across all areas of land 

reform. The main policy issues arising from this 

study are set out below. 

Land selection

Would-be beneficiaries of land reform require 

assistance in selecting land of suitable size and 

quality, as close as possible to their homes. 

Whether the land is to be acquired on the open 

market, through expropriation or by the release 

of state land, farmers need to be assisted in se-

lecting land that suits their needs. In many cases, 

this will require subdivision of existing farms in 

order to accommodate individual households or 

small, cohesive groups. Thus, the DLA, working 

closely with the DoA and the intended benefici-

aries, should ensure that only the most appropri-

ate land – in terms of size, quality and location 

– is provided under land reform. In addition, the 

DLA should ensure that basic infrastructure, such 

as fencing and water points, is in place before 

the handover of land to new owners. 

Group formation

The problem of large groups has been addressed 

to some extent with the larger grants available 

under LRAD since 2001, but many older groups 

continue to face difficulties, many sizable groups 

are still being formed, especially among poorer 

beneficiaries, and group projects, or collectives, 

are still being imposed on communities claiming 

land under the restitution programme. In both 

redistribution and restitution there is a need to 

distinguish between how property is owned by 

a group and how it is actually used. Even where 

land is owned by a group, productive activities, 

as far as possible, should be in the hands of in-

dividual households or small groups. In many 

cases, this will require the formal subdivision 

of group-owned property. An important role 

can be played by the DLA in the supply of such 

land to small groups and individuals. Subdivision 

of properties into appropriately sized parcels – 

fitting the land to the people, rather than the 

people to the land – should become a guiding 

principle of land reform policy, especially under 

redistribution. 

Land use planning

Land use planning continues to be dominated 

by conservative notions of ‘commercial’ agri-

culture, which fail to take into account the re-

sources and aspirations of poorer land reform 

beneficiaries. Frequently, unrealistic assump-

tions are made about the ability of new farm-

ers to engage in production for the market and 

the ability of non-resident groups to manage 

whole farms along the lines of previous owner-

occupiers. Planning should allow for a variety of 

land uses, but with a bias towards household-

based production. Collective enterprises should 

be encouraged only where this is clearly sup-

ported by the intended beneficiaries. Plans 

should avoid reliance on borrowed capital, and 

build instead on the resources that beneficiaries 

can realistically afford and sustain. Production of 

food crops for consumption should be actively 

encouraged, and more elaborate, commercially 

oriented forms of production approached with 

caution. The current hostility towards residential 

settlements should be revised by the DLA, which 

should work with other spheres of government 

to promote the provision of housing and serv-

ices on redistributed land. Finally, the DLA, as 

the agency responsible for land reform, should 

play a more active role in co-ordinating the ac-

tivities of all responsible bodies, including pri-

vate sector consultants, NGOs, the DoA and local 

government, during both the planning and the 

post-transfer phases, to ensure that land reform 

projects meet the needs of beneficiaries. 

Communal property institutions

CPIs created under land reform are clearly in 

need of overhaul and support if they are to carry 

out their functions effectively. Legally, the regu-

lation of CPAs is the responsibility of the DLA, 

and the department should play a much more 

active role in this area. Furthermore, the depart-

ment should insist on the formation of a CPA, 

rather than a trust, for all group projects. CPAs 

require a variety of support and supervision, over 

an extended period. Members should be famil-

iarised with the provisions of their CPA constitu-

tion and with their rights and responsibilities as 

members. Elected leaders need to be trained to 

carry out their functions in the areas of land ad-

ministration and land development. Monitoring 
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is required to ensure that CPAs carry out their 

routine activities, such as keeping minutes and 

financial accounts, holding of AGMs, and com-

pliance with principles of transparency, account-

ability and participatory democracy. Where CPAs 

are found not to be complying with the require-

ments of the CPA Act and their own constitu-

tions, the department must be in a position to 

intervene in an appropriate manner, whether to 

assist with capacity building or to initiate legal 

action. NGOs may be well positioned to provide 

facilitation and training services, but this needs 

to happen within a clear regulatory framework 

overseen by the DLA. 

Post-transfer support

All the institutions responsible for post-transfer 

support in Limpopo should urgently re-evaluate 

the services they are offering and how effective 

these are in reaching the intended beneficiar-

ies. The DLA and the RLCC have a critical role 

in overseeing all aspects of project planning 

and implementation, and ensuring that other 

agencies are fully committed at all stages of the 

process. The Limpopo DoA should ensure that 

appropriate extension and veterinary services 

are available to all land reform beneficiaries on 

a routine basis, that local officials are carrying 

out the functions they are supposed to, and that 

grants such as CASP are actively promoted. Local 

government structures should be obliged to in-

clude land reform projects in their IDPs and LED 

programmes, if necessary though interventions 

at provincial and national Cabinet level. 

The role of NGOs and researchers

NGOs and researchers have a critical role to play 

in land reform and can contribute much more 

than they have done to date in cases such as 

those discussed here. NGOs, in particular, can 

make valuable contributions in areas such as 

community facilitation, assisting poor and lan-

dless people to better understand the options 

available to them under land reform, and to help 

them to design projects that meet their needs. 

Following land transfer, NGOs should continue 

to play a role both in supporting productive 

activities and in building capacity within insti-

tutions such as farmers’ committees and CPAs. 

There is a critical need for more research into the 

impact of land reform, both at the project level 

and at the wider programme level, particularly 

for longitudinal studies that track the experi-

ences of beneficiaries over an extended period. 

NGOs and researchers need to find ways of con-

structively interacting with relevant state agen-

cies, in order to share information and address 

matters of common concern. State agencies, in 

turn, should draw more on the capacity of NGOs 

and researchers to address areas where they are 

struggling to meet their responsibilities. 

Conclusion
This study set out to make a contribution to the 

debate on land reform in South Africa, and par-

ticularly the impact of gaining access to land on 

the livelihoods of the rural poor. By including a 

range of case studies, it sought to broaden the 

conventional definition of land reform to include 

not only state-sponsored ‘projects’ but also the 

experience of farmers who are implementing 

their own solutions to landlessness and poverty 

by using the resources available to them. Taken 

together, Dikgolo, Monyamane, Mahlahluvani 

and Shimange have much to tell us about the 

limitations of state land reform policy, but also 

about the determination of many previously dis-

advantaged people to acquire land of their own 

and improve their livelihoods. 

Land reform alone cannot be the solution to 

deeply entrenched problems of poverty and un-

employment in areas such as Limpopo. The find-

ings presented here suggest that the returns on 

agriculture for new entrants are likely to be very 

low, especially given the resource constraints 

facing most rural people and the limited support 

available from state agencies. Yet, agriculture is 

one of the few options open to many rural peo-

ple, especially those unlikely to find employment 

in other sectors due to age, lack of appropriate 

skills or family responsibilities. Critical choices 

will have to be made as to whether land reform 

policy should promote access to land primarily 

for household food production – for which there 

is clearly a demand – or for more commercially 

oriented forms of production. 

The switch from SLAG to LRAD, and the grow-

ing emphasis on strategic partnerships in re-

distribution, clearly favour a more commercial 

orientation, but this is likely to be expensive for 

the state and to benefit relatively few people. 

Providing relatively small areas of land to people 

for food production on a significant scale would 

require radical changes in the orientation of the 

DLA and the provincial DoA, and would require 

much greater involvement by local government 

in the provision of infrastructure. Such a pro-

gramme need not be expensive, however, when 

compared to the current model. As the case 
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studies here demonstrate, small-scale food pro-

duction can be sustainable over many years, can 

be largely self-organising, can absorb significant 

amounts of labour and can deliver a stream of 

benefits directly to poor households with mini-

mal support from the state. Increasing access to 

good quality land, with rudimentary infrastruc-

ture and a basic extension service, undoubtedly 

has the potential to provide an important sup-

plement to household food security and the live-

lihoods of large number of rural people. 
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Appendix 1: Organisations 
contacted during the 
research
Capricorn District Municipality

Centre for Rural Community Development, 

University of Limpopo

Chokoe LRAD project

Davhana Tribal Council

Department of Land Affairs, Limpopo Provincial 

Land Reform Office

Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, 

Makhado

Dikgale Tribal Council

Dikgolo Trust 

Guluksfontein LRAD project

Human Sciences Research Council, Pretoria

Landless Peoples Movement 

Limpopo Department of Agriculture

Limpopo LED

Madzivhadila Agricultural College 

Mahlahluvani Community

Majuta LRAD project

Makhado LED

Makhado Local Municipality 

Mamabola Tribal Council

Manavhela Community

Mavungeni CPA

Monyamane Farmers Association

Munzhedzi CPA

Njhakanjhaka Tribal Council

Noragrik

Polokwane Local Municipality

Regional Land Claims Commissioner, Limpopo

Shimange CPA

Tau Phuti Tlou LRAD project

Univen

University of Johannesburg 

Vele LRAD project

Vhembe District Municipality 
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Appendix 2: ‘A day on the 
farm’, by Marc Wegerif

 

It was just before six on an April morning, the 

sun had not yet risen, as we set out from the 

three rondavels that make up the homestead of 

Xikalamazula, his wife Johanna and their family 

in the village of Nwaxinyamani, Limpopo prov-

ince.43 Xikalamazula led the way, followed by Jo-

hanna and his eight-year-old grandson, Godsave. 

I stayed close to Xikalamazula, chatting to him 

as we walked briskly in the dawn light along a 

bumpy mud road between further homesteads, 

all crowded onto small plots of around 30 me-

tres by 30 metres.

We were setting out for a day’s work in the 

fields that Xikalamazula has illegally cleared and 

planted on land he believes is rightfully his. His 

parents were removed from the land in the late 

1950s while he was a small boy. Despite the land 

claims process being run in terms of the Restitu-

tion of Land Rights Act 22 of 1994, Xikalamazula 

and other members of the Mahlahluvani com-

munity have not yet had their land returned; 

a group of close to 40 families has decided not 

to wait any longer and has occupied the state-

owned land. They have been threatened with 

eviction, but continue farming – Xikalamazula 

says his family has to eat.

Xikalamazula and his wife have been farming 

the land for five years. He says that they started 

ploughing there because they were hungry and 

were going to their Marumbini (the place where 

they used to live). He completed only Standard 

Two (Grade Four) in primary school, and his wife 

has less education; neither of them speaks Eng-

lish. Xikalamazula has found it difficult to get 

work, something he attributes partly to the 

disability he has in one foot that causes him to 

limp, but which is not sufficiently serious for him 

to receive a state disability pension. Some time 

ago he lived in Alexandra, Johannesburg, and 

worked for a white person in the garden of their 

large house in Sandton. He has not had a regular 

job for a long time and is too young for an old-

age pension. He has survived doing piecework 

and by cutting and selling firewood. One day, he 

was at a meeting at the chief’s house and heard 

that people could get back their land. When he 

saw others were ploughing at their Marumbini, 

he decided to join them.

Xikalamazula has three children, one still at 

school and the others out of school, but un-

employed. Two of the children live with their 

parents at home and the other is in Makhado 

(the nearest town about 40 km away). He also 

has two grandchildren that are living at home. 

One receives a child support grant of R190 per 

month, which is the only source of income aside 

from what the family can sell of what they pro-

duce and gather on the land. Almost all they 

produce is used for home consumption; some of 

the firewood that they bring back is sold to get 

cash that is needed for things like school fees 

and buying seeds.

The path we were following left the houses be-

hind, going first through open land used for cat-

tle grazing and then working its way between 

fields planted with maize and other crops. 

Xikalamazula looked with disdain at the with-

ered maize stalks visible in most of the fields we 

passed, ‘this soil has nothing, you are wasting 

your time to try and grow crops here’, he said. 

The path became narrower and started to rise 

until we were climbing a steep slope surrounded 

by thick bush. As we got higher we found our-

selves surrounded and soaked by a morning 

mist.

Eventually, we reached the blue gum trees that 

form part of a plantation and then, from the top 

of the ridge, joined a track used by the forestry 

vehicles and followed this down towards the val-

ley where Xikalamazula and others are farming.

An hour and ten minutes after leaving Nwaxin-

yamani, we were walking along the forest track 

when we arrived at a rough gate in a fence made 

out of sticks and thorn bushes. Looking over the 

gate, one could suddenly see a whole valley that 

had been cleared and planted with maize and 

other crops, as well as a few small huts in the dif-

ferent fields that covered the slopes of the valley 

and the hills on the opposite side.

Before starting work, Xikalamazula called out to 

his neighbours to see who was around. A few 

voices answered from across the valley, although 

with the mist it was hard to see anyone. There 

was smoke rising from one of the huts some 

distance away, indicating someone was already 

43	  Xikalamazula, a bracelet 
made of goat’s skin, is the 
nickname Morgan Sithole was 
given as a boy when he did 
traditional dancing.
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cooking or just warming themselves. It was a 

Tuesday morning after the long Easter weekend 

and it seemed that the other farmers were slow-

er than usual in arriving to work in their fields; 

the mist and rain may also have encouraged 

some to delay at home. As the day wore on, 

more farmers passed by and could be seen work-

ing in their fields. A neighbour came over and 

discussed plans with Xikalamazula for the funer-

al of one of the farmers they worked with who 

had passed away a few days before. Xikalama-

zula suggested that they should all meet in the 

next few days and that people should contribute 

R5 each to assist with the funeral expenses.

There was also a discussion with a few of the 

neighbours about cattle getting into the fields 

and eating the maize. A woman farmer said she 

had found cattle in the fields the day before 

and chased them out, but had not been able to 

find where they had got through the fence. The 

crudely constructed perimeter fence that they 

all assist in maintaining surrounds Xikalamazu-

la’s and the adjoining fields. Between each plot 

are smaller fences made of sticks that mark the 

boundaries, but, in most cases, these would not 

deter cattle or other animals.

The person who had passed away was a man in 

his late fifties who had been working for a few 

years on the land. I asked what would happen 

to his land, and Xikalamazula explained that the 

man’s wife who had been working with him on 

the land would continue doing so, as they were 

now her fields.

The main task for the day was harvesting maize. 

We collected the maize cobs, putting them into 

cloth tied around our shoulders and then trans-

ferring them into sacks when the cloth was full. 

Xikalamazula wanted to collect the maize that 

was close to a beehive while it was still cold and 

misty, as he knew the bees would not be active 

in those conditions. He gave Godsave (his grand-

son) an old bucket and got him to start collect-

ing some small tomatoes growing amongst the 

maize stalks. After a while, Johanna went to an-

other part of the field to harvest peanuts. She 

came back with a small sack of peanuts and was 

chewing on some sugar cane.

Godsave soon sat next to the hut playing a game 

with some sticks and stones. There was no pres-

sure on him to work; now and again he contrib-

uted and, when we walked back, he helped to 

carry a bag for a while, but Xikalamazula soon 

assisted him with it. Although this should have 

been the boy’s first day back at school after a 

few weeks holiday, apparently his uniform was 

not ready.

At some point while we were working, Sarah ar-

rived and started harvesting maize in her field. 

Sarah is a widow living near to Xikalamazula in 

Nwaxinyamani. Her husband passed away about 

five years ago, and as she had no work Xika-

lamazula suggested she come and join them in 

farming.

After about an hour of work, the mist turned to 

light rain, which we endured for a while before 

taking refuge in the hut. The round thatched 

hut of about 3.5 metres in diameter was used for 

storing some of the products from the fields and 

things such as the old buckets and sacks used 

for collecting crops. More valuable tools like 

axes and hoes are carried home or hidden in the 

bush to avoid theft. Half the floor of the hut was 

covered in a mound of maize cobs harvested by 

Xikalamazula; a smaller pile of maize belonged 

to Sarah, who shared the field with Xikalama-

zula. There were quite a few pumpkins in a pile, 

some firewood and pots used for cooking lunch. 

On my previous visit to the farm, I had shared 

some mcomboti (home-brewed beer) that Xika-

lamazula had in a 5-litre container, but this time 

there was no sign of the beer. 

When the rain stopped, we went back to the 

fields. Xikalamazula now worked on the land 

that had been ploughed by Sarah and I joined 

him there. Sarah’s field is within the field fenced 

by Xikalamazula and there was no boundary vis-

ible to me between her fields and his. Despite 

the lack of any clear boundary, and the assist-

ance we gave in her harvesting, she and Xika-

lamazula were very clear on what was her crop 

and what was his. At one point, as I reached to 

pull a maize cob from the stalk, Xikalamazula, 

who I thought was absorbed in his own work, 

stopped me and said, ‘that is mine’. I left the 

stalk and moved further to the side ploughed by 

Sarah, taking care to check where Xikalamazula 

stopped harvesting. All the maize we picked 

in her field went into a separate sack and was 

stored separately, although in the same hut.

Johanna worked in a different part of the fields, 

collecting pumpkin leaves and flowers. The work 

proceeded at a steady pace and hours passed. 

We were not overexerting ourselves and chatted 

now and again with each other as we worked 

and with other farmers who passed by. The 

maize cobs varied in quality; many were a bit 
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eaten by worms and others were clearly not of 

the ideal size, but nevertheless a substantial crop 

was being harvested. It was hard to estimate the 

total amount of maize the family will get this 

season; at the time of my visit, they had hired 

a bakkie to take two loads to the village, in ad-

dition to the sacks they carried back. In the fol-

lowing month, they moved another two bakkie 

loads. Certainly, they would have considerably 

more than they could eat this year and would 

either store for next year or sell some. Of great 

importance is the fresh maize they pick and eat 

on a daily basis when it is ripe. When asked to 

estimate how much maize they ate in that way 

before the harvest, Xikalamazula explained that 

for about two months they had eaten at least 

two cobs each while working in the fields. They 

roast these on an open fire, and then take home 

a further 12 to 15 cobs for the family every day.

The first person to return to the land to farm was 

‘Pushy’ Hlongwane. He used several hectares of 

land at the bottom of the valley near a stream. 

Others seem to have followed his example and 

have come back to work the land.

Thomas Ndlovu, Johanna’s brother, stopped and 

took shelter with us during the rain when he 

was on the way to his fields. Later, we saw him 

coming back, and Xikalamazula asked him if it 

would be possible to use some of his land next to 

a small river for planting vegetables such as cab-

bage and spinach. Xikalamazula’s plot is quite 

high up the hill and not close to any water. If 

he could plant next to the river on his brother-

in-law’s land, he says he would water the veg-

etables by hand and be able to grow through-

out the dry winter. Xikalamazula made it clear, 

and assured Thomas, that the land belonged to 

Thomas, as it had been the Ndlovu family’s be-

fore they were removed. Xikalamazula said they 

would clear the land for Thomas and plant and 

leave the land for Thomas after harvesting their 

crops. The discussion did not finish with any 

clear agreement; Thomas said he might agree, 

but was a little cautious.

The total land area fenced by Xikalamazula, in-

cluding the land currently used by Sarah, could 

be around three hectares; it is hard to measure, 

due to the contours of the land and the uneven 

shape of the plot. Xikalamazula and his wife 

ploughed the whole area with hand hoes and 

also cleared the bush themselves. There remain 

a few areas of bush within the fenced fields that 

could still be cleared. A few shade trees have 

been left in place. There are graves of Xikalama-

zula’s grandparents on the plot, adding weight 

to his historical claim to that area. In addition to 

the field crops, there are several pawpaw trees 

and lemon trees on the plot.

Early in the afternoon, I went with one of the 

neighbouring farmers, Daniel Khumalo, to look 

for Pushy Hlongwane. I was interested to find 

out more about this man who seems to have 

started the land occupation that has led to 

large amounts of previously unused land being 

ploughed. We walked through several different 

fields. At the bottom of the valley, alongside a 

small stream, was a line of sugar cane. One of 

the huts we passed had neat rows of maize cobs 

tied by their stalks and suspended upside down 

from the ceiling. On another plot, planting ar-

eas had been shaped in steps along the contour 

of the hillside, and the farmer was preparing to 

plant an early winter crop of vegetables.

Daniel gave the same reasons as Xikalamazula 

for settling on the land, saying it was his family’s 

Marumbini, and that his family had been hun-

gry. He added that he had seen people coming 

back with maize and other produce from the 

land and had asked where they were coming 

from. One day he joined them and started clear-

ing his own piece of land.

When we got to Pushy’s fields there was no 

one to be found, only a dog to frighten away 

intruders, the monkeys and bush pigs. The hut, 

built in a rectangular shape, and incorporating 

a toolu (a traditional structure used for maize 

storage that keeps the maize off the ground) 

full of maize, was locked with a padlock. There 

were numerous avocado and mango trees on 

the plot as well as pawpaw, lemons and sugar 

cane. A large number of pumpkins could be seen 

through cracks in the hut’s door, and maize, 

peanuts, beans and sweet potatoes were visible 

in the fields.

We walked back a different route, going past 

Daniel’s fields, where we found his wife and a 

friend sitting by a fire in their hut. Daniel took 

his hoe and dug up some sweet potatoes that he 

gave to me. He said he sells sweet potatoes in 

the village at R10 for a 4 kg bucket.

When I returned, I found Xikalamazula collect-

ing some thin poles that he said he was going 

to use to build a toolu at his place in Nwaxin-

yamani. He had also chopped up some old blue 

gum poles and had bound them together to be 

carried back to the village for firewood.



75

ResearchReport

As we worked, we ate a few of the raw peanuts 

that Johanna had collected, and I was given a 

piece of sugar cane. Xikalamazula decided, I 

think out of sympathy for me, to leave earlier 

than they usually do (he said they normally 

stayed until four or five p.m.). So at about two-

thirty in the afternoon, after seven-and-a-half 

hours in the fields, we started gathering all that 

we would take with us on the journey home.

The walk back took an hour and ten minutes, 

about the same as the journey in the morning. 

Although this time most of the journey was 

downhill, we were carrying heavy loads, with 

everyone assisting. We carried fresh maize cobs 

from some late-planted maize, which the family 

would eat that day, tomatoes, pumpkin leaves 

and flowers, a large pumpkin, peanuts, sweet 

potatoes and two different types of wood, one 

that would be used to cook the meal and one 

to build with. We also had a sack of dry maize 

cobs that are being moved bit by bit down the 

hill before taking it for grinding at the mill in 

the neighbouring village. I realised that we 

were carrying everything the family would need 

to eat that evening, aside from water and the 

maize-meal that they had left at home from the 

previous year’s crop.

About ten hours after arriving, I said goodbye to 

the Sithole family and drove away carrying gifts 

of sweet potatoes and sugar cane. I had also 

gained a renewed belief in the need for and po-

tential of land reform, if it is driven and shaped 

by those who want to produce.
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