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Where have we come from?

• Key trends in the agricultural sector over the past three 
decades have seen: 

• Market deregulation and trade liberalisation 

• Dramatic cuts in state subsidies and support for social 
investment on farms (housing, services, health and 
education) 

• Restructuring, externalization and casualisation of 
agricultural labour in particular sectors 

• South African producers have been drawn into global 
agricultural value chains requiring them to adopt a wide 
range of cost-cutting measures to remain competitive. 



Farm 
workers: 
South Africa’s 
forgotten 
citizens

• “Attempting to privilege tenure security in isolation from a 
larger development programme to address living and working 
conditions on farms, has practically extinguished many of the 
other rights of farm dwellers and their families – such as the 
rights to adequate housing, health and education… It provides a 
disincentive to land owners and employers to improve on farm 
housing and facilities”. (SAHRC 2007)

• “Farmworkers and labour tenants were characterised as being 
representative of the most vulnerable and insecure sections of 
the population. Living on land legally owned by others was 
recognised as creating special challenges in relation to securing 
equitable access to land and housing” (HLP, 2017: 281)

• A “total system failure” to advance the rights of this 
constituency (HLP, 2017: 282).

• “Despite the debates, inquiries, indabas and commissions it is 
clear that little has improved for farm workers”. (HLP 2016)



Not a single 
story

Despite these overarching trends it is 
important to record that the diverse 
agricultural sub-sectors have different 
stories to tell which reveal different labour 
intensities and employment trajectories. 

Likewise, standards of housing and levels of 
service available to farm workers differ 
markedly across subsectors and provinces. 



A fragmented policy on farm workers

Policies on tenure security, evictions, land reform, access to housing 
and services, alternative accommodation, gender, youth, wages and 
employment have all been pursued in isolation from each other

The White Paper on Land Policy envisaged that farm workers would 
be amongst the primary beneficiaries of land reform

In practice land reform increasingly displaces farm workers in favour 
of elites (Kepe and Hall, 2019)



The policy gap around farm worker housing

• The silences in housing policy with respect to farm worker housing have been a 
persistent feature of the democratic order. 

• The Housing White Paper (1994) acknowledged that farm workers living on farms were 
“effectively excluded” from access to the proposed housing subsidy scheme “as secure 
tenure is rarely achievable”.  

• Old order subsidies withdrawn and subsequent tax deductions allowable for farm owners 
to provide employee housing provision also withdrawn 

• The Rural Foundation which supported on farm housing and social infrastructure 
development disbanded



Policy clashes

• ESTA Section 4 made provision for grants for on and off-farm settlements for farm 
workers

• For a short period (2007-2009) the Department of Land Affairs made available the 
Settlement and Production Land Acquisition Grant (SPLAG) which was intended to 
provide land for both settlement and agricultural production. 

• Agrivillages explored as a possible settlement option

• Challenge of service provision on private land

• National housing policy went on to explicitly discourage agri-village establishment 
as unsustainable

• Risk of creating rural poverty traps 



Minimum 
wages and 

housing 
subsidy 
ceilings

• There has been concerted action to raise household 
incomes of workers in the industry 

• Increasing numbers of farm worker households earn above 
the national housing subsidy ceiling of R3500 

• This has not been adjusted since it was introduced in 1998.

• Where combined household income is above R3500/month 
eligibility to receive a housing subsidy and obtain an RDP 
house falls away. 

• Farm worker households earning above the subsidy 
threshold are only be able to access the Finance Linked 
Individual Subsidy (FLISP) – a market segment with few real 
opportunities.  

• In combination these various factors have had the perverse 
consequences of driving up informality on the fringes of 
rural towns.



Problem statement

Identifying five key problems



Five key 
problem 

areas



Focusing on 
what can be 
done

These problems are further 
elaborated in the annexure to 
this presentation

We have chosen to focus on 
what solutions could look like



What can be done?What can be done?
Proposals generated through the Social Dialogue Platform for Decent Work in 

Agriculture
Proposals generated through the Social Dialogue Platform for Decent Work in 

Agriculture



The social dialogue 
platform

• This was an initiative funded by the 
ETI focusing on the fruit and wine 
sectors in the Western Cape 2016-
2018

• It brought together government 
representatives, farm worker 
organisations, civil society 
organisations, labour unions, 
standards bodies, commodity groups 
and organised agriculture

• https://quattrologue.blogspot.com/

• The SDP reached consensus on ‘what 
good would look like’ 



PROPERTY 
RIGHTS

• People who live on farms will have options which will 

enable them to obtain home ownership. 

• Section 4 of ESTA will be actively implemented to:  

• enable occupiers, former occupiers and other persons 

who need Iong-term security of tenure to acquire land 

or rights in land; 

• enable on-site or off-site developments. 

• Section 4 subsidies will become available and the 

DRDLR will allocate a dedicated budget to meet its 

obligations in terms of the Act. 



PROPERTY 
RIGHTS

• Criteria for subsidy eligibility will correct factors 

marginalising farm dwellers and this process will 

consciously address the rights of households headed 

by women. 

• Policies will be developed which will enable the 

development of well-located rural hamlets within 

municipal spatial development frameworks and which 

will encourage investment in public-private housing 

schemes for farm dwellers. 

• However particular caution will need to be taken to 

avoid the creation of unsustainable rural settlements 

which turn into rural poverty traps.



PROPERTY 
RIGHTS

• There will be an active drive to enable farm workers 

and dwellers living on farms to register on the 

Housing Demand Database (HDD) with annual targets 

set for local municipalities. 

• New forms of recorded rights will be developed to 

address the current failings of the deeds registry 

system which remains expensive and inaccessible to 

poor households



TENURE 
SECURITY

• Case law will continue to clarify the ESTA right to 

family life of farm workers and dweller “in accordance 

with the culture of that family” and clarify the balance 

between this right and the rights of the owner. 

• State grants and tax benefits will be available to 

support employers to comply with Section 8(4)(a) and 

(b) of ESTA, which, at present, effectively gives 

responsibility to the owner to continue to 

accommodate retired farm workers who qualify as 

long-term occupiers. 



TENURE 
SECURITY

• A legal framework will be put in place to legitimize 

negotiated mutual agreements between farm owners 

and dwellers which compensate farm dwellers for 

voluntarily relinquishing their ESTA rights 

• This will regulate compensation and relocation 

assistance packages for those who move off farms 

which are just and equitable. 

• The rights of farm dwellers resident on properties 

acquired for land reform will be protected and they 

will be adequately compensated if they relinquish their 

ESTA rights to tenure security on the property. 



ALTERNATIVE
ACCOMMODATION

• Each municipality will have adopted an emergency 

housing and basic services policy which ensure the 

availability of serviced sites 

• This policy will be publicly available. 

• This policy will ensure that ‘temporary relocation 

areas’ (TRAs) are well-located.



HOUSING 
STANDARDS

• A set of clearly specified national standards will 

regulate the provision of housing on farms.

• These will elaborate on the basic guidelines provided 

by Sectoral Determination 13 and subsequent 

determinations. 

• Industry codes will be updated to reflect national farm 

worker housing minimum standards. 



HOUSING 
STANDARDS

• Legislation will specify how these standards are 

monitored and enforced and set out the conditions 

under which the Department of Human Settlements, 

the Department of Labour and local municipalities 

may conduct inspections and issue compliance orders. 

• Subsidies will be made available as part of a revised 

Farm Resident Housing Assistance Programme, which 

incentivise employer adoption. 



ON-FARM 
HOSTELS

• A set of clearly specified national standards will regulate 

the provision of hostel accommodation on farms. 

• On-farm hostel redevelopment will be integrated into 

the National Housing Code. Subsidies will be made 

available as part of a revised and practicable farm hostels 

redevelopment programme. 

• The industry codes will be updated to reflect national 

farm worker hostel minimum standards. 

• Legislation will specify how these standards are 

monitored and enforced and set out the conditions 

under which the Department of Human Settlements, the 

Department of Labour and local municipalities may 

conduct inspections and issue compliance orders. 



ACCESS TO 
SERVICES

• Amendments to the provisions of the Municipal Finance 

Management Act will permit closely specified and audited 

public expenditure on privately owned land for the 

purposes of ensuring basic service provision and 

improved housing standards. 

• A farm households infrastructure grant (FHIG) will be 

made available to fund rural housing and services on 

farms. 

• A model by-law will be prepared to enable municipalities 

to require that farm owners register and provide basic 

occupancy statistics for on-farm accommodation on an 

annual basis, as a means to provide data to ensure 

adequate service provision on farms including access to 

health care, schooling and rural public transport. 



ACCESS TO 
SERVICES

• Tax incentives will be developed by SARS which reward 

investments by farm owners in service provision and social 

infrastructure on farms. 

• Municipalities, in conjunction with the Department of Home 

Affairs and Social Services, will jointly enable farm dwellers 

to obtain identity documents and access social grants.



MAKING THE CHANGE

• There is in depth analysis of the “total system failure” to advance the rights of farm workers 
and the many challenges facing the agricultural sector. But despite the research, the debates, 
inquiries, indabas, commissions and proposals little has improved for farm workers.  Where 
positive change has happened, this has largely been independent of the state.

• Many South Africans have lost patience with public hearings and processes of consultation 
which do not result in concrete actions backed by budgets and capacity.

• Our challenge is to craft real world policies, jointly design and implement programmes as part 
of functional intergovernmental and social partnerships at District and Local Municipality 
scale.

• Hopefully some of the ideas and proposals shared today can contribute to making the change



Thank you



Problem analysis
Annex to the presentation



Farm workers span diverse settings – on and off farms 
2017 Census of Commercial Agriculture

Number of farms 

and households

Large Medium-Small Micro Market oriented 

smallholders

TOTAL

Cereals and other 

crops

387 2 474 5698 8 559

Mixed farming 

(crops and animals)

812 4 409 7237 162 583 175 041

Farming of animals 703 3 431 9 505 123 443 137 082

Horticulture 649 1 966 2 028 15 054 19 697

Agricultural 

services

59 290 474 823

South Africa 2 610 12 570 24 942 301 080 341 202

Employment/ 

households

389 421 284 111 84 097 301 080 1 058 709



2017: Census of Commercial Agriculture

40 122 Commercial farms

7951 Free State

6937: Western Cape 

4920 North West

4829 Northern Cape

4214 Eastern Cape

3103 KwaZulu Natal

2823 Mpumalanga

3054 Limpopo

2291 Gauteng

Total income 332.8 billion rand 

Farming of animals largest income earner at 36% of the total

758 000 people employed. 

Of these 269 000 employed in horticulture



Problem 1: 
Barriers to 
property 
ownership and 
recorded rights

• People who live on farms owned by others 
cannot own the houses that they live in.

• Section 4 of ESTA seeks to: 

• enable occupiers, former occupiers and 
other persons who need Iong-term 
security of tenure to acquire land or 
rights in land; 

• enable development of land occupied or 
to be occupied in terms of on-site or off-
site developments. 

• In practice, very few Section 4 subsidies have 
ever been awarded. 

• The majority of farm workers and dwellers 
living on farms are not registered on the 
Housing Demand Database (HDD). 
Registration is required to access a housing 
subsidy. 



Uncertainty over agrivillages

• Following the farm worker strikes in the Western Cape the Premier appointed a panel which prepared 
the FARE report (2013). 

• This argued that agri-villages may need to be rethought despite the concerns about affordability 
and the creation of remote poverty traps. 

• The National and Provincial Department of Human Settlements have remained resistant  to the 
planning of agri-villages. 

• This suggests that a clear policy is necessary to:

• clearly define what is meant by the concept of an agri-village; 

• indicate to municipalities, farmers, housing institutions and developers what government’s stance 
is regarding the implementation of an agri-village; 

• establish guidelines and conditions to be met in cases where agri-villages can be supported and 
ways in which these can be recognised and institutionalised within the District Spatial 
Development Framework and the Integrated development Plans of the District and local 
municipalities.



Subsidies and the Farm Residents Housing 
Assistance Programme (FRHAP)

• Prior to 1994 subsidies were available to land owners to improve the housing and services for workers 
living on farms. 

• In the early 1990’s Transitional Rural Councils and District Councils increased their levels of service to farm 
workers, but once the local government transition was complete this largely fell away.

• Practically no housing subsidies had been provided to farm workers since 1994, due the Department 

of Housing’s insistence that recipients of housing must have full ownership rights

• (Atkinson, 2007: 174)

• Old order subsidies were phased out to be eventually replaced by the Farm Residents Housing Assistance 
Programme (FRHAP) as part of the National Housing Code. 

• However it appears that this programme has rarely (if ever) been utilised as it imposes onerous conditions 
on the farm owner as the developer. 



Problem 2:  
Tenure insecurity 
and lack of 
alternative 
accommodation

• In practice, farm worker access to housing on farms 
largely remains tied to the continued employment of 
a family member on the property. 

• Dismissal, retrenchment, retirement, or the death of 
the employee frequently results in loss of family 
access to the house and may trigger legal eviction, 
cash inducements or other means to displace 
household members off the farm. 

• Households evicted or displaced off-farm, have few 
options but to reside in informal settlements, usually 
under precarious conditions. 

• The provision of emergency housing and basic 
services to evicted/displaced farm worker families is 
often a low priority for local municipalities. 

• These are already struggling to deliver housing 
and services for people resident in the towns, 
many of whom have long been registered on 
the HDD.



ESTA

• Overall there is little agreement on the best way to address the tenure 
security, housing and retirement needs of farm workers and their 
families. 

• This represents one of the key challenges in the agricultural sector. The 
question of how workers can remain on farm while simultaneously 
acquiring secure and transferable property rights remains unresolved. 

• ESTA remains a contested law which has also been very poorly 
supported by the DRDLR.

• In her first term and Minister for Land Reform Thoko Didiza was 
reported as saying that she regarded ESTA as ‘unimplementable’ 



ESTA: Confronting “total system failure:

DRDLR,  in sections 10.3 and 10.4 of the Green Paper on Land Reform, 2011 was frank about the nature of state 
failure

• There is a strong view that the real problem in land reform in general; and, in the protection of the rights and 
security of tenure of farm-dwellers, in particular may be that of a total-system failure (TSF) rather than that of a 
single piece of legislation, e.g., Extension of Security of Tenure Act (ESTA).

• In the case of farm-workers and dwellers, this failure would reflect in a number of aspects: inadequate 
articulation of policy and legislative regime to protect farm workers and dwellers; poor implementation of 
existing policies and legislation by organs of the state; weak enforcement of legislation by law-enforcement 
agencies; the judicial system not being worker-friendly in handling eviction cases; labour unions not organizing 
effectively on farms; non-complementary (almost adversarial) relationship between non-governmental 
organizations and state organs in addressing problems of farm-dwellers; and, poor or non-existent monitoring, 
co-ordination and communication amongst state organs, within and across the three spheres of government, 
and other interested parties, on matters negatively affecting the rights of farm workers and dwellers.



ESTA and retired farm workers

• Section 8(4)(a) and (b) of ESTA effectively gives responsibility to the owner to continue to accommodate 
retired farm workers who qualify as long term occupiers. This states that:

• The right of residence of an occupier who has resided on the land in question or any other land 
belonging to the owner for 10 years and—

• has reached the age of 60 years; or

• is an employee or former employee of the owner or person in charge, and as a result of ill 
health. injury or disability is unable to supply Iabour to the owner or person in charge, 

• may not be terminated unless that occupier has committed a breach contemplated in section 10( 
1)(a), (b) or (c)

• This is at the expense of the owner as there is no other form of state support currently available to 
subsidise or support this, other than the possibility of tax or rate rebates



Problem 3:  
Absence of 
uniform housing 
standards and 
compliance 
monitoring

• There are no agreed clearly specified 
standards regulating provision of housing 
on farms other than minimum set 
specified in the industry Sectoral 
Determination and sector codes.

• Quality of housing and levels of service 
available to farm workers vary 
considerably from farm to farm. 

• How these standards are monitored and 
enforced remains unspecified. 

• The Department of Labour currently has 
no legal mandate to inspect housing and 
enforce standards on farms - neither 
does the Department of Human 
Settlements.



Problem 4: 
Unregulated 
on-farm 
hostels

• On-farm hostels remain largely 
unregulated and there is no clearly 
demarcated external responsibility for 
oversight and monitoring. 

• Currently, the state plays a minimal role 
in regulating and monitoring hostels and 
other temporary accommodation on 
farms. 

• It provides no support to employers to 
ensure that seasonal workers are 
adequately housed.



Problem 5: 
Inadequate 
access to 
services

• The Industry sectoral determination 
requires that electricity, safe water, a 
flush toilet or pit latrine is available in, or 
in close proximity to workers’ houses on 
farms. 

• Access to services can vary widely from 
farm to farm and there are major 
variations between provinces and 
agricultural subsectors nationally. 

• There is limited oversight of the 
adequacy of service standards on farms.


