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THEPOTENTIALFOR CREATINGADDITIONAL
RURALLIVELIHOODSIN AGRICULTUREAND THE
RURALNON-FARM SECTORIN SEMI-ARIDAREAS:

A CASESTUDYIN THENORTHERNPROVINCE

] ohann Kirsten t

Introduction

The aim here is to estimate the potential for creating additional livelihoods in a typical semi-arid
area under various assumptions about farm activities, farm size and technology. As such the
paper will endeavour to provide policy makers with estimates of the impact of a land reform
programme on the amounts and types of rural livelihoods.

In 1993, through a collaborative effort betWeen the Land and Agricultural Policy Centre and
the World Bank, a team of South African and international researchers provided preliminary
estimates on the net gain or loss of jobs in the aftermath of redistributive land reform (see
LAPC 1993 and Van den Brink et aI1996). This research is an effort to refine these estimates
in a semi-arid region.

The existence of rural growth or farm/non-farm linkages, the belief that smaller scale farms
are more labour-intensive, and hence the view that they have stronger linkages, are the three
fundamental assumptions for the notion that rural restructuring or land reform could generate
additional livelihoods. It is argued that a land reform programme could lead to increased farm
income and, through the existence of these linkages, contribute to growth in the rural economy
and in particular the rural non-farm economy. This positive indirect contribution associated
with a land reform programme could be one of the major benefits of, and thus motivation for,
land reform.

The international literatUre on agricultural growth linkages gives considerable evidence on the
linkages generated by technological change in agriculture. and investment projects in
agriculture. However, little evidence on the linkage effects of land reform programmes on farm
income and output, secondary growth and poverty reduction emerges from this debate (Lip ton
1993).
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Considering the assumption that reform will also have an impact on other economic sectors
through the linkage effect it would be more correct to assess the livelihood potential in an
economy wide context.

For this reason it was initially envisaged that this chapter would use the input-output and SAM
methodology to estimate the livelihoods that can potentially be generated. However, due to
questions relating to the appropriateness of the methodology and the complete absence of
micro level data and examples of post-reform models, it was decided to focus on only one
district, estimating the potential to generate livelihoods given the agro-ecological potential of
the particular district.

The farming systems in semi-arid environments are largely determined by the unstable and
insufficient water balance, and as a result extensive livestock production and limited rainfed
cultivation are the typical farming systems. Where water is available, either from storage dams
or boreholes, cultivation under irrigation is also to be found.

Lipton (1995) argues that it is unlikely that rainfed agriculture would generate sufficient
livelihoods to support, say, a growth of 1,5% annually in rural population and a minimal
improvement of 2% in per capita income. It is therefore argued that livelihoods can be
sufficientlyincreased only through expansion of irrigation. Or stated differently: irrigation
remains the only sustainablesource of increasedlivelihoodsin semi-aridareas.

Although this argument can be supported, it assumes sufficient water is available for the
expansion of irrigation. Africa has similar soil-water averages and distribution to those of Asia,
and should therefore have the ability to expand irrigation. However, it is not the case for
semi-arid areas in southern Africa which are water-.insecure and prone to drought conditions.

In semi-arid regions of South Africa, including the Northern Province, it has been observed
over the past decade that storage dams and boreholes failed to provide a secure supply of water.
for irrigation purposes - instead boreholes are drying up, and rivers and dams supplying major
irrigation schemes had been dry for the three to four years before the record breaking rain
season of 1995/96.

The dying citrus orchards at Zebediela and dying citrus and mango trees in the Tzaneen region
towards the end of 1995 were examples of the effect of the water shortage in the Northern
Province. The reality also strikes when you talk to farmers and communities. The issue of water
is always at the top of their concerns.

We can list criticisms of previous irrigation polices, such as inequitable access to water
resources, cheap water prices, inefficient allocation of water, etc. From an economic standpoint
it can be argued that reallocating and redistributing control over water supplies to people or
institutions that use them effectively, efficiently and labour-intensively could be a solUtion.

InstitUtional change and a change in the focus of research technology which leads to the
substitUtion of labour for water should be important. This would perhaps address some issues
but, given the reality of limited water supply, it is unlikely that irrigation alone could generate
sufficient livelihoods.
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We shall therefore also have to consider rainfed agriculture and extensive livestock production
as possible avenues to additional livelihoods. Perhaps smaller land holdings, change in activity
mix and shifts in land use could also help.

Given the riskiness of agricultural activities in the research area, we are at the outset sceptical
about the potential for livelihood generation in semi-arid regions. Hopefully our analyses will
prove the contrary.

Non-farm or off-farm activities could be important in securing, in combination with
agriculturalactivities,sustainablelivelihoods.The secondhalfof the chapterwillpayparticular
attention to non-farm enterprises in rural areas.

The first half of the chapter considers the livelihood potential of agriculture in the Northern
Province. The characteristics of the Northern Province and the current mix of agricultural
activities are discussed first, to provide the regional setting for the research. The alternative
crops and farming systems are considered next, after which the additional agricultural
livelihoods in a post reform situation are estimated within the Potgietersrus magisterial district.

Characteristics of the research area

The Northern Province was selected as the research area because of the extreme poverty and
the pressure for land reform. Some socio economic characteristics of the province are briefly
discussed here.

Employment in the province

The agriculturalsector, employing 12% of the economicallyactive population, is the third
largestemployerin the region.The miningsector tops the leaguewith26% of the economically
activepopulation. Community and socialservices,includingeducation, employs 16%.

Based on employment statistics of the former Lebowa it is evident that agriculture is the third
largest employer (15% of economically active population) after community and social services
(27%) and informal activities (21%). The recorded employment statistics for agriculture do
not include smallholder and subsistence households, and therefore underestimate the persons
involved in agriculture in Lebowa.

Based on the 1994 October household survey it is estimated that the commercial farming sector
in the province employs approximately 140 000 workers on 5 455 farms covering 5,7 million
hectares - thus implying on average a labour/land ratio of one worker for every 40 hectares
farmed.

Unemployment in the region is high, and many households depend on remittances from family
members. The October 1994 household survey estimates that 571000 individuals (or 49% of
the economically active population) are not employed in the formal economy and 533 000 of
them reside in the rural areas. Although this figure seems high, many of the so-called
unemployed do make a living through a range of informal activities.




























































