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ABSTRACT

The South African agricultural sector has experienced various transformation processes over
the past 25 years, from a predominantly white commercial sector to a black focused sector with
an emphasis on smallholder farming. The government is committed to supporting the
smallholder farming sector through interventions that include land reform and access to water,
amongst others. Despite these efforts, smallholder farmers remain vulnerable, especially
during drought periods. Smallholder farmers are not homogeneous; instead, they are diverse,
and their farming needs also differ according to their livelihood needs. Due to the diversity of
smallholder farmers, it is difficult for the government to effectively respond to their needs. The
2015-2018 drought is a case in point. This paper assesses the challenges of defining and
classifying smallholder farmers in South Africa. The complex Western Cape classification
system is presented as a case study. The study concludes that there is a need for a simpler
method of grouping the smallholder farmers based on their livelihoods to develop relevant
support systems.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The South African agricultural sector has gone through various transformation phases since
1994, with a major focus on smallholder farming. The evolution of the agricultural sector as
articulated by various academics and scholars indicates the change from a white commercial
sector to a black focused smallholder sector (DAFF, 2011; Kirsten and van Zyl, 1998;
Hendricks, 2014; Vink and Van Rooyen, 2009; Pienaar, 2013). With the new constitution in
1994 came the deregulation of core functions of the government, although some responsibilities
still reside with the national government. Government portfolios were rearranged into either
national or provincial skills, with agrarian capacities classed as common capabilities (Oettle et
al. 1998; Van Niekerk, 2012). Currently, the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
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is responsible for legislation and policy design while Provincial Departments of Agriculture
implement the policies and legislation at the local level (Van Niekerk, 2012).

Tshuma (2014) demonstrated how the current national and provincial governments are
committed to supporting the smallholder farming sector through various interventions that
include food security and land reform programmes, amongst others. At the centre of the
policies and development programmes is the inclusion of female and youth agriculturists (Hart
and Aliber, 2012). Right from 1994, legislation focused on the empowerment of the most
vulnerable women and youth (1995 White Paper on Agriculture, the 1998 Agricultural Policy
in South Africa discussion document, the 2001 Strategic Plan for South African Agriculture
and the 2004 Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme). Government interventions
aimed to rectify the injustices of the past and to foster the development of rural communities
(Aliber and Cousins, 2013). Unfortunately, the remote location of many rural communities is
limiting their access to formal markets and job opportunities; therefore, these communities rely
on agricultural production for their livelihoods (Steward et al., 2015). The government and
investors rely on smallholder farmers to produce food for their households and create jobs for
rural communities (Steward et al., 2015).

The efforts of the government and related stakeholders to eradicate poverty and enhance rural
economic development through agricultural development are under constant critique
(Chikazunga and Paradza, 2013; Tshuma, 2014; Hart and Aliber, 2012). During the
developmental initiatives, new challenges emerge. The challenges include the vulnerability of
smallholder farmers to climate change, natural disasters, and social unrest, including land
reform programmes that fail (Ubisi et al., 2017). The fact that policies are designed by the
national government and the implementation of the policies is the responsibility of the
provincial government render the response programs to disasters not effective, and the
smallholder farmers are disadvantaged (Agri SA, 2016). The recent 2015-2018 drought in
South Africa is a case in point. There is, therefore, a need to create a common understanding
of the characteristics and challenges that are faced by smallholder farmers so that appropriate
response programs can be developed for periods of disaster. This paper is a brief review of
some of the challenges of classifying smallholder farmers in South Africa. The objectives of
the study were to review the characteristics and critique the current classification systems of
the smallholder farmers in South Africa and to show how they limit support to smallholder
farmers. A case study of the Western Cape classification system is given to show the
complexity of the current classification systems.

2. THE SOUTH AFRICAN AGRICULTURAL SECTOR

The agricultural sector in South Africa is well known for its duality with a strong commercial
farming component on the one hand and the smallholder component on the other (Kirsten and
Van Zyl, 1998; Mmbengwa et al. 2012; Pienaar, 2013; Thamaga-Chitja and Morojele, 2014;
Hendriks, 2014). The commercial sector is dominated by white farmers who are also the drivers
of the agricultural economy with export markets and sustainable investment arrangements;
hence the commercial sector is perceived as the successful farming sector in South Africa
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(Tshuma, 2014; Mmbengwa, 2012; Hendriks, 2014). The success is attributed to support
granted to the farmers from the South African Government for a long time (Tshuma, 2014).

The development of the rural agricultural sector has gained a lot of interest in the
developmental arena since 1994 after the inception of the new government (Pienaar, 2013;
Cousins, 2013; Thamaga-Chitja and Morojele, 2014). The South African Government focus
is on capacity building of smallholder farmers as outlined in the National Development Plan
(Pienaar, 2013). The Government intends to streamline support services towards the
smallholder farmers to achieve the food security goals, including job creation and income
generation for households. The National Development Plan states that the smallholder farming
sector can build the rural economy through adequate extension and advisory services, increase
in irrigated agriculture and cultivating of unproductive land in rural areas (DAFF, 2011,
Cousins, 2013; Mvelase, 2016).

The private sector has also contributed to the development of smallholder farmers (Koch and
Terblanche, 2013). Different support services are provided to the farmers that vary from
extension and support services, training, and mentoring and credit facilities where possible
(Fanadzo and Ncube, 2018). However, the different stakeholders or partners in development
find it difficult to streamline their support services to the desired target groups because there is
no clear classification of smallholder farmers (Pienaar, 2013; Tshoni, 2015; Fanadzo and Dube,
2018). Cousins (2010) argues that literature fails to define smallholder farming because the
different types of smallholder farmers are not considered. Van Averbeke et al. (2011) identified
smallholder farmers as a group of households and individuals with several limiting factors that
undermine their ability to embark on profitable interventions in the agricultural sector.

3. DEFINING SMALLHOLDER FARMERS

Various scholars and researchers attempt to define the smallholder farmers of South Africa
(Cousins, 2013; Van Averbeke, 2011; Thamaga-Chitja and Morojele, 2014). Farmer typologies
were previously used to categorise farmers into groups (Dunvernoy, 2000) and classify them.
The diversity of different farmers was assessed using various variables to group farmers into
different types (ibid). Farmer typologies have been mostly designed by academics, while the
National Government also tries to categorise the smallholder farmers of the country. The South
African Department of Agriculture (2015) defined smallholder farmers as those farmers who
produce for household consumption and markets, subsequently earning ongoing revenue from
their farming businesses, which form a source of income for the family. The farmers have the
potential to expand their operations and to become commercial farmers but need access to
comprehensive support (technical, financial, and managerial instruments).

Even though the government at large has promoted the continuous support of smallholder
farmers for the past 25 years, information on these smallholders remains a scarce resource
(Okunlola et al., 2016). The same authors also found critical contrasts amongst various groups
of agriculturists who are frequently lumped together and identified shared traits that cut across
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their activities. Therefore, the term ‘smallholder’ or ‘small-scale’ is not helpful or enlightening,
“and we need a more nuanced typology of black farming in South Africa” (ibid). Pienaar and
Traub (2015) highlight the notion of referring to smallholder farmers by using different words
that include small, small-scale, family, subsistence, emerging and smallholder. Smallholder
farming households who rely on government grants as main sources of income are actively
involved in agricultural production activities, mainly to supplement diets and reduce spending
by buying less food from outlets (ibid). Smallholder farmers are not a homogeneous group of
farmers who practice agriculture in the same fashion; instead, they are diverse, and their
farming needs also differ according to their livelihood needs. This diversity amongst
smallholder farmers makes it difficult to define the smallholder farmers (Pienaar, 2013; Tshoni,
2015; Fanadzo and Dube, 2018).

The Western Cape Department of Agriculture argued that the farming systems of the different
producers are complex and their livelihoods strategies are diverse; therefore, support services
targeted at these groups of farmers should be considered on farm level, taking into account the
actual needs of the producers. The Western Cape Department of Agriculture continues to
highlight that these producers should not be limited to government support but instead should
be serviced by all the relevant actors in the sector on a comprehensive basis (WCDoA, 2017).
Farmer typologies and definitions of smallholder farmers have been formulated to understand
the smallholder farmers (Cousins, 2013; Greenburg, 2013), but the results do not create a clear
understanding of these farmers. Perhaps using farmer livelihoods and resource endowment can
provide a better understanding of the different types of smallholder farmers. However, little
evidence has been found of studies examining the livelihoods strategies as a mechanism to
characterise and classify the smallholder farmers.

4. CLASSIFICATION OF SMALLHOLDER FARMERS IN SOUTH AFRICA

Kirsten and Van Zyl (1998) discredited the attempt to classify smallholder farmers by using
the size of the land as a variable because a high-value crop can deliver commercial outputs on
a small piece of land such as one hectare, while five hundred hectares of low-quality land
elsewhere might deliver low outputs. The authors suggested an interesting terminology for
smallholder farmers: “A small farmer is one whose scale of operation is too small to attract the
provision of the services he/she needs to be able to significantly increase his/her productivity.”
Kirsten (2011) suggested economic variables such as gross farm income, an amount of
R500 000 and less farm income per year being suggested. However, this added to the
complications that already existed. Greenburg (2013) identified two emerging issues. Firstly,
using the economic variable to define smallholder farmers included subsistence producers or
backyard farmers (farmers who maintained production only to supply food for their families).
Secondly, all races were included; therefore it changed the landscape of the smallholder sector
(Greenburg, 2013).

Smallholder farmers do not only produce food for the markets, but they also produce food for
their own consumption (Van Averbeke and Khosa, 2007). The production of food by
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smallholder farmers in rural communities becomes very important because of its dual function
(income generation and also the supply of food for the family), therefore contributing towards
the rural economy (ibid). Greenburg (2013) put rural agricultural production development at
the centre of the South African government. The contribution of smallholder farmers towards
food security in the rural areas has resulted in the government and private sector acknowledging
the smallholder sector as important in South Africa. However, two of the main characteristics
of these farmers are their low education levels and the limited access to land, with some
smallholder farmers having access to less than one hectare of land for agricultural production
(Tshuma, 2014). These characteristics, with other challenges such as lack of finance, pose
challenges for the farmers to continue to produce sustainably, especially during long periods
of drought.

For the South African Government to successfully formulate support programmes and design
policies to create a vibrant smallholder farming sector, it is important to clearly define the
smallholder farmer (Fanadzo and Dube, 2018). The authors also propose the consideration of
farm typologies or farming styles to give guidance and solutions upon establishing the
smallholder farmers in South Africa. We argue that characterisation and classification based
on livelihoods is a more accurate approach. Fanadzo et al. (2021) found that farmers who had
access to livelihood capitals/assets tended to cope and adapt better to drought than those who
did not in studies in the West Coast and Overberg Districts in the Western Cape. The literature
clearly illustrates diversity amongst smallholder farmers and the complexities that arise in
developing policies to support them. During natural disasters such as droughts, the South
African government continues to use blanket approaches when supporting smallholder farmers.
The latter may be due to the lack of a clear understanding of the smallholder farmers’ needs.
This gap demonstrates the need to develop a better understanding of smallholder farmers and
their needs, especially during drought periods.

S. CLASSIFICATION OF SMALLHOLDER FARMERS IN THE WESTERN
CAPE

The Western Cape Department of Agriculture has categorised the farmers of the province.
Different descriptions of farmers coupled with support interventions are articulated. Table 1
shows the classification of farmers as stipulated by the Western Cape Department of
Agriculture (WCDoA, 2018). Within subsistence and smallholder farmers, there are already
four categories, and there is a group called small commercial farmers.
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TABLE 1: Classification of farmers stipulated by the Western Cape Department of Agriculture (Adapted from WCDoA, 2018)

# Subsistence farmers Smallholder farmers Commercial farmers
Characteristics/Criteria Smallholder
Urban/peri- . Lifestyle farmers with Small commercial Medium Large commercial
. Survival farmers . .
urban agriculture smallholder farmer commercial farmers commercial farmers farmers
aspirations
Taxation
VAT registration No No No No Some but voluntary | Yes, compulsory | Yes,  compulsory
registration VAT registration — | VAT registration —
turnover is above | turnover is above
1 SARS specified | SARS specified
amount (R1m in | amount (R1m in
2010) 2010)
Qualify for income tax | No No No No Yes Yes Yes
deduction
Production intent
Production for | Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly
consumption or sale production for | production for | production for | production for | production for | production for | production for
consumption or sale | consumption or sale | consumption or sale consumption or sale | consumption or sale | consumption or sale | consumption or sale
Intent to farm Food security Food security Way of living Commercial Farm for profit Farm for profit Farm for profit
2 aspiration
Market Home Home / informal Formal Formal Commercial Commercial Commercial
Depend on Agric (cash) | 10% 10% 10 - 50% 10 - 50% Yes Yes Yes
Access to resources
3 | Access to land No Limited/Communal | Limited Limited Yes Yes Yes
Access to capital/credit | No No Yes No Yes Yes Yes
Other general characteristics
4 Source of labour Own/family Own/family Own/family/hired Own/family/hired Hired Hired Hired
Level of technology Low Low/indigenous Some modern | Some modern | Modern technology Modern technology Modern technology
technology technology
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The definitions in Table 1 indicate that there is no all-encompassing classification of
smallholder farmers even at the provincial level. The fact that it is difficult to define and
classify the smallholder farmers makes it also difficult to respond to the needs of the farmers,
especially during disaster events such as droughts. The current classification of farmers into
different classes of farmers (subsistence, smallholder and commercial) is not helping much
because the information needed to respond effectively to the needs of the different classes of
farmers during disaster periods like droughts is lacking.

There is a need to consider other variables that exist amongst the farmers to characterise and
classify them. The farmer characterisation and livelihoods approach is proposed as one such
approach as already argued. However, little evidence has been found of smallholder farmer
studies conducted in the Western Cape (Ncube, 2018; Ncube and Lagardien, 2015; Tshoni,
2015), especially towards examining the smallholder farmer characteristics. The Western Cape
Province is also focused on fruit and wine exports. Furthermore, the Western Cape commercial
farming sector is also known for its employment creation opportunities for people from various
parts of South Africa, especially during fruit harvesting seasons (Nel, 2015). Therefore, there
is a possibility of a mix of different individuals who may see themselves as smallholder farmers
depending on the season. Fanadzo et al. (2021) recommend a need for in-depth livelihood
studies that will consider wellbeing and try to understand the farmer’s individual
circumstances. The authors also recommended long-term socio-ecological studies to provide
some of these answers.

6. CONCLUSIONS

The homogeneous concept employed by the government and extension service providers when
developing support services for smallholder farmers is not helpful, especially during drought
periods. There is a need for a more nuanced typology and classification of smallholder farmers
to respond more effectively to natural disasters and climate hazards, using their livelihood
needs. Characterising and classifying the smallholder farmers based on the livelihoods
approach promises a more effective service delivery tool because it recognises
theirentitlements, endowments, and capabilities. Furthermore, a long-term approach could
provide the much-needed support to get smallholder farmers out of poverty.
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