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Executive Summary  
 

Employment relations between farm workers and their employers are in the spotlight following 

violent farm worker protests in the Western Cape in November 2012 and the revision of the Sectoral 

Determination 13: Farm Worker Sector in March 2013.  The emergence of various (sometimes 

controversial) studies and media reports on ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

past few years has deepened and broadened the discourse on the multiple and diverse challenges 

facing agricultural producers, employers and workers. However, outdated assumptions and over-

simplifications continue to fuel unhealthy polarisation in the perceptions and views of key role 

players and the public in general.  This study seeks to highlight the ways in which the landscape has 

changed and to provide a perspective that allows for a more systemic understanding of the drivers 

that create the conditions for labour conflict.  

Five desktop reviews were undertaken as part of Phase 1 of the research project.  These reviews 

focused on (a) the demographics of farm workers and farm dwellers; (b)  the underlying economic 

context that governs farm employment; (c) the regulatory framework that governs the relationship 

and circumstances between farm workers, farm dwellers, employers and owners, labour brokers and 

other contractors; (d) the socio-economic conditions of farm workers; and (e) the movement of 

workers off-farm, including consideration of trends relating to tenure security of farm dwellers and 

farm evictions.  Chapter 1 provides a synthesis of these reviews, as well as analyses of (a) the 

financial position of the farm sector, and (b) the working conditions of farm workers based on 

findings of the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) and regression analyses applied to the Labour 

Market Dynamics in South Africa (LMDSA) data sets for 2011-2013. 

According to the 2011 Census, 759 127 households with an aggregate population of 2 732 605 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ όрΦну҈ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴύ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ Farm areas1 of South Africa in 2011, of whom 

592 298 households with a population of 2 078 723 people lived on farms.  At least 91.2 per cent of 

the Farm Area population was South African citizens, and at least 4.9 per cent was not.  Excluding 

employed people who earn no income (typically business owners and family members working in 

those businesses) and those who did not specify their incomes, 65.1 per cent of employed Farm 

dwellers earned R1 600 or less per month, and a further 17.2 per cent earned between R16 001 and 

R3 200 per month in 2011.  However, 2.5 per cent earned more than R25 600 per month.  (Stats SA, 

2013b). 

According to the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) (Stats SA, 2014), 696 288 worked in 

Agriculture, Hunting, Forestry and Fishing in South Africa in the third quarter of 2014. The list of 

occupations of those people is diverse, and clearly not all people employed in that group of sectors 

are farm workers.  Two occupation categories that are farm-ōŀǎŜŘΣ άCŀǊƳƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎέ ŀƴŘ 

άƳotorised faǊƳ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǊȅ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎέΣ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ срΦт ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ сΦр ǇŜǊ 

cent of the total.   Seventy per cent of farmhands and labourers are employed in the growing of 

crops, 22 per cent in farming of animals, and seven per cent in mixed farming operations.    

                                                                 
1
 The 2011 Census (Stats SA, 2013b) categorized people living in South Africa by Geography Type, i.e., whether 

they reside in an Urban Area, a Traditional or Tribal Area, or a Farm area.  Farm areas are predominantly large-
scale, commercial farming regions. 
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The following statistics relate to the working conditions of farmhands and labourers working for 

someone else for pay in the formal sector in the agricultural, hunting, forestry and fishing industries 

during the 3rd Quarter of 2014: 

¶ Work status: 51.1 percent had employment of a permanent nature, 25.2 per cent had 

employment of limited duration, and 23.6 per cent had employment of unspecified duration.  

Women were less likely than men to have employment of a permanent nature.    

¶ Employment contracts: Over 92 per cent of workers with employment of a permanent 

nature and 80.8 per cent of workers with employment of a limited duration have written 

employment contracts.  However, a mere 40 per cent of workers with employment on 

unspecified duration have written employment contracts.   

¶ Work hours:  The modal range of hours usually worked per week was 41 to 45 hours per 

week (41% for men and 47% for women), followed by 36 to 40 hours per week (25% and 

23%, respectively), and 46 to 50 hours per week (14% and 13%, respectively).  On average, 

women usually work fewer hours than men, with 22 per cent of women and 30 per cent of 

men usually working more than 45 hours per week.   

¶ Paid vacation leave:  Only 46.4 per cent were entitled to paid vacation leave, however, the 

incidence ranged from 75.2 per cent for workers with employment of a permanent nature to 

approximately 15 per cent for workers with employment of a limited or unspecified 

duration.   

¶ Paid Sick Leave:   Only 35 per cent were entitled to paid sick leave, however, the incidence 

ranged from 58.7 per cent for workers with employment of a permanent nature to 

approximately 10 per cent for workers with employment of a limited or unspecified 

duration.   

¶ Maternity/ Paternity leave: Few farmhands and labourers were entitled to maternity (5.6%) 
or paternity leave (1.5%). 

¶ Contribution to pension or retirement fund:  Only 20.6 per cent of farmhands and labourers 
received a contribution to pension or a retirement fund, however, the incidence ranged 
from 38.6 per cent for workers with employment of a permanent nature to less than 3 per 
cent for workers with employment of a limited or unspecified duration.   

¶ Medical aid or health insurance contribution: Only 1.5 per cent received contributions to 
medical or health insurance. 

¶ UIF Deductions: Approximately two-thirds (67.1%) had deductions for UIF.  The proportion 
was higher for workers with employment of a permanent nature (90.3%) vs. those with 
employment of a limited or unspecified duration (45.2% and 40.4%, respectively).   

¶ Mode of salary negotiation: The most frequent mode of salary negotiation reported by 
farmhands and labourers is direct negotiation with their employers (81.4%).  Negotiation 
between labour unions and employers is notably higher for permanent employees (9.0%) 
than for workers with employment of limited (0.7%) or unspecified duration (1.1%).   
Relatively fewer permanent workers reported having no regular salary increase (3.8%) 
relative to workers with employment of limited (14.7%) or unspecified (14.8%) duration.  A 
higher proportion of women than men reported having no regular salary increase (11.3% of 
women vs. 7.9% of men). 

 

The literature reviews identified several important contemporary themes impacting on employment 

on farms and the working and living conditions of farm workers include the changing regulatory 

environment of the sector post 1994: 
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¶ Market deregulation and trade liberalisation have, on the one hand, seen the state 

withdrawing from the sector. Agricultural marketing boards and the single marketing 

system, which previously forced producers to negotiate en bloc with powerful international 

supermarkets, were phased out. Trade liberalisation saw the phasing out of tariff 

protections to South African farmers and further decreases in farm subsidisation. As a result 

of the latter, the Producer Support Estimate to South African producers shrunk to about 3 

per cent - well below the 20 per cent average of the Organisation of Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD). 2 The extent to which the previous tariff regime was reduced also 

went far beyond what was required in terms of the Uruguay Round Agreement on 

Agriculture (URAA, cited in Griffiths, 2003).  

 

¶ Trade liberalisation Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜŜǇŜƴŜŘ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎΩ integration into global food 

value chains.  It has done so at a point in time when international (and local) retail power 

has become increasingly consolidated and more powerful. The combined processes of 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŘŜǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇŜǊƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƻ ǿŜŀƪŜƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎΩ 

collective bargaining power in the market place. As a result, some of the agricultural value 

chains, which were previously controlled by South African producers, are now controlled by 

international retailers. In the process, most South African producers have become price 

takers.  

 

¶ While the state on the one hand withdrew from the sector, on the other hand it has inserted 

itself purposefully into the agricultural sector by legislating the relationship between 

producers and labour. First, it extended labour legislation to farm workers, who were 

previously not protected by either the Basic Conditions of Employment Act or the Labour 

Relations Act. Second, in 2003, a Sectoral Determination for agricultural was promulgated 

which set a minimum wage for the sector. Third, the Extension of Security and Tenure Act, 

effected in 1997, aimed to provide more security of tenure to farm workers living on farms.   

As the result of the combined pressures outlined above, producers have adopted various coping 

strategies. Where labour have been a major cost component of their business, work forces have 

been restructured, leading to an overall decrease in the total of workers employed, but also 

increased casualization and externalisation. The restructuring process is likely to have geared up a 

notch following the 52 per cent increase in the minimum wage implemented in March 2013.  

The second part of this study hones in on how employers in the sector have restructured their 

labour forces and how this has impacted on farm workers.  To this end field work was conducted in 

ten case study sites across South Africa. In total, 48 farms were visited. In-depth, structured 

individual interviews (SIIs) were conducted with 208 farm workers of which 158 were permanent 

workers and 50 were seasonal workers. Due to logistical challenges, field work was unfortunately 

conducted during the off-season in some areas, making it difficult to get access to seasonal workers.  

Group interviews were conducted with an additional 250 farm workers that comprised both 

permanent and seasonal workers. In-depth SSIs were conducted with 48 producers. In addition, 

about 90 interviews with key stakeholders were held across the case studies; these included 

                                                                 
2
 OECD, 2011: 252, cited in Sender, 2012 
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representatives of producer organisations, trade unions, NGOs, government officials, industry 

bodies, social and health care workers. 

An important caveat of the study findings: given the size of the sector and the limited resources 

available for this study, the findings presented are not necessarily representative of the entire 

ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ άǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘǎέ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǘƻ ƘƛƎƘƭight key 

pressures impacting on labour relations in the sector and how these are playing out in the work 

place. Case studies were chosen to gauge to what extent a range of factors have had an impact on 

labour management strategies. These included labour intensity, the seasonality of farming 

operations, the ability of various sub sectors to mechanise, and their exposure to international 

markets.  

The dominant producer strategy to cope with the economic pressures has been to expand 

production to benefit from economies of scale.  To cope with the increased labour demands that 

resulted from expanded production, employers have resorted to two main strategies. Firstly, they 

have casualised their workforce. This means, that instead of employing more permanent workers to 

cope with increased production demands, they have employed more seasonal workers. While the 

bulk of seasonal workers are still employed only during peak production periods, a growing section is 

employed beyond the peak period, sometimes for more than nine months of the year. This trend of 

employing seasonal workers on extended contracts is especially evident in labour intensive 

industries such as sugar cane, table grapes, apples and also oranges. There is a need for clearer 

guidelines to regulate the ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ άƭƻƴƎ ǘŜǊƳέ ǎŜŀǎƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ 

A second strategy followed by producers to meet increased labour demand, has been to externalise 

labour. Externalisation was especially common in the sugar industry, where almost all cane cutting is 

done by contractors.  Numerous drivers have been listed for externalisation in this industry including 

the need to cut costs, to improve efficiencies, and to avoid the transaction and frustration costs of 

having to manage low-skilled workers. 

Non-permanent workers in the sugar industry are especially vulnerable: not only is their 

employment externalised, but they are often migrants and, in case of Nkomazi, foreign migrants. 

The scope for exploitation of such workers is therefore high.  Reasons provided by producers for 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅƛƴƎ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻŎŀƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭŜƎŜŘƭȅ ƴƻǘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ άŦƻǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎέΤ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ άōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪέΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 

that the terms and conditions of work in this subsector are poor. Hours of work tend to be short: 

while some employers in the sugar industry pay workers at or above the legislated minimum hourly 

wage, their wages are low because they work for less than nine hours a day.  It was also alleged that 

some small, black farmers in areas under the control of traditional councils and some land reform 

beneficiaries were not paying workers the minimum wage in the sugar sector.  Consistent allegations 

were also made that small, black contractors employed in the sugar cane industry were not only 

ǳǎƛƴƎ άƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊǎέΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ   

About half of the case study producers in the Western Cape made use of labour brokers to 

supplement their seasonal labour force.  However, probably as a result of ethical trade audits that 

monitor the conditions of workers employed by labour brokers, farms in the Western Cape were 

found to be more compliant than those in other areas. An interesting finding was that the majority 
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of producers attached more value to the results of ethical trade audits than to inspections of the 

Department of Labour. 

Reasons offered by case study producers for resorting to casualisation and externalisation were 

twofold. Firstly, employing workers on seasonal contracts was more cost effective. This was 

especially the case in the Western Cape where permanent employment was still strongly correlated 

with the provision of on-farm housing and a range of benefits that increased overall costs to 

company. Secondly, the vast majority of seasonal and externalised workers lived off-farm. Recruiting 

such workers means that employers avoid having to grant security of tenure to workers living on 

farms, as required by the Extension of Security and Tenure Act (ESTA). It seems therefore that one of 

the unforeseen consequences of ESTA has been to contribute to the process of casualisation.   

Another key finding is that migrant labour is well established in certain areas and on the rise in 

others. While the sugar cane producers of Eston and Nkomazi have been using migrants for some 

ǘƛƳŜΣ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǳƴŘŀȅΩǎ wƛǾŜǊ ±ŀƭƭŜȅ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ƴŜǿ ƘŜƛƎƘǘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ 

Migration to the labour intensive fruit areas of the Western Cape is also increasing. An attraction of 

Western Cape farms is that they offer longer seasonal employment at higher wages than those in 

other parts of the country. Moreover, because Western Cape fruit and wine farms have been 

subjected to ethical trade audits for some time, they tend to be more complaint with labour and 

ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ  CǊƻƳ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƛƴƎ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛǎ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

because more control can be exercised over labour, especially where they stay in on-farm hostels. 

Such control is critical in highly labour intensive industries where high absenteeism during key 

production periods can lead to serious crop losses, or, in the case of the sugar cane industry, to 

costly closures of the sugar mill.  Over time migrants seemingly begin to settle in local townships to 

avoid having to stay in shared hostel accommodation on-farm, to be closer to services and so they 

can have their families with them. 

As a result of the use of off-farm, seasonal workers, but also because producers are increasingly 

appointing permanent workers on an off-farm basis, many rural towns that used to resemble sleepy 

hollows have developed into sprawling, underserviced informal settlements.  It is not entirely clear 

whether the considerable growth of these informal areas is predominantly part of a voluntary 

movement off-farm, the result of in-migration from other parts of the country, or because of 

persistent evictions of farm workers.  Recently, it has been alleged that the Western Cape has been 

hit by a wave of farm evictions, suggesting that the latter has been one of the main causes leading to 

the expansion of rural towns. During this research it was difficult to find any objective evidence 

proving that this is indeed the case. Municipalities, the courts, Department of Rural Development 

and Land Reform do not keep consistent, reliable information on evictions, and if they do, such 

information was not made available to the researchers despite numerous requests. Data provided 

by these sources were mostly conflicting. Moreover, while getting information about legal evictions 

was still an exercise of the possible, getting any objective information about illegal evictions proved 

to be virtually impossible.  

Further research should be conducted to find out what drives migration to rural towns and how this 

dynamic works as it clearly has important ramifications for rural planning. Some rural towns are 

serving as unexpected centres of economic growth and (seasonal) employment. Yet, rural 

development policies are poorly aligned to these processes, leaving local government ill-equipped to 
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cope, let alone benefit, from such migration and development. Municipal officers interviewed 

mostly felt overwhelmed to cope with the influx of people, to provide housing, infrastructure and 

services. Officials pointed to already long waiting lists ς and complained that it would take decades 

to deal with existing backlogs. These lists did not even include the majority of farm workers. Many 

rural informal settlements do not only present a health hazard for those residing there, but also 

constitute an environmental threat as many rural municipalities do not have adequate 

infrastructure. At the moment raw sewerage is ending up in river courses. This poses a threat to the 

exportability of irrigated crops that are subjected to stringent food safety standards. The problem of 

inadequate housing for farm workers therefore has larger repercussions that threaten all 

stakeholders. 

Legislation and policy aiming to provide farm workers with housing and security of tenure appears to 

be hugely out of step with a growing, off-farm farm worker population. Extending on-farm tenure 

security and protection from eviction is no longer the single, biggest need of farm workers.  Farm 

workers are increasingly becoming a diverse group, living in a variety of different situations and with 

a range of needs of which tenure security is but one. Thus far, state policy has failed to respond to 

ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ assistance for farm worker housing is the 

Farm Worker Housing Assistance Programme (FWHAP). Yet, that programme only provides subsidies 

for on-farm housing for permanent workers if producers agree to provide security of tenure (and 

often increased security of tenure) to permanent farm workers. Yet, the very fact that permanent 

on-farm workers can obtain security of tenure has motivated producers to recruit seasonal workers 

off-farm. The result is that farm worker housing is increasingly becoming the responsibility of local 

government, which is regrettable given that the provision of on-farm housing would alleviate some 

of the pressures on rural municipalities to provide housing. 

More importantly, FWHAP does not make any provision for subsidisation of seasonal on-farm 

housing. Yet, the majority of farm workers are currently employed on a seasonal basis. The policy 

seems myopic. While ESTA makes provision for the Minister of the Department of Rural 

Development and Land Reform to facilitate off-site developments to extend the security of tenure of 

workers, little evidence could be found of any such development in recent times. It would clearly be 

to the benefit of the majority of seasonal workers if government could provide subsidies for on-farm 

housing that would improve the often cramped seasonal accommodation they currently live in, but 

also to develop long-term, permanent housing for an increasingly off-farm farm worker community. 

A multi-ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǳǊƎŜƴǘƭȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

improved: it requires innovative thinking and cooperation on behalf of both the state ς at all levels ς 

as well as industry. 

wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ƘƛƎƘ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ 

terms of granting of key rights. It has already been pointed out that the main problem area is the 

sugar industry, where labour is not only externalised, but where the use of foreign migrant labour is 

high. Another problem area, across industries, is the failure to grant pro rata leave to seasonal 

workers employed for less than four months continuously by the same employer. This is largely 

because Sectoral Determination leaves too much room for interpretation in this regard. The 

conditions under which most producers across case studies grant sick leave to workers are also 

problematic. EmploȅŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ŎƭƛƴƛŎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Řŀȅ ƻŦ 

illness frequently has the effect that workers either a.) have to pay expensive medical fees for the 
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άƭǳȄǳǊȅέ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƭƭ ƻǊ ōΦύ ǎƛǘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎ ǉǳŜǳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƎŜnuinely ill before they can go back 

to bed to recuperate. While employers resort to this tactic to manage alleged abuse of sick leave and 

high absenteeism, the practice transfers risk to the most vulnerable: poor, sick farm workers. 

Most producers in this study complied with minimum wage legislation.  However, the issue that led 

to the 2012 De Doorns farm worker protest was not one of non-compliance with the minimum 

ǿŀƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŀ άǘƻƻ ƭƻǿέ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘŜŘ ǿŀƎŜΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƪŜȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘǎΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ŦƻǊ Food 

and Agricultural Policy (BFAP) has pointed out in its analyses of agricultural wages: the industry is in 

a stalemate. On the one hand, most farmers cannot afford a wage of R150 per day; on the other, 

most households (consisting of two adults and two children) cannot prepare meals that are of 

acceptable nutritional standards, even if both parents earn R150 per day. The key challenge for the 

industry is to move beyond this stalemate.  

This research points to the critical role which government must play to enable worker and producers 

ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀƭŜƳŀǘŜΦ ¢ǊŀŘŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅ ǿŜŀƪŜƴŜŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎΩ 

collective power over the last decade. The result has been that they have become price takers and 

are increasingly on the defŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘǿƛƴŘƭƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ƳŀǊƎƛƴǎΦ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

ǇǊŜǾŀǊƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƘŀǾŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

vulnerability. This research shows that as producers have become more pressurised, they have 

increasingly passed on risk to farm workers through the processes of casualization, externalisation, 

and making further cost savings by recruiting workers off-farm.   

DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŎƘŀƛƴ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ǿƻŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ in macro-

economic policy that is increasingly weakening producers bargaining power in the market. 

Supporting farm workers without simultaneously supporting producers will be an exercise in futility. 

It is necessary to strengthen the bargaining power of both producers and workers to ensure that 

profit is distributed more equitably along the value chain.  If retailers are concerned about 

sustainable value chains, also they have to engage with this problematic.  A positive spin-off of the 

De Doorns strike has been the realisation among key industry players in both the producer and 

worker camps that their fortunes are intertwined. Their willingness to engage each other presents a 

key opportunity. Government has to become part of this social dialogue and reshape the macro-

economic environment to enable both producers and workers to move forward. 

 

Key recommendations  

 

The state should play a much more active role to simultaneously bolster the collective bargaining 

power of producers and workers to ensure a more equitable flow of value down agricultural value 

chains.  State intervention aimed to improve the livelihoods of farm workers since 1994 has largely 

failed to achieve its objectives because it does not appreciate that the fortunes of workers and 

producers are interlinked.  Lack of state support to producers has reduced their ability to resist 

ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŎƘŀƛƴΦ  tǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎΩ ŎƻǇƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ǌƛǎƪ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ 

pressures on both producers and workers will keep mounting if the state does not intervene more 

decisively and take a value chain approach to the problem. During this research, clear signs could be 

found that both groups are exiting the agricultural sector. Producers and workers should both 
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separately and jointly put pressure on government to deliver on the following key 

recommendations.  

 

To bolster the bargaining power of producers in agricultural value chains, the following 

recommendations are suggested. The state should: 

¶ help to open up new export markets to make producers less beholden to their traditional 
markets. This will increase their bargaining power. More generic marketing of South African 
agricultural produce by the state would also benefit the industry; 

¶ Eliminate non-tariff trade barriers imposed by other countries on SA exporting producers 
when negotiating trade agreements; 

¶ Consider exempting exporting producers from the Competition Act to allow them to 
collectively set floor prices that would incorporate a living wage for farm workers; and 

¶ More aggressively support the establishment of processing facilities and post-harvest 
facilities (such as cold storage facilities) that could extend the season and give more work to 
seasonal workers, but also allow producers to sell value-added products that will fetch them 
higher prices. 

 

To bolster the bargaining power of workers in agricultural value chains, the following 

recommendations are made. The state should: 

¶ Adapt existing labour legislation to the fact that most workers are now seasonal; 
¶ Eradicate ambiguities in SD13 to avoid interpretations that are harmful to workers (e.g. the 

granting of pro-rata leave); 

¶ Change the Labour Relations Act to make it easier for both unionised and non-unionised 
workers to bargain collectively and take part in protective strikes; 

¶ Facilitate the appointment of labour representatives on farms,  provide or facilitate labour 
rights training to them and give them access to a regularly updated data basis of 
organisations that offer assistance to farm workers; 

¶ Support paralegal offices servicing rural areas such as advice bureaus and legal centres 
which are acutely under-resourced; 

¶ Facilitate closer co-operation between the Department of Labour and ethical trade bodies 
such and WIETA and SIZA to monitor on-farm training; 

¶ Not ban labour brokering outright as these agents currently fulfil an important function 
coordinating seasonal work. If labour brokering is banned, another agent should be found to 
coordinate seasonal work. Different types of labour brokering should be better defined and 
regulated. Self-regulation of the industry should be encouraged; and 

¶ Roll out the Public Works Programmes in rural areas during the off-season to allow seasonal 
workers to benefit from more work opportunities and a more consistent income (e.g.  road 
building; brick-making for RDP houses.) 
 

During this research both workers and producers raised lack of housing support as a key issue. It 

is recommended that the state revisit its existing housing policy in relation to farm workers. 

More specifically, the state should: 

¶ Provide more support for on-farm housing (conditions for housing subsidies should be less 
onerous) to alleviate the burden on the state to provide housing to an ever-growing pool of 
off-farm workers.  One of the unintended consequences of ESTA has been increased 
casualization of farm work and the accompanying trend of sourcing farm workers from local 
towns; 

¶ Enter public/private partnerships with producer communities to build more off-farm worker 
housing; 
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¶ Increase the housing budget of rural municipalities to accommodate housing for seasonal 
farm workers; 

¶ Improve infrastructure provision to rural towns, especially to improve water and sewerage 
provision; and   

¶ Improve public transport in rural areas to decrease the isolation of on-farm workers. 
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Introduction  
Employment relations in the agricultural sector in South Africa have been in the spotlight for the 

past several years, and never more so than during the recent wave of violent farm worker protests 

that began in the Du Doorns area in the Western Cape in November 2012. The previous year saw the 

publication of, and considerable negative publicity emanating from, the controversial Human Rights 

²ŀǘŎƘ όIw²ύ wŜǇƻǊǘ άRipe with Abuseέ όIǳƳŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎ ²ŀǘŎƘΣ нлммύΦ  Several other landmark 

studies and media reports have emerged during this period, deepening and broadening the 

discourse on the multiple and diverse challenges facing agricultural producers, employers and 

workers. Outdated assumptions and over-simplifications continue, however, to fuel unhealthy 

polarisation in the perceptions and views of key role players and the public in general. The tendency 

to assume that most farm workers  live on the farm, dependent on the employer for all their needs 

is one example, as is the stereotype of  the white-owned, owner-operated family farm as the norm.  

In reality, employers in agriculture are increasingly diverse, as ownership patterns shift with farm 

consolidation, land reform and encroachment by agribusiness, as well as a growing reliance on 

contractors and labour brokers.  Likewise, feudal relationships between farmers and farm workers 

are increasingly breaking down through movement off farms (for various reasons, including, but not 

only, evictions) and a shift away from use of permanent workers towards the use of indirect labour 

and short-term employment contracts.   There are a number of other important shifts taking place 

that have a direct bearing on farm labour working and living conditions, as well as considerable 

diversity and complexity in employer-worker relationships.     

There is a strong need for research that highlights the ways in which the landscape has changed, and 

seeks to build consensus amongst the central role-players about the nature of trends and their root 

causes. Further, there is a need to provide a perspective that allows for a more systemic 

understanding of the drivers that create the conditions for labour conflict.  

The research proposal submitted to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) by the research 

team was informed by the following important considerations, which have in turn influenced the 

ǘŜŀƳΩǎ interpretation of the TOR for the study as issued by the ILO:  

Conceptual clarification and catching up.   The team perceived a strong need for a research 

intervention that highlights the ways in which the landscape of labour relations on farms has 

changed since the mid- 1990s. The highly polarised and emotive debates of the present day are to a 

large extent based on assumptions that date back to this period. Many of these are no longer valid. 

Some central concerns of Apartheid and transition-era policy debates are becoming increasingly 

marginal, while new and pressing issues are arising that are too often ignored. A critical element of 

this study has therefore been to illuminate the changed landscape and contribute to conceptual 

clarity about current conditions and trends.   

Focus on movement off farm and growing insecurity of employment. Amongst the significant shifts 

that have taken place since the mid-1990s two stand out, and are be singled out for special attention 

in the study. The first is movement off farms, occasioned by various factors including, but not limited 

to, evictions. The second is the restructuring of the agricultural workforce and the rise of indirect 

labour supply, temporary and insecure work. To a large extent these trends are already far advanced 
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and the focus therefore needs to shift to a greater understanding of the particular vulnerability of 

off-farm workers, seasonal workers and those in insecure employment. 

A focus on analytical and systemic concerns.  In a study of this nature, it was not possible or 

appropriate to survey the extent of labour violations and evictions, or to conduct a suitably 

representative survey of working conditions across the wide range in farm sizes, ownership 

categories and multiple other variables. Furthermore, surveying these issues is notoriously tricky, 

and attempting to provide ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ϥǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǿƻǊŘΩ about human rights 

violations / evictions was considered to be simply unrealistic. Instead, the research was aimed at 

generating insight into the systemic issues that produce these difficulties in the first place.  

Accordingly, the team developed a research proposal beginning with a comprehensive sectoral 

analysis, drawing on the extensive literature available, and the experience of the team.  This in turn 

provided the insight necessary to select and design a suite of ten case studies for detailed on the 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ άƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘǊǳǘƘƛƴƎέ exercise that tested assumptions and provided an 

opportunity to illuminate causal patterns and underlying trends. The case studies were selected to 

highlight key aspects of variability including the following: 

¶ The extent of concentration and value chain integration 

¶ The role of scale and capital intensity 

¶ The diversity of labour sourcing arrangements,  

¶ The impacts of new players (agribusiness, emergent farmers),  

¶ Contiguity to or distance from other human settlements (a major issue affecting the 

availability of off-farm labour).   

 The case studies are focused particularly on agricultural industries that are relatively labour 

intensive, subject to labour shedding, or subject to particular economic stress.  The case study 

analyses were conducted to consider economic and market factors that drive enterprise behaviour, 

as well as basic considerations such as legal compliance.  

Objectives 
The objectives of the proposed research were: 

a. To describe the most important trends in the living and working conditions of farm 

workers; 

b. To describe the key processes driving labour market restructuring in agriculture, 

including the movement of workers off farms; and 

c. To provide an analysis of the underlying structural conditions and drivers of these 

trends. 
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Scope of the research 
The key areas and outcomes that the research study focused on include: 

¶ The underlying economic context that governs farm employment.  This includes: 

i. regulatory context of markets and subsidies; 

ii. market orientation; 

iii. value chain integration and market restructuring, including the emergence of buyer 

driven value chains; 

iv. economic implications for the viability of agricultural units, industry structure and  value 

chain integration. 

A key outcome of the first phase of this research was to identify ΨƘƻǘ ǎǇƻǘǎΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦŀǊƳ 

workers living and working conditions are subject to particular contention and strains.  The 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨƘƻǘ ǎǇƻǘǎΩ was be based on a sectoral and economic analysis of 

industry structure and value chain integration.  This analysis was intended to provide a 

differentiated picture of what kinds of dispute / emergent issues are arising, with what 

degree of urgency in which sectoral and geographic area. 

¶ The regulatory framework that governs the relationship and circumstances between farm 

workers, farm dwellers, employers and owners, labour brokers and other contractors.  In 

this regard, the research team conducted a desk top review of existing laws and regulations 

pertaining to the agricultural sector.  Particular foci if that review were to (a) examine the 

legislative framework governing the relationship between farm owners and farm workers, 

and all matters relating to employment law, including basic conditions, labour organization, 

security of tenure and the determination of wages; and (b) to provide an overview of the 

institutiƻƴŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΩ 

rights, including provisions around inspections, monitoring and access to justice. 

¶ Demographics of farm workers and farm dwellers based on existing survey and census 

data.  Some characteristics of farm labourers and farm dwellers, such as their age, 

education, gender, race and nationality, amongst others, may be correlated with their socio-

economic conditions. So too might some characteristics of the businesses that employ farm 

workers (both farms and contractors), such as farm size, the business ownership structure, 

and its management structure.  The researchers made use of various data bases, including 

the 2011 Census and the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) to provide a description of 

the populations of farm workers and farm dwellers, and to examine recent trends in 

employment on farms and some aspects of working conditions of farm workers.   

 

¶ An overview of emergent issues relating to the working and living conditions of farm 

workers (both on and off farm). This overview focused specifically on issues relating to hot 

spots above, and addressed factors such as: 

i. wages and remuneration; 

ii. delivery of services (water, health, social security, accommodation) by 

agricultural employers and municipalities; 

iii. labour market restructuring, seasonalisation, externalisation and the impact on  

security of employment; 
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iv. migration off farms, including but not limited to evictions ς considering both the 

incidence and circumstances of evictions, migratory patterns, and access to 

information and perceptions of legal issues; 

v. a specific focus on the living conditions of off-farm, casual, externalized and 

seasonal workers; 

vi. a specific focus on the labour rights and employment conditions of migrants and 

non-South African workers; and 

vii. trends relating to tenure security and farm evictions. 

 

¶ A specific analysis of issues pertaining to the movement of workers off farm (including 

evictions).  This included: 

i. An enumeration of underlying factors influencing migration trends of farm 

workers, including but not limited to: the impact of Sectoral Determination, 

labour and tenure laws, and service delivery by government; 

ii. An investigation of the impact of Sectoral Determination, labour legislation, and 

land reform legislation on security tenure for beneficiaries, and the 

identification of mitigation strategies; 

iii.  An analysis of the provisions for off-farm workers including agri-villages, 

municipal long-term human settlement plans for selected municipalities (based 

on a survey of selected municipalities where farmworker migrations pose a 

challenge to long-term human settlements planning);  and 

iv. An analysis of the socio-economic conditions of off-farm workers. 

The Structure of the Report 
The report structure reflects the research design.  Chapter 1 presents a synthesis of five desktop 

reviews undertaken as part of Phase 1 of the research project (Atkinson, 2013; Clarke, 2013; Ferrer, 

2013, Theron, 2013; and Visser, 2013).  Some of the content of those reviews has been revised and 

some statistical information updated.  Additional analyses of trends in the financial position of farms 

and the working conditions of farm workers have also been included in Chapter 1.  Chapter 2 

presents the empirical case studies of ten purposively selected localities, as well as the findings of 

discussions with key stakeholders that comprised Phase II of the research project.  The first sections 

of the chapter explain the choice of the ten case study localities, and provide important context for 

each of those localities.  They are:  

1. De Doorns in the Western Cape (a table grape farming area); 

2. Ceres in the Wastern Cape (deciduous fruit - apples and pears); 

3. Robertson in the Western Cape (wine and mixed cropping); 

4. Sundays River Valley in the Eastern Cape (citrus); 

5. Eston in KwaZulu-Natal (sugarcane); 

6. Ventersdorp in the North West province (extensive livestock and game ranching, 

maize); 

7. Bothaville in the Free State (maize and various horticultural crops); 

8. Levubu in Limpopo Province (subtropical fruit and macadamias);  

9. Nkomazi in Mpumalanga (subtropical fruit and sugarcane); and 

10. Poultry production in Gauteng (no specific locality). 
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These case study localities were selected with the objective of providing a representative spread of 

farming operations in South Africa, but with an emphasis on localities that exhibit key emergent 

trends that are likely to impact on farm workers working and living conditions, e.g., the emergence 

of private sector standards in the value chains of some agricultural commodities, changing patterns 

of farm ownership, and off-farm migration of farm workers.  The case study analyses therefore 

provide a differentiated picture of which kinds of disputes and emergent issues are emerging with 

which degree of urgency in which sectors and geographic areas.  In the next section of Chapter 2, the 

research methodology used to conduct the case studies is presented.  The study made use of in-

depth interviewing with key informants to investigate issues considered (on theoretical grounds) to 

be determinants of socio-economic conditions of farm workers. In broad terms, three categories of 

information fed into each locality case study: 

¶ Interviews with the principal decision-makers of businesses that employ farm labourers, 

including both farmers and contractors; 

¶ Interviews with farm labourers, including but not limited to farm workers living and or 

working on the farms in the farm unit survey; and  

¶ Interviews with other key informants, e.g., representatives of local municipalities, 

commodity organisations, ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ organisations, ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǳƴƛƻƴǎΣ ǇŀǊŀƭŜƎŀƭǎΣ and 

relevant local NGOs, amongst others. 

 

The final section of the chapter provides a synthesis of the ten case study analyses as well as the 

findings of interviews with national level key stakeholders. The chapter concludes with a discussion 

of the main findings of the study.   
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Chapter 1: Conceptual Clarification and Catching up  
 

South African agriculture embarked on a process of extensive restructuring post-1994.  The driving 

forces of this change include both a deregulation of the sector (encompassing the phasing out of a 

protective tariff regime, a withdrawal of subsidisation, and the abolition of state-controlled 

marketing boards), as well as increased direct intervention in other aspects, such as land reform and 

labour legislation.  Whilst the primary objective of this deregulation was to increase the economic 

efficiency of the sector and to keep food prices down, it was also complementary to the 

governments land reform programme in so far as it was expected to drive down prices of farmland 

όhtaΣ нлллύΣ ŀƴŘ άǎƘŀƪŜ ƻǳǘέ ƛƴŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ όIŜƭƭƛƪŜǊΣ нлмоύΣ ǘƘǳǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ land 

available for redistribution at lower prices.   

Whilst the establishment of black farmers was a major objective of the new state, it was not the only 

one as far as restructuring the agricultural landscape was concerned. At least rhetorically, the state 

has claimed concern for the well-being of the rural poor, a significant proportion of who depend on 

agriculture for their livelihoods. In an attempt to improve the lives of farmworkers specifically, the 

state therefore actively intervened in the sector by extending a raft of labour and social legislation to 

farm workers. 

The process of restructuring, including changes to the regulatory framework governing employment 

of farm workers, as well as a myriad of other factors, had a substantial impact on the agricultural 

sector, and by extension on employment in the sector, including the working and living conditions of 

farm workers and farm dwellers.   

The objective of this chapter is to illuminate the changed landscape and contribute to conceptual 

clarity about current conditions and trends ƛƴ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ.  The first 

section introduces the reader to the populations of farm workers and farm dwellers in South Africa.   

Importantly, the section reports on recent trends in on-farm employment and presents descriptive 

statistics of the working conditions of farm workers in South Africa, based on data elicited from the 

Quarterly labour Force Survey, amongst other sources.  Next, the economic  restructuring of 

commercial agriculture in South Africa is reviewed, including trends relating to de- and re-regulation, 

market orientation, value chain integration, industry concentration, and the penetration of 

agribusiness.  The third section examines the regulatory framework that governs the relationship 

and circumstances between farm workers, farm dwellers, farmers and contractors.  This is followed 

by a review of literature on the socio-economic conditions of farm workers and farm dwellers, a 

review of the financial position of the farm sector in South Africa, and a review of available reports 

on tenure security and farm evictions in South African agriculture. 
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Section 1.1: Demographics of farms , farm workers  and farm dwellers  in 

South Africa  

Introduction  

Whilst there is likely to be considerable overlap between the populations of farm dwellers and farm 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ŦŀǊƳ ŘǿŜƭƭŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ όƻǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎύΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ 

farm workers are farm dwellers.  The objective of this section is to present a description of the two 

populations using data from the 2011 National Census (Stats SA, 2013a and 3013b) and the 

Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) (Stats SA, 2014). The purpose is primarily to provide context 

for the current study.       

The 2011 Census (Stats SA, 2013b) categorized people living in South Africa by Geography Type, i.e., 

whether they reside in an Urban Area, a Traditional or Tribal Area, or a Farm area (Table 1).  The 

categorization of rural areas into Traditional or Tribal Areas and Farm areas reflects a distinct 

dichotomy of rural areas in South Africa.  Farm areas are predominantly large-scale, commercial 

farming regions as being typified by farms with relatively higher turnovers that use capital-intensive 

modern production techniques, and have links with key input and output markets.  Because  non-

white South Africans were excluded from owning farmland in these freehold farming regions under 

apartheid policies, in 1994 this land was almost exclusively owned by white South Africans, white-

owned corporate entities, foreigners and the state (Louw, 2013).  tƻǎǘ мффп ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ [ŀƴŘ wŜŦƻǊƳ 

programmes and land markets have transferred the ownership of farm land in Farm areas to Black 

South Africans, however, the true extent of land reform to date is uncertain in the absence of a 

comprehensive land audit.    

The Traditional or Tribal regionsΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŦƻǊƳŜǊ ƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘǎέ ƻǊ ά.ŀƴǘǳǎǘŀƴǎέΣ ŀǊŜ ƘƻƳŜ 

ǘƻ омΦу ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ōut erroneously, described as 

communal farming regions.  Land in these regions is owned by the state but governed under 

traditional tenure arrangements in which households typically do have exclusive use-rights to arable 

ƭŀƴŘΦ  IƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΩ ŀǊŀōƭŜ ŀƭƭƻǘƳŜƴǘǎ are typically small (often less than one hectare per household) 

and often fragmented.  The scars of betterment planning are still evident in some regions.  Although 

households with registered Permission to Occupy (PTO) have relatively secure tenure, some articles 

have described land tenure arrangements in these regions as being weak in various respects.  Louw 

(2013) describes these predominantly small-scale, subsistence farming regions as being 

characterized by labour-intensive, traditional production techniques, a lack of institutional capacity, 

and cause rights to arable land are not transferable on a temporary or permanent basis.  Although 

most agricultural households in these regions farm for subsistence purposes, many are involved in 

commercial agriculture.  Some farms are relatively large with arable plots consolidated either via 

land rental markets or via the establishment of group-owned corporate entities, such as co-

operatives.  Under-utilization of high potential arable land is a systemic problem in this sector: 

Aliber, et al. (2007, citing the Department of Minerals and Energy, 2006)) noted that there were 

three million hectares of under-utilised, high potential arable land in the Traditional or Tribal 

regions. 

Some researchers have described the rural dichotomy as Farm areas ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭΩ ƻǊ ΨƭŀǊƎŜ-

ǎŎŀƭŜΩ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ Traditional or Tribal Areaǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΩ ƻǊ ΨǎƳŀƭƭ-ǎŎŀƭŜΩ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ 

regions, however, both of these descriptions are, at best, generalizations.  For example, Greenberg 
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(2013b), points out that if farmers are classified as being small- or large-scale according to a 

definition proposed by Kirsten (2011), then 56.5 per cent ƻŦ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ 

ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нлл7 Census of agriculture would be classified small-scale.  Likewise, ArmourΩǎ 

(2013)Σ ±ƛƴƪ ϧ ±ŀƴ wƻƻȅŜƴΩǎ όнллфύ ŀƴŘ !ƎǊƛ{9¢!Ωǎ (2010) respective typologies of South African 

farmers all include categories of commercial farming in Traditional or Tribal areas.   

Demographics of the population of Farm dwellers  

The population of farm dwellers is defined in this section as people living on farms in Farm areas of 

South Africa.  According to Stats SA (2013b), in 2011, 759 127 households with an aggregate 

population of 2 732 605 ǇŜƻǇƭŜ όрΦну҈ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴύ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ CŀǊƳ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ƻŦ ǿƘƻƳ 

592 298 households with a population of 2 078 723 people (76.1% of the Farm area population) 

lived on farms3.  This population includes farm owners, farm workers and their families as well as 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŦŀǊƳ ƻǿƴŜǊǎΣ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƴƻǊ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ 

some farm owners and farm workers are not part of this population. 

The proportion of Farm area residents that live on farms varied considerably between and within 

provinces.  For example, whereas for aggregate Farm areas the ratio of people living on farms and 

small holdings to those living in formal, informal and traditional living areas and collective living 

arrangements was approximately 5:1, in KwaZulu-Natal it was close to 1:1 because of the large 

proportion in that province that reside in traditional residential settlements in Farm areas.  Within 

KwaZulu-Natal the ratio varied from 5:2 in Umgungundlovu to 2:7 in the Sisonke District.  By way of 

contrast, the ratio was 100:1 in the Cape Winelands in the Western Cape and Vhembe in Limpopo.  

Almost all people living in Farm areas of the Northern Cape resided on farms or small holdings 

Race 

Table 1.1 shows that in 2011, 70 per cent of the Farm area population were Black Africans, 15.6 per 

cent were Coloured, 13 per cent were White and 0.5 per cent were Indian or Asian.  The proportion 

of the Farm area population that resided on farms varied by population group: 71.2 per cent of Black 

Africans, 95.9 per cent of Coloured people, 68.6 per cent of Indians and Asians, and 79.0 per cent of 

Whites.  A fairly large proportion of Black Africans in Farm areas who did not reside on farms resided 

in Traditional residential areas of KwaZulu-Natal.   

Nationality  

At the time of the 2011 Census, at least 91.2 per cent of the Farm area population were South 

African citizens and at least 4.9 per cent were not (refer to Table 1.2).  (The citizenship of the 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ оΦф ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ Ψƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘΩ ƻǊ Ψƴƻǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜΩύΦ  

The proportion of the population below the age of 20 years was 36.7 per cent for citizens and 14.5 

per cent for non-citizens, possibly reflecting that non-citizen farm dwellers are more likely to live 

apart from their families than are citizens.  The proportion of people living in Farm areas at the time 

of the 2011 Census who were not South African citizens varied widely both between and within 

provinces.  Whereas more than 90 per cent of people in Farm areas of the Western Cape, KwaZulu-

                                                                 
3
 Of the 23.9% of the population in Farm areas that did not reside on farms, 12.6% lived in traditional 

residential areas, 5.8% lived on smallholdings, 1.7% in informal residential area (1.7%), 1.2% in collective living 
quarters, 1.0% in formal residential areas, 0.9% in Parks and recreation areas, and 0.6% in industrial and 

commercial areas (Stats SA, 2013b).  Some of these people are employed and unemployed farm workers and 
their families.  
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Natal and the Northern Cape who lived on farms or small holdings were South African citizens, 

approximately 20 per cent of people in Farm areas of Limpopo were not South African citizens.  The 

percentage of non-South Africans in Vhembe District of Limpopo and Ehlanzeni District in 

Mpumalanga exceeded 38 per cent and 20 per cent, respectively.   

Table 1.1:  The Farm area population of South Africa by population group and enumeration area 

type, 2011 

Enumeration area type Population group Total  

Black 
African  Coloured  

Indian or 
Asian  White  Other  

Formal residential  18,802 1,730 1,172 5,185 82 26,970 

Informal residential  46,128 572 116 146 109 47,071 

Traditional residential  340,714 1,029 1,413 1,337 259 344,753 

Farms  1,369,875 410,203 9,545 280,229 8,871 2,078,723 

Parks and recreation  16,486 2,525 167 5,814 221 25,213 

Collective living quarters  31,013 1,227 214 1,421 116 33,990 

Industrial  14,956 278 146 1,692 39 17,111 

Small holdings  86,150 10,181 1,131 59,036 1,025 157,523 

Commercial  1,203 11 6 26 4 1,250 

Total  1,925,327 427,755 13,910 354,886 10,727 2,732,605 

Source: Census 2011 (Stats SA, 2013b) 

Table 1.2: The population living in Farm areas of South Africa by citizenship and age, 2011. 

Age groups in 5 
years 

Population group Total 

Citizens Non-citizens Not specified Not applicable 

00 - 04  272,579 7,145 5,265 1,023 286,012 

05 - 09  224,077 2,497 2,860 2,038 231,472 

10 - 14  207,927 1,772 2,763 4,409 216,871 

15 - 19  209,197 7,905 1,448 9,765 228,315 

20 - 24  238,102 26,379 1,529 12,925 278,935 

25 - 29  233,867 29,282 1,499 12,705 277,353 

30 - 34  191,677 20,425 1,317 9,513 222,932 

35 - 39  180,637 13,864 1,003 7,743 203,247 

40 - 44  161,084 7,757 906 6,816 176,563 

45 - 49  149,341 5,037 729 6,290 161,397 

50 - 54  125,673 3,733 662 4,767 134,835 

55 - 59  102,123 2,619 547 2,761 108,050 

60 - 64  73,787 1,764 437 1,934 77,922 

65 - 69  48,022 1,081 284 1,163 50,550 

70 - 74  33,550 748 201 908 35,407 

75 - 79  19,263 393 142 411 20,209 

80 - 84  11,895 254 81 232 12,462 

85+  9,397 210 57 410 10,074 

Total  2,492,198 132,863 21,731 85,813 2,732,605 

Source: Census 2011 (Stats SA, 2013b) 
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Tenure status  

Of the 592 298 households that did reside on farms in Farm areas at the time of the 2011 census, 

44.9 per cent occupied their homes rent-free, 26.4 per cent rented their homes, 6.1 per cent owned 

their homes (fully paid-off) and 5.2 per cent owned their homes (not yet paid off) (Stats SA, 2013b).   

It is unfortunately not possible to disaggregate these statistics by households of farm owners, farm 

workers and other farm dwellers.  These statistics suggest that in the majority of farm dwellers had 

relatively precarious tenure, however, the relatively low proportion that pay rent for 

accommodation suggests that in 2011 a large proportion of farms provided accommodation to their 

employees rent-free. 

Employment Status 

According to Stats SA (2013b), 882 912 people of the 2.078 million people who resided on farms in 

Farm areas were employed, 100 117 were unemployed, 51 196 were classified as discouraged work 

seekers and 413 014 were not economically active (Table 5).  Of the 882 912 employed people in the 

Farm area population, 64.8 per cent are Black Africans, 19.9 per cent are Coloured, 0.4 per cent are 

Indian or Asian, and 14.4 per cent are Whites.  The 2011 Census statistics available to the author do 

not indicate how many of these people were employed on farms.  These statistics understate the 

extent of unemployment in rural regions of South Africa because many farm workers reside in 

Traditional or Tribal areas or Urban areas during times of unemployment. 

Education 

Table 1.3 reports education levels of people living in farm areas by their official employment status, 

excluding people who are not economically active or not of working age.    The modal level of 

education for each of employed, unemployed and discouraged work seekers is Grade 12.  However, 

for all three categories, however, 41.4 per cent of employed people, 35.4 per cent of unemployed 

people and 40.2 per cent of discouraged work seekers do not have formal education beyond Grade 

5.  Furthermore, only 8.7 per cent of employed people, 3.1 percent of unemployed people, and 1.9 

per cent of discouraged work seekers have formal education beyond Grade 12. 

These statistics show, firstly, that the economically active farm area population has a relatively low 

average level of formal education, and, secondly, that relatively less educated people are employed 

in farm areas.  Furthermore, relatively few economically active people in farm areas who have 

education beyond Grade 12 are unemployed or discouraged work seekers. 

Incomes 

Excluding employed people who earn no income (typically business owners and family members 

working in those businesses) and those who did not specify their incomes, 65.1 per cent of 

employed Farm dwellers earned R1 600 or less per month, and a further 17.2 per cent earned 

between R16 001 and R3 200 per month in 2011.  However, 2.5 per cent earned more than R25 600 

per month.  To place these figures in context, the minimum wage in the agricultural sector from 

March 2011 to February 2012 was R7.04 per hour, which equates to R1375.94 per month for a full 

time employee working 45 hours per week.  Eighty four per cent of unemployed people and 

discouraged work-seekers reported having no income (Stats SA, 2013b). 

Demographics of farm workers  

The Quarterly Labour Forces Survey (QLFS) conducted by Stats SA provides the official estimates of 

employment in the South African economy on a quarterly basis.  This section reports recent trends in 
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employment on farms and the working conditions of farm workers using data from the QLFS. Its 

purpose is to establish some of what is already known and to identify issues for further investigation 

in the case study analyses. 

Table 1.3. Education levels of people living in Farm areas by official employment status, 2011. 

Highest educational level 

Official employment status  

Employed  Unemployed  Discouraged work-seeker  

No schooling  11.6% 8.7% 10.6% 

Gade 0  0.5% 0.5% 0.4% 

Grade 1 / Sub A  1.5% 1.2% 1.2% 

Grade 2 / Sub B  2.1% 1.7% 1.9% 

Grade 3 / Std 1/ABET 1Kha Ri Gude;SANLI  3.1% 2.4% 2.7% 

Grade 4 / Std 2  4.2% 3.6% 4.2% 

Grade 5 / Std 3/ABET 2  4.7% 4.3% 4.5% 

Grade 6 / Std 4  5.3% 5.0% 5.9% 

Grade 7 / Std 5/ ABET 3  8.4% 8.0% 8.8% 

Grade 8 / Std 6 / Form 1  8.7% 9.5% 9.5% 

Grade 9 / Std 7 / Form 2/ ABET 4  7.6% 9.5% 9.6% 

Grade 10 / Std 8 / Form 3  8.9% 11.5% 11.2% 

Grade 11 / Std 9 / Form 4  7.6% 10.9% 10.0% 

Grade 12 / Std 10 / Form 5  17.1% 20.1% 17.5% 

NTC I / N1/ NIC/ V Level 2  0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 

NTC II / N2/ NIC/ V Level 3  0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 

NTC III /N3/ NIC/ V Level 4  0.3% 0.1% 0.1% 

N4 / NTC 4  0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 

N5 /NTC 5  0.1% 0.1% 0.0% 

N6 / NTC 6  0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 

Certificate with less than Grade 12 / Std 10  0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 

Diploma with less than Grade 12 / Std 10  0.2% 0.1% 0.0% 

Certificate with Grade 12 / Std 10  0.7% 0.5% 0.4% 

Diploma with Grade 12 / Std 10  1.6% 0.6% 0.3% 

Higher Diploma  1.7% 0.5% 0.2% 

Post Higher Diploma Masters; Doctoral Diploma  0.3% 0.1% 0.0% 

Bachelors Degree  1.3% 0.3% 0.2% 

Bachelors Degree and Post graduate Diploma  0.5% 0.1% 0.1% 

Honours degree  0.6% 0.1% 0.0% 

Higher Degree Masters / PhD  0.4% 0.1% 0.1% 

Other  0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 

Total  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Source: Census 2011 (Stats SA, 2013). 

According to the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS)(Stats SA, 2014), 696 288 worked in 

agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing in South Africa in the third quarter of 2014. The list of 

occupations of those people shown in Table 4 is diverse, ranging from highly skilled occupations 

(e.g., senior managers, technical professionals and skilled agricultural workers), to semi-skilled 
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occupations (e.g., drivers and machine operators, to relatively low skilled or elementary occupations 

(e.g., labourers and hand-packers).  Clearly, some of these occupations are unlikely to entail farm 

work.  Moreover, only 93.3 per cent of those people are classified as employees (i.e., working for 

someone else for pay).   

Table 1.п ƛǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ άŦŀǊƳƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎέ όсрΦт҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭύ ŀƴŘ άƳotorised farm and 

ŦƻǊŜǎǘǊȅ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎέ όсΦр% of the total), both of which are likely to entail on-farm work. Tables 5 

and 6 show that some jobs in these two occupations are not allocated to agricultural industries.    

For example, private households account for 24.2 per cent of farmhands and labourers, and of the 

609 807 farmhands and labourers working in the formal and informal sectors, 25.0 per cent are 

ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άCommunitȅΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ ŀƴŘ άFinancial 

intermediation, insurance, real estate and business ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέΦ  [ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ мпΦм ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ рн трф 

motorised farm and forestry plant operators are allocated to non-agricultural industries, such as 

ά²ƘƻƭŜǎŀƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŀƛƭ ǘǊŀŘŜέΦ  
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Table 1.4: Employment in agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing in the South African economy by occupation, 3rd Quarter of 2014  

Occupation Workers Occupation Workers  

Farmhands and labourers  457190 Statistical finance clerks  1071 

Motorised farm and forestry plant operators  45311 Directors and chief executives  1033 

General managers in agriculture; hunting; forestry and fishing  22908 Cashiers and ticket clerks  981 

Hand-packers and other manufacturing labourers  22474 Bookkeepers  929 

Tree and shrub crop growers (farm owners and skilled farm workers)  15894 General managers of business services  865 

Forestry labourers  12689 Incinerator; water-treatment and related plant operators  857 

Dairy and livestock producers (farm owners and skilled farm workers)  12288 
Production & operations managers/department managers in agriculture; hunting; forestry; fishing & 
mining  814 

Field crop and vegetable growers (farm owners and skilled farm workers)  9892 Building structure cleaners (including apprentices/trainees)  802 

Subsistence farmers  8880 Weavers; knitters and related workers (including apprentices/trainees)  702 

Gardeners; horticultural and nursery growers (farm owners and skilled farm workers)  8293 Housekeepers and related workers  672 

Forestry workers and loggers; Forestry workers and Loggers  7948 Machine-tool operators  657 

Inland and coastal waters fishery workers  5483 Agricultural or industrial machinery mechanics and fitters (including apprentices/trainees)  610 

Heavy truck and lorry drivers  5344 Stock clerks  590 

Safety; health and quality inspectors; Inspectors; safety and health  3839 Meat and fish-processing machine operators  552 

Car; taxi and van drivers  3594 Other craft and related trades workers not elsewhere classified (including apprentices/trainees)  541 

Protective services workers not elsewhere classified; Rangers and game wardens  3058 Construction and maintenance labourers: roads; dams and similar constructions  540 
Agronomists; food scientists and related professionals; Agriculture; forestry and food scientists; 
Natural sciences technologists  2989 Production and operations managers/department managers in building and construction  527 

Other office clerks and clerks not elsewhere classified (except customer services clerks)  2590 Lifting-truck operators  516 

Market-oriented crop and animal producers (farm owners and skilled farm workers)  2571 Technical and commercial sales representatives  497 

Elementary sales and services occupations not elsewhere classified  2449 Apiarists and sericulturists (farm owners and skilled farm workers)  444 

Sanitarians  2437 Computing services managers/department managers  433 

Helpers and cleaners in offices; hotels and other establishments  2355 Production and operations managers/department managers in manufacturing  403 

Mixed crop growers (farm owners and skilled farm workers)  1831 Cabinetmakers and related workers (including apprentices/trainees)  393 

Butchers; fishmongers and related food preparers (including apprentices/trainees)  1799 Coding; proof-reading and related clerks  385 

Finance and administration managers/department managers  1788 Shop salespersons and demonstrators; Salespersons; Petrol pump and filling station attendants  384 

Motor vehicle mechanics and fitters (including apprentices/trainees)  1769 Food and beverage tasters and graders (including apprentices/trainees)  382 

Ships' deck crews and related workers  1741 Computer programmers  376 

Domestic helpers and cleaners  1588 Deep-sea fishery workers  369 

Building construction labourers  1505 Ships' deck officers and pilots  364 

Fire-fighters  1315 Pre-primary education teaching associate professionals  270 

Wood-processing plant operators  1309 Aquatic life cultivation workers  255 

Earth-moving and related plant operators  1274 Market-oriented animal producers & related workers not elsewhere classified 231 

Freight handlers  1251 Art; entertainment and sport associate professionals not elsewhere classified  201 

  
Total  number of workers 696288 

Source: QLFS 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014). 
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Table 1.5Υ 9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ άŦŀǊƳƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎέ in the South African economy by sector and 

main industry category, 3rd Quarter of 2014. 

Source: QLFS 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014). 

Table 1.6Υ 9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ άMotorised farm and forestry plant operatorsέ in the South African 

economy by sector and main industry category, 3rd Quarter of 2014. 

Industry 
Formal 
sector 

Informal 
sector 

Private 
households Total  

Agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing  44,485 826 - 45,311 

Mining and quarrying  - - - - 

Manufacturing  639 - - 639 

Electricity, gas and water supply  - - - - 

Construction  - - - - 

Wholesale and retail trade  279 3,034 - 3,314 

Transport, storage and communication  637 619 - 1,256 
Financial intermediation, insurance, real estate 
and business services  - - - - 

Community, social and personal services  2,239 - - 2,239 

Private households  - - - - 

Total  48,279 4,480 - 52,759 

Source: QLFS 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014). 

For the purposes of this analysis farm workers are considered to be people who meet the following 

criteria; 

¶ The person is working in an agricultural industry. 

¶ The person is working in the formal sector;  

¶ the occupations typically entail elementary or semi-skilled farm work  

¶ The person is an employee; 

 

Industry 
Formal 
sector  

Informal 
sector  

Private 
households Total  

Agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing  377,513 79,676 - 457,190 

Mining and quarrying  395 - - 395 

Manufacturing  6,272 1,559 - 7,830 

Electricity, gas and water supply  2,671 - - 2,671 

Construction  - 532 - 532 

Wholesale and retail trade  13,564 4,272 - 17,836 

Transport, storage and communication  1,141 - - 1,141 
Financial intermediation, insurance, real estate 
and business services  27,522 14,520 - 42,043 

Community, social and personal services  72,132 8,037 - 80,168 

Private households  - - 194,457 194,457 

Total  501,210 108,597 194,457 804,263 
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CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ άŦŀǊƳƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎέ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜd, for the most part, 

ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ άƳotorised farm and forestry 

Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎέ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŀǊǘΣ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǎŜƳƛ-

skilled occupations.  The estimated numbers of άŦŀǊƳƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎέ ŀƴŘ άƳotorised farm and 

ŦƻǊŜǎǘǊȅ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜǘ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ нлмп ŀǊŜ отс 151 and 44 

485, respectively (Stats SA, 2014) (Table 1.7). 

Table 1.7: Formal sector employment of Motorised farm and forestry plant operators and 

Farmhands and labourers in Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries by employment caqtegory 

Occupation 

Working for 
someone 

else for pay 

An employer 
(employing 
one or more 
employees) 

Own account 
worker ( not 

employing any 
employees) 

Helping 
without pay in 
a household 

business Total  

Motorised farm and 
forestry plant operators  44485 - - - 44485 

Farmhands and labourers  376151 392 - 970 377513 

Total  515044 25457 477 1247 542224 

 

Employment in the Agricultural sector by province and by sub-industry  

 

Table 1.8 reports the geographical distribution of formal sector employment of motorized farm and 

forestry plant operators and farmhands and labourers in agriculture in South Africa in the third 

quarter of 2013 by population group and gender (Stats SA, 2013c).  The Free State and KwaZulu-

Natal accounted for 59 per cent of motorized farm and forestry plant operators, whereas only 5.8 

per cent are accounted for by the Western, Eastern and Northern Cape provinces.  The Western 

Cape accounted for 24.7 per cent of farmhands and labourers, followed by Limpopo (17.1%), 

Mpumalanga (12.7%), KwaZulu-Natal (10.6%), the Eastern Cape (10.2%), Gauteng (6.6%), the North 

West Province (6.2%), Northern Cape (6.2%), and the Free State (5.7%).  On aggregate, women 

account for a mere 3.5 per cent of motorized farm and forestry plant operators (all of who are in 

KwaZulu-Natal) and 37.2 per cent of farmhands and labourers.  Male farmhands and labourers 

outnumber women in all provinces except Limpopo (57% women), and the gender imbalance is most 

pronounced in Gauteng (12.6% women), the Northern Cape (18.5%), the North West Province 

(19.8%), and the Free State (24.0%).    

Table 1.9 provides estimates of formal sector employment of motorised farm and forestry plant 

operators and farmhands and labourers in agriculture by province and main industry for the 3rd 

Quarter of 2014.  Not surprisingly, the majority of motorised farm and forestry plant operators are 

employed in the growing of crops (including field crops, fruit and vegetables) and in mixed farming 

operations.  Growing of crops accounts for 70 per cent of farmhands and labourers, with another 

seven per cent accounted for by mixed farming.  Farming of animals accounted for less than 22 per 

cent of farmhands and labourers and 14.9 per cent of motorised farm and forestry plant operators. 
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Table 1.8: Formal sector employment of Motorised farm and forestry plant operators and Farmhands and labourers in the Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fisheries industry group by province, population group and gender, 3rd Quarter of 2014 

      

Western 

Cape  

Eastern 

Cape  

Northern 

Cape  

Free 

State  

KwaZulu-

Natal  

North 

West  Gauteng  Mpumalanga  Limpopo  Total  

M
o

to
ri

se
d

 f
a
rm

 a
n

d
 

fo
re

st
ry

 p
la

n
t 

o
p

e
ra

to
rs

  

Population 

group 

African/Black  - 1470 883 13361 12739 6105 - 6518 2277 43354 

Coloured  428 - 149 - - 381 - - - 959 

Indian/Asian  - - - - - - - - - - 

White  - - - 172 - - - - - 172 

Gender 
Male 428 1470 1033 13534 11183 6486 - 6518 2277 42928 

Female - - - - 1556 - - - - 1556 

Total 428 1470 1033 13534 12739 6486 - 6518 2277 44485 

F
a
rm

h
a
n

d
s 

a
n

d
 l

a
b

o
u

re
rs 

Population 
group 

African/Black  9950 25059 8221 21326 40051 23440 24926 47664 64504 265140 

Coloured  80659 11242 13704 - - - - - - 105605 

Indian/Asian  - - - - - - - - - - 

White  2122 2064 1220 - - - - - - 5406 

Gender 
Male 52693 24988 18873 16199 24772 18805 21776 30565 27491 236161 

Female 40037 13376 4272 5127 15280 4635 3151 17099 37012 139990 

Total 92731 38365 23145 21326 40051 23440 24926 47664 64504 376151 
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Table 1.9: Formal sector employment of Motorised farm and forestry plant operators and Farmhands and labourers in the Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fisheries industry group by province and main industry, 3rd Quarter of 2014 

 

  Main industry 
Western 
Cape  

Eastern 
Cape  

Northern 
Cape  

Free 
State  

KwaZulu-
Natal  

North 
West  Gauteng  Mpumalanga  Limpopo  Total  

M
o

to
ri

se
d

 f
a
rm

 a
n

d
 

fo
re

st
ry

 p
la

n
t 

o
p

e
ra

to
rs

  

Growing of crops  428 660 727 2,506 8,447 3,734 - 4,766 2,277 23,545 

Farming of animals  - 809 - 1,950 2,937 936 - - - 6,633 

Growing of crops combined with 
farming of animals(mixed farming)  - - 306 9,078 650 1,212 - 1,752 - 12,997 

Game hunting; trapping and game 
propagation; including related 

services  - - - - - 604 - - - 604 

Total  428 1,470 1,033 13,534 12,739 6,486 - 6,518 2,277 44,485 

F
a
rm

h
a
n

d
s 

a
n

d
 l

a
b

o
u

re
rs

 
 Growing of crops  82,133 23,821 16,313 7,751 21,860 7,385 7,200 37,216 59,711 263,391 

Farming of animals  7,546 13,983 6,006 5,269 12,590 9,830 17,726 4,604 2,893 80,447 

Growing of crops combined with 
farming of animals(mixed farming)  1,671 561 826 8,306 3,353 4,802 - 5,645 1,294 26,457 

Game hunting; trapping and game 
propagation; including related 
services  - - - - - 1,034 - - - 1,034 

Forestry and related services  - - - - 2,248 390 - 199 606 3,442 

Ocean and coastal fishing  1,380 - - - - - - - - 1,380 

Total  92,731 38,365 23,145 21,326 40,051 23,440 24,926 47,664 64,504 376,151 
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Recent trends in employment on farms  

The secular decline in employment on commercial farms has been well documented4.  Absolute 

numbers of both permanent and seasonal/casual workers declined, however permanent 

employment decreased relative to seasonal/casual employment (Aliber, et al., 2007; Sparrow, et al., 

2005).  Aliber, et al. (2007) argue that this pattern of job shedding in commercial agriculture fits the 

stereotype of developed countries, but also points out that employment has declined as the 

άǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘέ ǊŜŀƭ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ5 have increased and that increased provision of social grants may 

have increased reservation wages in agriculture because rural households have become less 

dependent on agriculture for their livelihoods.  According to Stanwix (2013), aggregate employment 

on farms declined by about 13 per cent in the four years after the introduction of a statutory 

minimum wage in 2003. 

Figures 1.1 and 1.2 show trends in the respective numbers of farmhands and labourers and plant 

and machine operators and assemblers in the formal sector of the agricultural industry by province 

from the first quarter of 2008 to the 3rd quarter of 2014.  On aggregate, employment in both 

occupations experienced a dip from mid-2009 to early-2011.  From mid-2011 to early 2013 

employment increased to exceed employment levels of 2008.  From mid-2013 to present 

employment in both occupations tended to decline.  Employment of farmhands and labourers in the 

3rd quarter of 2014 was only marginally higher than it was in the first and second quarters of 2011.  

Employment of plant and machine operators and assemblers was still well above its low of the first 

quarter of 2011, but was, nonetheless, significantly lower than its peak levels of early 2013.  These 

trends suggest that aggregate employment of elementary workers on farms declined following a 

substantial upward revision of the minimum wage in February 2013.  

Importantly, employment trends vary significantly by province, which most likely reflects that 

employment trends differ by commodity and the ease of mechanisation.  Whereas employment of 

farmhands and labourers has, on average, declined from 2008 to 2014 in KwaZulu-Natal, the Free 

State, the North West Province and the Western Cape, employment has tended to increase in 

Limpopo Province, especially, as well as Mpumalanga.  Employment of plant and machine operators 

and assemblers has tended to increase in KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo Province and Mpumalanga; whilst 

it has tended to decrease in the Free State, the Western Cape and the Northern Cape.  It is notable 

that even Limpopo Province and Mpumalanga, which demonstrated strong growth in on-farm 

employment from 2011 to 2012, experienced a decline in on-farm employment following the March 

2013 increase in minimum wages in the sector.   

                                                                 
4
According to Meyer, et al. (2013), agricultural employment in South Africa peaked at about 1.8 mill ion in 

1959, but it has since decreased steadily. Aliber, et al. (2007) noted that from 1971 to 2002 the number of 

employees in the sector declined from 1.516 mill ion to 0.941 mill ion (a decline of 37.9%).  According to 
Liebenberg (2012) employment in the sector declined from 1.25 mill ion in 1990 to 0.83 mill ion in 2010.  
5
 Aliber, et al. (2007) explained that costs of labour may be perceived as being high relative to historic costs.   

Sparrow, et al. (2005) point out that costs of labour include transactions costs and perceived risks associated 

with employment, including expectations of changes to relevant policies; consequently costs of labour may 
exceed wage costs. 
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Figure 1.1: Employment of farmhands and labourers in the formal sector of the agricultural industry by province, 2008-2014 

Source: QLFS 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014). 
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Figure 1.2: Employment of plant and machine operators and assemblers in the formal sector of the agricultural industry by province, 2008-2014 

Source: QLFS 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014). 
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It is not an objective of this chapter to identify the determinants of trends in farm worker 

employment or to explain why they have varied significantly by province.  Explanations are likely to 

be found in changes in land use patterns; input substitution in response to changing relative costs of 

inputs and technological developments; and investment patterns in agriculture by province.   

Working conditions of farm workers  as at the 3rd Quarter of 2014  

Aspects of working conditions that are quantified by the QLFS include; 

¶ Work status (i.e., whether employment is of a permanent nature, a limited duration, and an 

unspecified duration), which is an element of job formality, and hence job security; 

¶ The nature of employment (formal vs. informal employment); 

¶ The nature of employment contracts (written vs. verbal); 

¶ The provision of paid vacation leave; 

¶ The provision of paid sick leave; 

¶ Whether or not workers are entitled to maternity or paternity leave; 

¶ Whether ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ¦LC ƛǎ ŘŜŘǳŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƳǳƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΤ 

¶ Whether or not the worker receives a contribution to a pension or retirement fund; and 

¶ Whether or not the worker receives a contribution towards medical aid or health insurance. 

The QLFS also provides information on trade union representation amongst workers and the 

frequency of various modes of negotiating salary increments. 

Work status 

Work status is a dimension of job security.  Table 1.9 reports the work status and gender of 

farmhands and labourers working for someone else for pay in the formal sector in the Agricultural, 

hunting, forestry and fishing industries.  Just over half (51.1%) of the workers had employment of a 

permanent nature, and a quarter (25.2%) had employment of limited duration.  The remaining 23.6 

per cent had employment of unspecified duration.  Women, who comprise 37.2 per cent of the 

workers, are less likely to have employment of a permanent nature than are men (43.8% for women 

vs. 55.5% for men).  Nearly 36 per cent of women have employment of limited duration, vs. 18.9 per 

cent for men. 

Table 1.9: Farmhands and labourers working for someone else for pay in the formal sector in the 

Agricultural, hunting, forestry and fishing industries by work status and gender, 3rd Quarter of 

2014 

Work status Male  Female  Total  

Limited duration  44,750 50,361 95,112 

Permanent nature  130,973 61,281 192,254 

Unspecified duration  60,438 28,347 88,785 

Total  236,161 139,990 376,151 

Source: QLFS 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014). 

A break-down of work status of people paid to work for someone else in other occupations in 

agricultural industries in the formal sector (Table 1.10) indicates that jobs in relatively more skilled 

occupations, such as truck and lorry drivers and motorized farm and forestry plant operators, are 
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more likely to be permanent in nature than jobs in relatively less skilled occupations such as 

farmhands and labourers, forestry labourers, and hand-packers and other manufacturing labourers. 

Table 1.10: The work status of people working for someone else for pay in various occupations the 

formal sector in the Agricultural, hunting, forestry and fishing industries, 3rd Quarter of 2014 

Occupation  
Work Status 

Total  Limited 
duration  

Permanent 
nature  

Unspecified 
duration  

Heavy truck and lorry drivers  0 4,981 246 5,227 

Motorised farm and forestry plant operators  2,867 34,123 7,495 44,485 

Farmhands and labourers  95,112 192,254 88,785 376,151 

Forestry labourers  2,646 5,604 3,378 11,628 
Hand-packers and other manufacturing 
labourers  6,032 10,086 5,156 21,275 

Total  106,657 247,049 105,059 458,765 

Source: QLFS 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014). 

Formal vs. Informal Employment 

The matter of employment being described as formal or informal is, in part, dependent on the 

employee having a written employment contract6.  According to the QLFS 2014 Q3, 292 234 of the 

376 151 farmhands and labourers are formally employed and 83 917 are informally employed.  

Whereas 99.3 per cent of those described as being formally employed have written employment 

contracts, none of the informally employed works have written employment contracts.  Table 1.11 

shows that there is relationship between work status and the contractual nature of the employment 

contract.  Over 92 per cent of workers with employment of a permanent nature have written 

employment contracts.  However, only 80.8 per cent of workers with employment of limited 

duration have written employment contracts and a mere 40 per cent of workers with employment 

on unspecified duration have written employment contracts.  This result is not surprising as written 

employment contracts generally specify the nature and duration of the contract.  In general, women 

are more likely to have written employment contracts than are men (82.0% vs. 74.2%).  Somewhat 

surprisingly, motorized farm and forestry plant operators are less likely to have written employment 

contracts than are farmhands and labourers (72.7% vs 77.1%). 

 

 

  

                                                                 
6
 Informal employment is defined as including all persons age 15 years and older who are employed and (a) 

work in private households and who are helping unpaid in a household business; or (b) Work for someone else 

for pay but and are not entitled to basic benefits from their employer such as a pension or medical aid and has 
no written contract; or (c) work in the informal sector. 
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Table 1.11: The percentage of farmhands and labourers working for someone else for pay in the 

formal sector in the Agricultural, hunting, forestry and fishing industries who have written 

employment contracts by work status and gender, 3rd Quarter of 2014 

Work status Male Female Total 

Limited duration  76.2% 84.8% 80.8% 

Permanent nature  89.3% 99.3% 92.5% 

Unspecified duration  40.1% 39.8% 40.0% 

Total  74.2% 82.0% 77.1% 

Source: QLFS 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014). 

Table 1.12 details the results of a regression analysis applied to the Labour Market Dynamics in 

South Africa (LMDSA7).  The quantitative analysis used the datasets for 2011, 2012 and 2013 and 

examined only semi-skilled operators of motorized farm machinery and unskilled labourers 

(farmhands and drivers of animal-drawn vehicles and machinery) who are defined as being 

employed within the agriculture industry. These simple regressions aimed to ascertain the correlates 

of the probability of formal employment using a standard linear probability model. The outcome of 

interest (dependent variable) in this case is a binary variable equal to one for formal employment 

and zero for informal employment. Note that employees in private households who are helping 

unpaid in household businesses are necessarily excluded from the subsample. Therefore, informal 

employment status is predominantly determined by the absence of basic benefits, with roughly 95 

per cent of those cases being due to the absence of a written contract in each year. 

Interpreting the results of these linear probability model regressions is relatively simple given that 

the coefficients represent changes in the probability of observing a formally employed farmworker 

given unit changes in the independent variables.  The age and age squared coefficients need to be 

interpreted together.  They indicate that the expected probability of being formally employed 

increased with age at a decreasing rate until the turning point is reached. The turning points for 

2011, 2012 and 2013 can be estimated at 40.8, 33.3 and 37.45 years of age respectively. 

 

The gender coefficient is also statistically significant for each regression. It suggests that female 

farmworkers, everything else equal, are estimated as being 4.5 per cent, 10.6 per cent and 10.4 per 

cent more likely to be formally employed than males for 2011, 2012 and 2013 respectively. The 

population group dummies, with black farmworkers as the baseline, suggest that the probability of 

formal employment is higher for coloured (roughly 10%) and white farmworkers (roughly 50%) in 

2011. For the other two years the coefficients on population group are not statistically significant. In 

all three regressions semi-skilled workers (that is, semi-skilled operators of motorized farm 

machinery) are estimated as being roughly 6.5 per cent, 13.5 per cent and 6.2 per cent more likely to 

be formally employed in each year. The provincial dummy variables are against the baseline of the 

Western Cape, and all of the estimated coefficients suggest that farmworkers in other provinces are 

less likely to be formally employed than their Western Cape counterparts. Most notably, 

farmworkers in North West are estimated as being 50 per cent less likely to be formally employed 

                                                                 
7
 The Labour Market Dynamics in South Africa (LMDSA) dataset takes editions of the Quarterly Labour Force 

Survey (QLFS) datasets for the four quarters of each year and pools them together to form an annual dataset. 
This dataset, unlike the QLFS, contains information on individual monthly incomes 
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than farmworkers in the Western Cape over all three years. Dummies were also included for each 

quarter, most of which were not statistically significant. The exception to this occurs in 2011, in 

which the 2nd and 4th quarter dummies yield positive, statistically significant coefficients. This 

suggests that in the 2nd and 4th  quarter of 2011 farmworkers were roughly 6 per cent and 8 per cent 

more likely to be formally employed respectively.  

 

Table 1.12: Formal Employment as Dependent Variable 

Variables 2011 2012 2013 

Age 0.0204*** 0.0116** 0.0230*** 

 

(0.00503) (0.00497) (0.00440) 

Age Squared -0.000250*** -0.000174*** -0.000307*** 

 

(6.37e-05) (6.26e-05) (5.52e-05) 

Female 0.0445** 0.106*** 0.104*** 

 

(0.0191) (0.0182) (0.0176) 

Coloured 0.0966*** -0.0268 0.0102 

 

(0.0336) (0.0308) (0.0288) 

White 0.565*** 0.120 0.0885 

 

(0.135) (0.120) (0.114) 

Semi-Skilled 0.0664** 0.135*** 0.0619** 

 

(0.0331) (0.0298) (0.0279) 

Eastern Cape -0.221*** -0.332*** -0.188*** 

 

(0.0390) (0.0375) (0.0324) 

Northern Cape -0.213*** -0.305*** -0.387*** 

 

(0.0390) (0.0384) (0.0392) 

Free State -0.263*** -0.327*** -0.298*** 

 

(0.0428) (0.0384) (0.0372) 

KwaZulu-Natal -0.129*** -0.284*** -0.268*** 

 

(0.0414) (0.0372) (0.0373) 

North West -0.446*** -0.542*** -0.485*** 

 

(0.0507) (0.0459) (0.0442) 

Gauteng -0.162*** -0.312*** -0.243*** 

 

(0.0503) (0.0432) (0.0471) 

Mpumalanga -0.165*** -0.240*** -0.269*** 

 

(0.0411) (0.0360) (0.0351) 

Limpopo -0.156*** -0.288*** -0.268*** 

 

(0.0408) (0.0350) (0.0340) 

2
nd

 Quarter 0.0609** 0.0300 -0.00789 

 

(0.0249) (0.0237) (0.0223) 

3
rd

 Quarter 0.0211 0.0237 -0.0297 

 

(0.0243) (0.0235) (0.0224) 

4
th

 Quarter 0.0815*** 0.0366 -0.00534 

 

(0.0245) (0.0231) (0.0224) 

Constant 0.261** 0.604*** 0.429*** 

 

(0.101) (0.0985) (0.0886) 

    Observations 3,065 3,201 3,381 

R-squared 0.083 0.092 0.102 

Standard errors in parentheses 
  

 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
  

 

      



25 | P a g e 

 

Hours worked 

Table 1.13 reports the frequency of hours usually worked by (a) motorised farm and forestry plant 

operators, (b) male farmhands and labourers, and (c) female farmhands and labourers in agricultural 

industries the formal sector according to the QLFS of the third quarter of 2014.  It is apparent that at 

a national level the modal range of hours usually worked by male and female farmhands was 41 to 

45 hours per week (41% and 47%, respectively), followed by 36 to 40 hours per week (25% and 23%, 

respectively), and 46 to 50 hours per week (14% and 13%, respectively).  On average, women usually 

work fewer hours than men, with 22 per cent of women and 30 per cent of men usually working 

more than 45 hours per week.  For motorized farm and forestry plant operators, at a national level 

the modal range of working hours was 46 to 50 hours per week (34%), then 41 to 45 hours per week 

(33%), and 36 to 40 hours per week (18%). Forty-nine per cent of motorized farm and forestry plant 

operators usually work 46 or more hours per week. 

The distribution of usual working hours varies considerably across the nine provinces.  Whereas the 

modal range of hours usually worked was 41 to 45 hours per week in the Western Cape (100% of 

motorized farm and forestry plant operators , 79% of male farmhands and 85% of female 

farmhands), the Northern Cape (100%, 62% and 59%), the Eastern Cape (100%, 44% and 50%), in 

KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng the range of hours usually worked was 36 to 40 hours per week, and in 

Limpopo Province it is 46 to 50 hours per week.  In Limpopo, Mpumalanga, the North West Province 

and the Free State, more than 50 per cent of motorized farm and forestry plant operators usually 

work more than 45 hours per week, whereas, in the Western Cape, Eastern Cape and the Northern 

Cape, all motorized farm and forestry plant operators usually work 45 of fewer hours per week. 
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Table 1.13: average hours usually worked by farmhands and labourers (by gender) and by motorized farm and forestry plant operators employed in the 

formal sector in Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, 3rd Quarter of 2014. 

 

Hours usually 

worked 

Western 

Cape  

Eastern 

Cape  

Northern 

Cape  Free State  

KwaZulu-

Natal  

North 

West  Gauteng  Mpumalanga  Limpopo  Total  

M
o

to
ri

se
d

 f
a
rm

 a
nd

 

fo
re

st
ry

 p
la

n
t 

o
p

e
ra

to
rs

 

36 to 40 0% 0% 0% 9% 38% 0% N/A 24% 21% 18% 

41 to 45 100% 100% 100% 32% 40% 20% N/A 6% 23% 33% 

46 to 50 0% 0% 0% 41% 22% 32% N/A 54% 56% 34% 

51 to 55 0% 0% 0% 3% 0% 16% N/A 8% 0% 5% 

56 to 60 0% 0% 0% 7% 0% 31% N/A 8% 0% 8% 

> 60 0% 0% 0% 8% 0% 0% N/A 0% 0% 3% 

M
a
le

 f
a
rm

h
a
n

d
s 

a
n

d
 l
a
b

o
u

re
rs 

<= 30 1% 6% 2% 5% 3% 3% 0% 4% 0% 3% 

31 to 35 0% 6% 0% 0% 2% 0% 0% 2% 3% 2% 

36 to 40 12% 20% 23% 15% 29% 41% 44% 40% 14% 25% 

41 to 45 79% 44% 62% 45% 36% 9% 28% 20% 11% 41% 

46 to 50 2% 18% 7% 13% 7% 23% 5% 21% 39% 14% 

51 to 55 6% 5% 0% 4% 8% 13% 0% 3% 12% 6% 

56 to 60 0% 1% 4% 11% 10% 8% 23% 9% 18% 8% 

>60 0% 0% 2% 5% 4% 4% 0% 0% 2% 2% 

F
e
m

a
le

 
fa

rm
h

a
n

d
s 

a
n

d
 

la
b

o
u

re
rs

 

<= 30 2% 16% 0% 23% 16% 0% 18% 4% 2% 6% 

31 to 35 0% 6% 0% 0% 7% 8% 0% 2% 0% 2% 

36 to 40 10% 17% 20% 22% 56% 15% 47% 19% 28% 23% 

41 to 45 85% 50% 59% 45% 21% 47% 12% 48% 17% 47% 

46 to 50 2% 7% 21% 0% 0% 0% 0% 12% 38% 13% 

51 to 55 1% 4% 0% 0% 0% 29% 23% 7% 5% 4% 

56 to 60 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 7% 9% 3% 

> 60 0% 0% 0% 10% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2% 1% 

Source: QLFS of 2014 Q3 (Stats SA, 2014)  




