
The summit was convened because majorblockages had led to the transfer of only4.3% of South Africa’s land, whichhighlighted the need to define a future modelfor successful land reform. To create fast-tracking strategies to meet the 2014 targetof redistributing 30% of agricultural land, thesummit hoped to facilitate partnershipsunderpinned by a shared vision across statedepartments, NGOs, organised agriculture,the donor community, and the private sector.But widely conflicting views on land reformemerged.
DEBATING LAND REFORM The debate has tended to centre around twodifferent views. The first is concerned withjustice and takes as its point of departure thefact that whites, the minority of thepopulation, seized 87% of the land, whileallowing a miserable 13% for the indigenouspopulation. By 1996 less than 1% of thepopulation owned and controlled over 80%of farmland while an estimated 5.3 millionblack South Africans lived with almost nosecurity on commercial farms owned bywhite farmers. This history gives rise to the

belief that justice must be done either in theform of compensation or restoration. Theburden of compensation however does notfall on the current white owners but with thestate.The use of history as the sole basis todefine the outcome of land reform has beenquestioned. A recent report by the Centre forDevelopment and Enterprise (CDE) puts thealternative argument clearly. It argues thatthe South African land reform programme isbased on ‘rural romanticism’ and that theprogramme is driven by the political andmoral concerns of redress. Land, it believesoften becomes a metaphor for power inpolitical transitions where it is the site ofreconciliation between opposing forces. In South Africa this was evident in thelead-up to the 1994 elections. The statetransferred communal land in a number ofareas directly into the control of traditionalauthorities. In KwaZulu-Natal, 30% (1.2million hectares) of land in the province, 95%of the former KwaZulu homeland, was givenover to the control of the King. It was asecret agreement between the ANC, theInkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and National
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Party, and was a trade-off for the IFP takingpart in the 1994 elections. In such cases, landreform policies do not redress inequalities butmerely tinker with land ownership in order tosatisfy different constituencies in a newpolitical order.In the light of such arguments the CDEcontends that it is more effective to baseland reform on the realities of a modernsophisticated urban economy.While such debates rage across Africa, itoften goes unnoticed that reforms are usuallynot designed to produce radical landredistribution patterns. Land reform is oftenused to strike a delicate balance in thepolitical, economic and social forces thatshape the political transition.Reform policies often have to servedifferent priorities. Nation building andnational reconciliation on the one hand, andthe dictates of a global competitive economyon the other. In achieving these disparategoals it becomes clear that the South Africanland reform programme is overburdened withunrealistic expectations, which do notacknowledge the financial and institutionalobstacles that need to be overcome. Reformpolicies are ‘overburdened’ by the multipleobjectives of different interest groups andthis was very much in evidence at the landsummit.
VIEWS FROM DELEGATESVarious delegates stated that African identitywas linked with ownership of ancestral landand was a point of identity. The SouthAfrican Council of Churches stronglyemphasised this symbolic aspect of land. The

Freedom Front too spoke about thesymbolism of land. Afrikaner attitudes to landwere typically based on romantic notions ofthe `Great Trek` into what they view asunoccupied land. They later embraced theideology of separate development, whichresulted in forced removals, and resettlementof millions of black people. Many Afrikanershave moved away from this position andinstead emphasise the economic contributionof white commercial farmers and their role ofensuring South Africa’s food security. Thisview was espoused by Agri-South Africa indefence of current market-based land reform. The ANC emphasised its historicalcommitment to the previouslydisenfranchised and poor black Africanmajority. Land reform represented a promiseof equality, social justice, and improvement inthe quality of life. It also put forward theidea that the attainment of this goaldepended on the extent to which there wasmass mobilisation around land issues.As ANC secretary general KgalemaMotlanthe expressed it: ‘The voice of theproperty-less must be heard and theproperty-less must come up with radicalsuggestions because if they have modestdemands, they will get nothing.’ It was clearfrom his views that dealing with landdispossession was a moral issue, whichrequired bold solutions to reverse. 
PILLARS OF LAND REFORMCurrently three key pillars of governmentland reform exist. These are redistribution,land tenure reform and land restitution.These pillars acknowledge the multipleobjectives of government’s reformprogramme. The broad aims of the landreform policy are to redress the injustices ofapartheid, foster national reconciliation andstability, underpin economic growth andimprove the household welfare of the poorand landless.The land restitution programme isprimarily concerned with redress for thevictims of forced removals. Three and a halfmillion people were forcibly removedbetween 1960 and 1983 alone. For claimants,land is an economic asset than can beworked and also has a non-financial value inthe sense of reclaiming what was ‘lost’. It is abasis for rebuilding communities that weredestroyed through brutal land dispossession. 

Land restitution rests on claims wherepeople can prove that the dispossessionoccurred earlier than 19 June 1913.Restitution policy is guided by the principlesof fairness and justice. Restitution takes different forms. Theseinclude the restoration of land to thedispossessed, provision of alternative land,payment of compensation, alternative reliefincluding a combination of the above,sharing the land, or financial assistance withservices and infrastructure developmentwhere claimants now live. It also embracespriority access to state resources in theallocation and development of housing andland in a development programme. Claimants lodged 79 000 claims with theCommission on Restitution of Land Rights(CRLR) before the 1998 cut-off date. By30 June, 2005, 62 127 claims had beensettled, at a total cost of R4.9 billion. Of thisR2.5 billion was paid out in financialcompensation, and about 900 000 hectares ofland was redistributed at a cost of R1.9billion.So far, nearly 900 000 people havebenefited from the restitution programme.The key debates around restitution concernedthe re-opening of the 1913 cut-off date andthe re-opening of the application process,which ended in 1998. Organisations such asthe Landless People’s Movement (LPM) andthe Alliance of Land and Agrarian ReformMovements (ALARM) believed this wouldspeed up the process.Delegates also felt that settlementsupport that involved the development ofinfrastructure and training was essential.People advocated a shift from the dominantmodel of cash compensation believing thatland and housing were better forms ofcompensation. Delegates also put forward theidea that a commission similar to the Truthand Reconciliation Commission should be setup to deal with the emotional and socialtrauma caused by dispossession. This wouldbe important in the promotion ofreconciliation and mutual understandingwithin South African society. The second pillar, tenure reform, refers toland rights, which either restore or give legalrecognition to informal land tenure. Areaswhere blacks live and work on white farmscarry some of the worst poverty in SouthAfrica. Lack of development, collapse of land
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administrative systems and overlapping andconflicting informal land rights abound.Tenure rights, delegates believed could beaddressed through the new Communal LandRights Bill (2004), the Labour Tenant Act andthe Extension of Security Tenure Act, whichoffer a means to attain tenure rights and toguard against unfair evictions, by farmowners.Mechanisms to gain such protection andto gain land rights are however highlylegalistic and disempowering forcommunities. The Land Tenure Commissionadvocated that a moratorium on all evictionsshould happen until new legislation andprogrammes are in place to defend farmworkers. This position was not supported byAgri-South Africa who felt that legalevictions should be possible andmunicipalities must create programmes toaccommodate the evicted.Most delegates’ major concern was thatthe security of tenure of farmworkers andfarm dwellers must be strengthened througha revision of legislation. A priority was toincrease farmworkers’ awareness of theirrights and to build the capacity to implementthe legislation. Capacity building needed alsoto incorporate a development programme toimprove these farm dwellers’ lives. The summit also gave a platform toorganisations who had a vested interest inusing land reform to increase control overland ownership and hence to extend theirpower base. This was the case with theCongress of Traditional Leaders of SouthAfrica (Contralesa) and the IFP. The IFPstrongly argued in favour of communal landtenure and the need to strengthen the tribalauthority. They asserted that communalownership in terms of indigenous customarylaw must take precedence over private andstate land ownership. The third pillar, land redistribution, ismanaged by government’s Land Reform forAgriculture and Development (LRAD). It aimsto transfer 30% of South Africa’s mediumand high-quality agricultural land (estimatedat 25 million hectares) to blacks over thenext 15 years. Blacks wanting to farm canaccess grants under LRAD on a sliding scale,depending on the amount of their owncontribution in kind, labour or cash.Community members who lack finance cancontribute ‘sweat’ equity, which is either their

labour or assets, and in turn they will qualifyfor a minimum government grant of R20 000to buy land. The failure of the grant system, theminimal role that government has played, thelack of post-settlement support and theproblem of sellers demanding huge prices fortheir land were big issues at the summit. Thewilling buyer model of land reform wasespecially debated.Organised commercial farmers wererepresented at the summit through Agri-South Africa and the National AfricanFarmers Union (NAFU). Their influence isevident in government’s LRAD programmeand is an example of ‘post-transition pactingbetween the state, white agricultural capitaland a small but significant class of blackfarmers…. which has an interest to maintainproperty prices and confidence in the landmarket.’ A point of difference howeverbetween NAFU and Agri-South Africa wasNAFU’s support for the scrapping of thewilling buyer and willing seller principle ofland reform. Most delegates from the LandRedistribution Commission advocated therejection of the willing buyer principle withthe exception of Agri-South Africa. TheCommission held that the state must havethe right of first refusal on all land sales. Italso advocated a moratorium on new golfcourses and new game farms along with theprivatisation of forestland. It recommendedbetter-coordinated and resourced support forthose buying and working land for the firsttime.The Commission noted that much ofgovernment’s approach to land redistributionwas based on acquiring land at market pricesfrom willing sellers. The summitrecommended that the principle of ‘willingbuyer/willing seller’ be rejected. Delegatesnoted that the Constitution provides for theexpropriation of land with just compensationfrom government. Government had howeverscarcely used its right to expropriate. TheCommission recommended that expropriationbe used together with participatory andpeople-centred methods. Such methodsshould be area-based and planned so thatland and agrarian transformation take placein the context of wider development goals,particularly through the IntegratedDevelopment Plans (IDPs). 

Delegates asserted that market based landreforms are underpinned by questionableideas around efficiency, cooperation and non-confrontation. Such ideas had simply notworked due to the limited size of grants andthe ‘demand driven’ nature of market-basedland reforms. Land markets, delegatesbelieved, lacked a ‘moral and politicalconscience’ and left to their own devices ledto the concentration of prime land amonglanded elites. Most participants in landreform programmes had only acquiredmarginal land unfit for successful farming.Lack of post-settlement support was also toblame for this failure. Agri-South Africa opposed this approacharguing that land markets as an instrumentof land reform were useful because it wasimportant to conduct an ‘orderly’ land reformprocess, which did not disrupt national foodsecurity. It argued that the role ofcommercial agriculture in South Africa wasto provide food in a sustainable way. Itimplied that land reform policies, whichtarget equity as a priority, run the danger oflowering efficiency and growth in a moderneconomy, which could lead to a decline innational food production. It was throughsuch arguments that Agri-South Africa aimedto maintain the status quo. Some delegates also criticised the landredistribution programme for lacking agender perspective. They believed land reformgave women the opportunity to claimindependent land rights. Gender activistsoften had an inflated expectation of landreform being able to change unequal ruralgender relations. In response it was arguedthat land reform was only one aspect of themulti-faceted nature of super-exploitationthat rural women experience and putting inplace programmes that challenge genderinequality is very difficult.In all these debates the strong need forhistorical redress and the need to reverserural poverty through land reform camethrough. The gap that marked thesediscussions was on who should bear the costof land reform and how much land wasavailable for a comprehensive redistribution.
THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCCESSDebates about land reform often neglect todeal with whether South Africa’s resourcescan meet high expectations of land reform –
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a responsibility that is seen as belonging tothe ministry of Land and Agriculture. One ofthe problems is availability of land, and thecost of making a large supply of prime landavailable to the rural poor. Only around 15%of South Africa’s total agricultural land isarable. Much of this land is not usedbecause the owners are too far fromagricultural markets, or they find it is toorisky to invest in farming compared withother sources of income.Sufficient water is also a problem. Wateris a limited resource and about 50% of allwater in South Africa is used for agriculture.This combined with the increase inproduction costs and the sharp reduction ingovernment subsidies, has made commercialfarming more demanding and competitive.As a result, the number of commercialfarmers (mainly white owned) has droppedfrom 78 000 to 45 000 over the past 15years. A significant new trend is ecotourismand game farming. Most farms, owned by about 45 000farmers, are large. This is partly because thesub-division of Agricultural Land Act (1970)has prevented the development of smallerfarms. The large size of farms has been oneof the major obstacles to rural people beingable to afford agricultural land. There islittle prime agricultural land available on asmall-scale basis.The state itself owns little land. About12% (12.5 million hectares), excluding theformer homelands, is state owned. To reachits 30% target government would need toredistribute 20.6 million hectares ofcommercial agricultural land – an averageof 1.87 million hectares a year. So far,delivery has averaged at 0.38 millionhectares a year. This means that deliverywill have to increase fivefold to meet the2014 target. At the current pace,government will reach the 30% target in 54years’ time. The contribution of agriculture to overalleconomic development in South Africa isquite minimal. It is estimated at less than5% of GDP and employs about 10% ofSouth Africa’s formal jobholders. Itconstitutes about 8.4% of the country’stotal export earnings. Agriculture however isthe third most important livelihood in ruralareas, after wage labour and state pensions.About 18% of rural households see

agriculture as their main source of income. Land reform however has not given alivelihood to the many poor people it wishesto support. In many projects, little or noproduction is taking place. This is due to arange of factors, including the lack ofcapital, unsuitable project design, lack ofland and support from state and otheragencies, lack of skills and infighting. In allthree pillars of land reform (restitution,tenure and redistribution) rural people’slives have rarely changed. This means thatmeeting the 2014 target of redistributingagricultural land and growing a viableagricultural sector, is a massive task that asingle government department cannotachieve on its own. This was rarelyrecognised in debates at the summit. Three factors emerged at the summit forthe implementation of a successful land andagricultural reform programme. These werethe need to create partnerships, to employfast-tracking strategies and the importanceof meeting the 2014 targets. It is clear thatland reform cannot be a purely state-centred national project. There is a need tocreate partnerships. But the possibility ofsuch a partnership was not forthcomingfrom commercial agricultural representedthrough Agri-South Africa. This was clearwhen it refused to support the populardemand to scrap the willing buyer/willingseller approach to land reform. The Minister of Land Affairs andAgriculture Thoko Didiza admitted thatgovernment land reform is not working butthat there was a need to pursue reformwithin the confines of the Constitution. Shecommented in her closing speech at thesummit, ‘… government needs to reflectguided by the Constitution, and decide whatcan be done in order to ensure the securityof tenure of all individuals in South Africa.’In effect any proposal that could haveconstitutional implications, for example,expropriation without compensation, as inZimbabwe, would not be embarked upon.Successful land reforms often come at aprice. Nowhere in the world has theagrarian crisis been solved in a friendlymanner through the ‘barrel of the market’.The best-known successful land reforms, forinstance in China, Japan and South Korea,have involved little or no compensation forland confiscated from landlords. Indeed,

many people say the explosive economicgrowth of these countries is due to thesuccessful implementation of land reform,which was seen as a major part ofsustainable development and povertyreduction. The power of the rich landownerswas broken, and tenants were able to ownthe land. A major lesson from Brazil wasthat partnerships are useful strategies inachieving land reform. Brazil was able tofast-track land delivery through the use of a‘progressive social clause’ that allowed forthe expropriation of unused land.Within South African, it seems breakingthe powers of landlords is an unlikely routebecause of the country’s fragile democracy.The use of the expropriation clause howeverwill hopefully fast-track land reform. TheZimbabwe case, presented at the summit,demonstrated the harsh measures thatinternational capital is capable of taking ifan unconstitutional land reform programmeis adopted. There was wide agreement on the needto scrap the willing buyer/willing sellerapproach and to develop a state-driven, wellresourced, coordinated and integrated landreform programme. Delegates also endorsedthe need to create holistic tenure legislationto protect the tenure rights of farmworkers,farm dwellers and labour tenants. It wasrecognised that newly emerging farmersneed greater support from the state, andagri-infrastructure such as extensionservices, training, marketing and financingof agriculture/land reform must increase. The critical question: Is it possible for asingle department such as the ministry ofLand Affairs and Agriculture, to marshal therequired resources, and capacity? This wasreflected in the ministers’ closing remarksthat her department was caught betweenthe devil and the deep blue sea. Hardly anycountry has succeeded in its land reformprogramme solely through the barrel of themarket. It is clear that South Africa cannotsucceed solely through the market routeespecially in the light of Agri-South Africaand their supporters the Freedom Front andDemocratic Alliance espousing a vision infavour of organised commercial agriculture.
This is an edited version of a paper by Kariukiwho is a senior lecturer in the sociologydepartment  University of Witwatersrand. 
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