
South Africa’s agrarian structure is‘dualistic’. It comprises a capital-intensive commercial farming sectorengaged in large-scale production andstrongly linked to global markets and, in theformer ‘black’ homelands, an impoverishedsector dominated by low-input, labour-intensive subsistence production as providinga key source of livelihood along with migrantwages and state pensions.Past governments pretended thisreflected ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’, but thereal function of the black ‘reserves’ was toreproduce, and reduce the cost of labour(Wolpe 1972). In this way, the reserves

subsidised industrialisation and economicgrowth in ‘white’ SA’s  manufacturing andmining sectors. This has been widelyrecognised as a feature of ‘racial capitalism’under apartheid (Lipton 1985). Land reform is an important symbol inthe ‘new’ SA as tangible evidence of a nationaddressing historical injustice. It also has thepotential to form the centrepiece ofrestructuring to transform rural social andeconomic relations and form a base for pro-poor development against a backdrop ofchronic rural poverty. . There has been spectacularunderperformance in land reform in the firstfive years with only a small fraction of thetarget 30% of agricultural land transferred,and a shift of focus from the rural poor tosupporting the emergence of a class of blackcommercial farmer.
LAND REFORM IN THE FIRST DECADEOF DEMOCRACYExisting property rights were a central factorin the negotiations that led to politicaltransition. White farmers and industrialistssuccessfully lobbied to ensure thatcommitments to transformation in the 1993interim constitution and the final 1996constitution were tempered by a ‘propertyclause’ that recognised and protectedexisting property rights. Land reform couldhappen but would be constrained, leadingsome to observe that ‘in effect, colonial landtheft is now preserved by constitutionalsanction’ (Hendricks and Ntsebeza, 2000).But a number of factors ensured aprogramme of land reform was adopted. Onewas the militancy of rural communitiesdetermined to right the wrong of forcedremovals; another was the advice of theWorld Bank, which promoted its own‘market-led’ model of land reform andargued that redistributing land and creatinga class of black smallholders was necessaryto avert social and political instability, as

well as to promote rural development (Hall1998).The African National Congress (ANC)government committed itself, to redistribute30% of agricultural land to the poor andlandless over a period of five years. WorldBank advisors said the target was feasiblebecause 6% of agricultural land is sold eachyear – appearing to hold to the incrediblenotion that all, or nearly all, land on themarket would be bought for redistribution(Aliber and Mokoena 2002:10). To provide asense of scale, the commercial farming areasof SA amount to about 86 million hectares,of which 30% is approximately 26 millionhectares.Land reform was conceived as a meansfor the state to redress past injustice andpromote development. It would pursue thesetwin goals by restoring land rights to thedispossessed, securing and upgrading therights of those with insecure rights to landthrough a land tenure reform programme,and changing the racially skewed landownership patterns through a landredistribution programme (DLA 1997a). Eachof these three components of land reform inSA is mandated by the Constitution, whichnot only empowers the state to pursue aprogramme of land reform, but also obligesit to do so and allows for the expropriationof property. 
LAND REDISTRIBUTION: FROM PRO-POOR TO A COMMERCIAL MODELGovernment has focused on theredistribution of land through a ‘willingbuyer, willing seller’ land redistributionprogramme. From 1995 to 1999, this tookthe form of Settlement / Land AcquisitionGrants (SLAG) to poor households to enablethem to purchase land. Because the grants,at R16 000 per household, were small, oftenrequired large groups had to pool theirgrants to purchase land. The model waswidely criticised because it reproduced
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overcrowding, and because it did not link theacquisition of land to support and resourcesto enable people to generate a livelihood(DLA 1997b). In response to the criticisms and widerchanges in government’s thinking about thestate’s role in development, the Minister ofAgriculture and Land Affairs instituted amoratorium on land redistribution in 1999,pending an internal policy review. InFebruary 2000 government announced thatthe 30% target was confirmed, but would bepursued over 15 years (from 2000 to 2015),and the major means of achieving this wouldbe a new redistribution programme aimed at

establishing a class of black commercialfarmers.The new policy, named the LandRedistribution for Agricultural Development(LRAD) programme, was originally designedfor people with capital to invest, preferablythose with agricultural diplomas. Theapplicants would need between R5 000 andR400 000 and, depending on the level of thiscontribution, would be eligible for amatching grant of between R20 000 andR100 000, on a sliding scale (DLA 2000).Following criticism of this ‘abandonment ofthe poor’, the requirement of a minimumcash contribution of R5 000 was discarded –

the poor could contribute this in the form ofsweat equity – but according to some DLAofficials, applicants must still comply withcommercial criteria. Since its launch in August 2001, LRADhas been firmly established as the flagshipredistribution programme of government.It is impossible with existing official data,to draw precise conclusions about who isbenefiting from LRAD, but the sizes of grantsdisbursed and levels of capital contributeddo tell us something about the socio-economic profile of applicants. This rangesfrom the poor to the very well off, withsubstantial variation between provinces. InKwaZulu-Natal, for instance, it is almostexclusively the well off who have been ableto participate, by contributing substantialcash, assets or loan finance. In the EasternCape and Western Cape, in contrast, a cross-section of socio-economic groups haveparticipated, with some entering at thelowest grant levels (Jacobs, Lahiff and Hall2003). Most applicants have made somecontribution in cash or kind, and most havebeen men. LRAD offers a higher level of grant thanwas available in the past, but to fewerpeople. Despite some gains in terms ofdelivery, poor and rich compete for limitedresources
LAND RESTITUTION: LIMITEDRESTORATION TO THE DISPOSSESSEDAnother important aspect of land reform iscompensating for forced removals during,and even before, apartheid. A restitutionprogramme was adopted in 1994 as aseparate process and 63 455 claims werelodged by the deadline in December 1998, ofwhich most were urban claims to residentialland made by individual households. In therural areas, claims by entire communities tolarge tracts of land – including primecommercial farmland – numbered nearly 20 000.
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Accumulating evidence in support ofthese historical claims was arduous andtime-consuming. Only one claim was settledby 1997. By 1999 it was clear that theprogramme was in trouble, having resolvedonly 41 of the 63 455 claims. The settlementrate has increased dramatically since theadoption of an administrative route (wherethe state seeks negotiated settlements withclaimants) rather than a court process, andpeaked at nearly 18 000 in one year in2001/2. At the same time, the number ofhouseholds per claim settled has droppedsharply from 432 in 1998 to 2 in 2002, andthe number of hectares restored per claimdropped from 5 185 in 1998 to 8 in 2002.This indicates that the vast majority ofclaims settled have been individualhousehold claims in urban areas, settledthrough cash settlements (Hall 2003). Veryfew rural claims have been settled and ruralland had been earmarked for transfer inrespect of only 185 of the 36 488 claimssettled by March 2003, again indicating thatthe bulk of complex and costly rural claimsinvolving large numbers of people and largetracts of rural land remain unresolved (CRLR2003b and Hall 2003).According to the Commission, just over800 000 hectares had been earmarked forrestoration by March 2004, though only aproportion had actually been transferred to,or settled by, claimants (CRLR 2004). But an

analysis shows both restitution andredistribution have provided black peoplewith access to relatively low-value land,making few inroads, as yet into the white-dominated profitable high-value sectors ofagriculture. Half of all land earmarked forrestitution, and more than half of all landredistributed by the end of 2002, was in thesemi-arid regions of the country in theNorthern Cape. Since then, the pattern hasaltered somewhat as a few large claims havebeen settled in Mpumalanga (CRLR 2004).As the focus of restitution turns to therural claims, the programme will inevitablyconfront current owners unwilling to sell. Todate, the state has relied on negotiated salesand, where these are not possible, hasoffered claimants cash instead. This is notlikely to be a durable strategy, since manyrural claimants insist on returning to theirland and in a handful of cases have stagedillegal occupations. It remains to be seenhow the state will navigate the contradictionbetween black communities’ historical claimsto land, and the property rights of  currentowners, and whether, or in whatcircumstances, more interventioniststrategies, like expropriation, will be used toforce the pace of change.
REFORMING TENURE: AT THE MARGINSAttempts to reform tenure relations onfarms, or to provide farm dwellers and labourtenants with land of their own, have raised,but not realised, possibilities of furtherredistribution in the countryside, not leastbecause securing tenants’ rights is anathemato the overarching policy emphasis on theproperty rights of ownership and owners.People living and working on commercialfarms are among the poorest South Africans.Laws introducing new labour and tenurerights for farm dwellers in the 1990s havebeen notoriously difficult to enforce (RSA2001). These came at a time of widerchanges in the sector and, together witheconomic pressures and a hostile responsefrom many farmers, contributed to joblosses, casualisation and evictions of farmdwellers thereby completing dispossession byseparating rural workers from access to land.A policy review was initiated in early 2002but is yet to bear fruit.

Few improvements have been seen in thecommunal areas, where systems of landadministration have collapsed and there iswidespread uncertainty about the status ofland rights. After six years of draftinglegislation to address the situation, theCommunal Land Rights Bill (CLRB) waspassed by Parliament in February 2004, justahead of the elections. It provides that titleto communal land can be transferred fromthe state to communities already residingthere – but on the basis of ministerialdiscretion to determine who will get whichresources and without addressing theproblems of the disarray in communal landadministration and discrimination againstwomen (Claassens 2003).
POLITICS AND ECONOMICS OF LANDREFORMThe extent of land dispossession in colonialand apartheid SA dwarfs that of otherSouthern African states, yet SA’s attempts toreverse this have been cautious. The currentpolicy approach cannot even achieve its ownlimited targets. Why has rural reform fallenso far short of expectations? The first reasonis the problem of ‘big policy and theshrinking state’, in that land policy bearslittle relation to the institutions, budgets andpolitical environment in or through which itis to be realised.Within the market-led paradigm, thestate must fund or subsidise the purchase ofland and related infrastructure – anenormous undertaking. However, whileadopting ambitious policy and targets, wehave a shrinking state with inadequateinstitutional and financial resources. The cost of acquiring land and creating aclass of black farmers in the image of thewhite agricultural sector is likely to beprodigious. The cost of land to settle theoutstanding rural restitution claims alone islikely to be well over R10 billion (Hall 2003).National budgets are nowhere near this. It isin this context that a premium has beenplaced on mobilising private capital and thereliance on a central role for the Land Bankin making credit available to LRADparticipants. Even so, in terms of bothdelivery and budget allocation, the scale ofthe shortfall is staggering.
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The state also falls short with budgetsand staffing for the Department of LandAffairs which is itself reliant for success oncooperation and contributions from otheroverburdened and cash-strapped institutionssuch as, local government (district and localmunicipalities) and the national andprovincial departments of agriculture. But the main constraint is the macro-economic policy environment that favourslimited state involvement in the economy. 
MACRO-ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVES ONLAND POLICYThe restructuring of agriculture in SA, to theextent that it is happening, is largely as aresponse to South Africa’s self-imposedstructural adjustment in the late 1990s. Foragriculture, this involved the removal ofdirect state support in the form of soft loans,tax breaks, state-run cooperatives and singlechannel marketing and the opening up ofSouth Africa’s markets to internationalcompetition through the dismantling oftariff barriers. All of this was exceedinglybadly timed for that small class of blackcommercial farmers – or ‘emerging’ farmerswhich, in the South African lexicon, refers toblack entrants into commercial farming –who anticipated that the end of apartheidwould enable them to access the publicresources previously reserved for whites. Oneresult of the deregulation and liberalisation

process has been a growing rift in the sectorbetween ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, with a rise inthe rate of bankruptcies and theconsolidation of landholdings into fewerhands – a trend at odds with land reform(RSA 2001). The replacement of SLAG with LRAD atthe end of the 1990s brought land reform inline with the growth, employment andredistribution strategy’s (GEAR’s) emphasison entrepreneurship as a means of building ablack middle class, with limited directinvolvement in the economy by the state andreliance on partnerships with the privatesector. However, ownership of agriculturalland is not a top priority for black economicempowerment (BEE), since more significantopportunities for capital accumulation lie injoint ventures and value adding industries insecondary agriculture. The current perspective of government onthe trajectory of agrarian change is one ofprogressive capitalism – a deepening ofcapitalist relations within the agriculturalsector and its deracialisation that, togetherwith foreign investment, is to pave the wayfor economic growth. The macro-economicimperatives of GEAR in turn form thecontext for the state’s ideologicalattachment to commercial agriculture, whichtends to undervalue the land uses of thepoor. Powerful beliefs in the economic

efficiency of commercial farming, and theinefficiency of low-input agriculture by thepoor, appear to persist within the statebureaucracy. This ideologically drivenpreference for commercial farming is evidenteven among those tasked with implementingland reform, where commercial farmingcriteria have been deployed in assessingapplications for land grants. Transferring land without wider changesin the provision of resources andinfrastructure has also left beneficiaries withthe choice of engaging in low-inputagriculture that they can reasonably financethemselves or to engaging in joint ventureswith public or private sector partners. Whereland has been transferred, some have startedto farm it themselves as a group, oftencombining resources. In other cases, theyhave leased it back to its previous whiteowners, as they lack the capital to farm itcommercially. Though in some cases this mayprove more profitable than other uses towhich it might be put, rental income has tobe divided among large communities, oftenbringing limited benefit to individualmembers. In others, joint ventures have beenset up between land reform beneficiaries andcommercial partners, including sometimesthe previous owner, who offer shareholdingsin businesses and possibilities of access tojobs.It is common in South Africa for urban
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intellectuals, businesspeople and politiciansto argue that it is anachronistic to bepursuing land reform in an economy sodominated by industry and where, so thelogic goes, people are moving to the cities insearch of work. In fact, very little is knownabout the demand for land. A survey in themid-1990s, now possibly outdated, foundthat 68% of poor black people living in ruralareas wanted land. Most wanted very smallparcels with half wanting one hectare or less(Marcus, Eales and Wildschut 1996). Thesefindings reinforce a growing body ofliterature which argues that the rural poorseek, in the first place, a secure place to liveand land for small-scale cultivation of foodcrops, largely but not exclusively forconsumption, plus access to (additional)grazing land. While some may aspire toproducing for markets most are unable tosustain the risks involved with full-timecommercial farming, unless with substantialsupport from the state (Andrew, Ainslie andShackleton 2003).The demand for land has become moreapparent through land occupations in urbanand rural areas. Struggles for land are ofteninterwoven with wider rural struggles forsurvival and for control of the countryside,evident in the levels of violence on farms,including murders of both farm workers andfarm owners, the rise of farm commandosand patterns of fence cutting and stocktheft.Responding not only to dispossession butalso to retrenchment both in agriculture andfrom urban industry, the rural poor andlandless in South Africa have articulatedbroader demands for livelihoods –demanding jobs alongside, rather thaninstead of, land (Hart 2002). The demand forland, then, is likely to be contingent onwhether the poor see for themselvesopportunities in a growing urban industrialeconomy.A Landless People’s Movement (LPM),influenced by the Landless Workers’Movement (MST) in Brazil, was launched atthe World Conference Against Racism

(WCAR) in 2001 with a campaign entitled‘Landlessness = Racism’ and, since then, hashad an impact disproportionate to its sizeand level of organisation, not least becauseit has been able to touch a raw nerve inSouth African society – the question ofwhether South Africa will become ‘anotherZimbabwe’. Although explicitly non-aligned, the LPMhas navigated between straightforwarddemands for delivery by government andanti-ANC sentiment defined by opposition toGEAR, privatisation and the New Partnershipfor Africa’s Development (NEPAD). As it hasgrown, it has brought together a range ofinterests in a ‘broad church’. In aconstituency of the rural poor that has beenlargely invisible in national politics, theadvent of the LPM has given a ‘voice to thevoiceless’. 
DERACIALISATION ANDACCUMULATION FROM ABOVEAgricultural capital has long been a whitepreserve in SA, and a crucially importantpolitical constituency. Now Agri South Africa(AgriSA) and the National African Farmers’Union (NAFU) are the associationsrepresenting established white and blackfarmers. Together, they constitute apresidential working group on agriculture,with which the President meets a few timeseach year. Though sometimes at odds withone another, these representatives of whiteand black farmers, together with the state,represent an emerging alliance forgedthrough their participation in the workinggroup where they developed a Strategic Planfor Agriculture to guide their futurepartnership and to frame government policy(NDA 2001). NAFU, the embodiment of a small butimportant class of black commercial farmers,was established in 1991 out of a committeeof the National African Chamber ofCommerce (NAFCOC) to lobby bothgovernment and donors to support blackcommercial farmers.The plan is an example of post-transition

pacting between the state, whiteagricultural capital and a small butpolitically significant class of blackcommercial farmers. While AgriSA and NAFUmaintain distinct identities at a nationalpolitical level – NAFU in particular isinterested in maintaining a distinct identityas a black constituency – in practice, theirmembers have discovered some commoninterests.The alliance of the state with white andblack farmers is of course susceptible tochange. South Africa faces economic andpolitical risks if much of the populationremains marginal and it is the absence of aclear cost to the state of not pursuing aradical programme of restructuring in ruralareas lies at the heart of explaining thecurrent direction of policy. 
CONCLUSIONIt is a common wisdom in South Africa thatthe parameters of policy to confront thelegacy of apartheid were constrained by theterms of the negotiated transition and thatcompromises made in the early 1990s arereflected in post-apartheid policy. However,the constitutional protection of propertyrights does not alone explain the path ofreform. A political economy perspectiveenables us to see both why land reform hasbeen so limited, and in whose interests ithas been remoulded. While land reformfalters, new alliances are emerging withpowerful arbiters and shapers of what landreform is to become. Reliance on the marketand on willing sellers to make land availablefor redistribution, and a relatively ‘hands-off’state, means that land reform falls short ofconfronting and transforming entrenchedforms of exclusion and marginality.
This is an edited version of a paper publishedin the Review of African Political EconomyNo. 100 (Special Issue on South Africa).  Hallis a researcher at the Programme for Landand Agrarian Studies (PLAAS) at theUniversity of the Western Cape; email:rhall@uwc.ac.za
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The demand for land, then, is likely to be contingent on whether the poor see for themselves opportunities in a
growing urban industrial economy.


